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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Laura.

Im not going to make any jokes here, because apparently you are the one person on Earth who does not find me even remotely funny.



I am HILARIOUS. Ask anyone. Ask your sister. She thinks Im HYSTERICAL (you do, dont you Katie?)



And yet, even though you refuse to recognise my comedy genius, and you refuse to publically admit how impressed you are by everything I do, youre still getting a book dedicated to you  because without you, Skulduggery wouldnt have his Valkyrie.



Youre my best friend and my muse, and I owe you a lot.



(A lot being, of course, entirely figurative, and in no way implies that youre getting a share of the royalties.)
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SCARAB

[image: Image Missing]hen Dreylan Scarab had been locked away in his little cell, hed thought about nothing but murder. He liked murder. Murder and long walks had been two of his favourite things when he was younger. Hed walk a long way to kill someone, hed often said, and hed kill for a long walk. But after close to 200 years in that cell, hed kind of lost interest in walks. His passion for murder, however, burned brighter than ever.

They let him out of prison a few days early, and he stepped into the Arizona sunshine an old man. They had kept his power from him, and without his power his body had withered and aged. But his mind stayed sharp. Try as they might, the years could not dull his mind. Still, he didnt like being old. He counted how long it took him to cross the road and wasnt pleased with the result.

He stood there for two hours. The dust kicked up and got into his eyes. He looked around for something to kill, then quelled the urge. The entrance to the underground prison was within spitting distance, and killing something while the guards were still watching was probably a bad idea. Besides, Scarabs magic hadnt returned to him yet, so even if there were something in this desert worth killing, he might not have been able to manage it.

A shape came through the shimmer of the heat haze, solidifying into a black, air-conditioned automobile. It pulled up and a man got out slowly. It took Scarab a moment to recognise him.

Why the hell didnt you break me out? Scarab growled. His voice depressed him. In the open air, away from the confines of the prison, even his growl sounded old and frail.

The man shrugged. I was kind of hopin youd die in there, to be honest. You sure you didnt? You look pretty dead. Smell dead, too.

Im staying alive long enough to do what has to be done.

The other man nodded. I figured youd be wantin revenge. Eachan Meritorious is dead though. Nefarian Serpine killed him. Few othersve been killed since you were put away, too.

Scarab narrowed his eyes. Skulduggery Pleasant?

Missin. Couple of Faceless Ones came through their little portal ten, maybe eleven months ago. They were forced back, but they dragged the skeleton with em.

I miss all the fun things, Scarab said without humour.

His friends have been lookin for him ever since. You want my opinion, hes dead. For good, this time. You might get lucky though. They might find him, bring him back. Then you can kill him.

What about Guild?

A bright, white-toothed smile. Hes the new Grand Mage in Ireland. Hes a prime target for you.

Scarab felt a tingle, a slight buzz in his bones, and his heart quickened. It was the sensation of magic returning to him after all this time of being kept locked away. He kept the elation out of his dry, croaky voice. No. Its not just him. Its all of them. Im going to make them all pay. Their world is going to crumble for what they did to me.

You got a plan, I take it?

Im going to destroy the Sanctuary.

The man took off his sunglasses and cleaned them. You goin to need some help with that?

Scarab looked at him suspiciously. Ive got nothing to pay you with, and theres no profit in revenge.

This would be a freebie, old man. And I know some people who might be interested in gettin involved. Weve all got scores to settle in Ireland. Billy-Ray Sanguine put his sunglasses back on, covering up the black holes where his eyes had once been. Im thinkin of one lil lady in particular.







2
HOME INVASION

[image: Image Missing]he missed him.

She missed his voice, and his humour, and his warm arrogance, and those moments in his company when she realised that this was when she came alivefinally living, by the side of a dead man.

For eleven months he had been gone and for almost a year Valkyrie had been searching for his original skull, to use as a tool to reopen the portal and get him back. She slept when she had to and ate when she needed to. She let the search consume her. Time spent with her parents grew less and less. Shed been to Germany, and France, and Russia. She had kicked down rotten doors and run through darkened streets. She had followed the clues, just like hed taught her, and now, finally, she was close.

Skulduggery had once told her that the head he now wore was not his actual headhe had won it in a poker game. He said his real head had been stolen, while he slept, by little goblin things that had run off with it in the night. At the time he hadnt gone into any further detail, but he had filled in the blanks later on.

Twenty years ago, a small church in the middle of the Irish countryside was being plagued by what appeared to be a poltergeist. The angry spirit was causing havoc, terrifying the locals and driving away the police when they came to investigate. Skulduggery was called in by an old friend and he arrived, wrapped in his scarf with his hat pulled low.

The first thing he learned was that the culprit wasnt a poltergeist. The second thing he discovered was that it was most likely a type of goblin, and there were probably more than one. The third thing he unearthed was that the church, as small and as spartan as it was, had a solid gold cross set up behind the altar, and if there was one thing goblins loved, it was gold.

Actually, if theres one thing that goblins love, Skulduggery had said, its eating babies, but gold comes in a close second.

The goblins were trying to frighten everyone away long enough so that they could pry the cross loose and make off with it. Skulduggery set up camp and waited. To pass the time, he sank into a meditative state, to be roused whenever anyone got too close to the church.

The first night the goblins came and he leaped out, screaming and throwing fireballs, scaring them witless. The second night they crept up, whispering among themselves to bolster their courage, and he appeared behind them and roared curse words and they ran off once again, crying in fear. But the third night they surprised him, and instead of sneaking up to the church, they sneaked up on him and grabbed his head while he was deep in a meditative trance. By the time he had figured out what was going on, they had disappeared, and Skulduggery had nowhere to put his hat.

Now wearing a head that was not his own, Skulduggerys investigations had revealed that the goblins later ran foul of a sorcerer named Larks, who had stolen their paltry possessions and sold them on. The investigation ended there, as other events began to call for Skulduggerys attention. He had always planned to get back to it, but never did, and so the rest was up to Valkyrie.

The skull, she had learned, was bought by a woman as a surprise, and somewhat unsettling, wedding gift for the man she was to marry. The woman had then used the skull to beat that man to a bloody and pulpy death after she found him stealing from her. The murder inquiry was undertaken by mortal policeValkyrie hated that expressionand so the skull had been logged as evidence. Now known as the Murder Skull, it had found its way on to the black market, and changed hands four times before a sorcerer named Umbra sensed the traces of magic within. Umbra had acquired it and within a year it came into the possession of Thames Chabon, notorious wheeler, unscrupulous dealer, and all-round shady character. As far as anyone knew, Chabon still had the skull. It had taken considerable effort to even get in touch with him, and Valkyrie had been forced to use quite unorthodox means to do so.

The unorthodox means stood by the side of the quiet street, hands in pockets. His name was Caelan. He had been maybe nineteen, twenty years old when hed died. He was tall, his hair was black, and his cheekbones were narrow slashes against his skin. He glanced at Valkyrie as she approached, then looked away quickly. It was close to nightfall. He was probably getting hungry. Vampires had a tendency to do that.

Did you arrange it? she asked.

Chabon will meet you at ten oclock, he muttered, tomorrow morning. The Bailey, off Grafton Street.

OK.

Make sure youre on timehe doesnt wait around.

And youre sure the head is Skulduggerys?

Thats what Chabon said. He didnt know why its so valuable to you though.

Valkyrie nodded, but didnt respond. She didnt tell him about the Isthmus Anchor, an object belonging to one reality but residing in another. She didnt tell him how it kept the portals between these realities active as a result, or that all she needed to open a portal near Skulduggery was his original head and a willing Teleporter. She had the Teleporter. Now she needed the skull.

Caelan looked across at the setting sun. Id better go. Its getting late.

Why are you doing this? Valkyrie asked suddenly. Im not used to people helping me out for no reason.

Caelan kept his eyes off her. Some time ago you imprisoned a man named Dusk. I dont like this man.

Im not too fond of him either.

You scarred him, I hear.

He had it coming.

Yes, he did.

He paused, then walked away. His movements reminded her of the terrible, predatory gracefulness of a jungle cat.

When he was gone, Tanith Low emerged from the alley on the other side of the street, all blonde hair and brown leather, hiding her sword under her long coat.

Tanith took her home, and Valkyrie stood beneath her bedroom window and swept her arms up by her sides, clutching the sharp air and using it to lift her to the sill. She tapped on the glass and a small light turned on. The window opened and her own facedark-eyed and dark-hairedpeered out at her.

I thought you werent coming home tonight, her reflection said.

Valkyrie climbed in without answering. Her reflection watched her close the window and take off her coat. It was as cold inside as it was out, and Valkyrie shivered. The reflection did the same, approximating a human response to a condition it had never experienced.

We had lasagne for dinner, it said. Dads been trying to get tickets for the All-Ireland Championship on Sunday, but so far he hasnt been able to.

Valkyrie was tired, so she just gestured at the full-length mirror inside the wardrobe door. The reflection, having no feelings to hurt, stepped into the glass then turned and waited. Valkyrie touched the mirror and the reflections memories swam into her mind, settling beside her own. She closed the wardrobe and realised she hadnt been home in eight days. She had a sudden longing to see her parents and not just settle for the memories viewed through the eyes of an emotionless substitute. But her parents were asleep down the hall and Valkyrie knew she would have to wait until morning.

She took a black ring from her finger and put it on the bedside table. Ghastly, Tanith and China didnt like the ringit was a Necromancer tool after all. But for what Valkyrie had had to face over the past eleven months she had needed something extra, and her natural aptitude for Necromancy had provided her with the sheer strength she had required.

She undressed, dropping her sleeveless top and her trousers on the floor over her boots. No clothes made by Ghastly Bespoke ever creased, and for that she was quietly grateful. Valkyrie pulled on her shorts and the new Dublin football jersey her dad had got her last Christmas then climbed into bed. She reached out and turned off the light before quickly pulling her arm back under the covers.

Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow they would find the skull and tomorrow they would use it to open the portal. Wherever Skulduggery was, the portal would open close by. Valkyrie thought about this and what she would do when she saw him again. She pictured running to him and hugging him, feeling the framework beneath his clothes that gave him mass, and she tried to imagine the first thing he would say. Something dry, she knew. Something understated and funny. Probably a boast.

When she looked at her bedside clock, Valkyrie realised that shed been lying in bed for over an hour. She sighed, flipped the pillow to the cool side and turned over, banishing such thoughts from her mind, and eventually she experienced the welcome embrace of sleep.

It was a fitful sleep though, uneasy, and she awoke in the night to find someone standing over her. Her heart lurched, yet even through the shock, she was going through a list of possibilitiesMum Dad Tanithand then the man reached down and wrapped his cold hands around her throat.

Valkyrie squirmed, trying to kick out, but the bedcovers were trapping her legs. She fought to break the chokehold, but her assailant was far too strong. His fingers dug into her throat and blood pounded in her temples. She was going to pass out.

The covers came loose and she slammed her foot into his thigh. His leg moved back, but his grip didnt loosen. She got both feet against his belly and tried to shove him off. The dark shape stayed where it was, looming over her. She was going to die. She took one hand away from his wrist and pushed at the air, but the push was too weak to have any effect. She reached for the Necromancer ring, desperately slipping her finger into it, and immediately she felt the darkness within, cold and coiling. She curled her hand and thrust it at him. A fist of shadow slammed into his chest and suddenly the choking fingers were gone and he was stumbling away. Valkyrie leaped off the bed, snapped her palms against the air and the man shot backwards off his feet. He hit the wall and fell, crashing through her desk. She clicked her fingers, conjuring fire into her hand, illuminating the room.

For a moment she didnt recognise him. The clothes were all wronglayers of torn and filthy garments, mud-caked boots and fingerless gloves. The hair was longer, untamed, and the face was dirty. It was the beard that gave him away though. The pointy little beard that Remus Crux always wore to hide his weak chin.

She heard her father shout her name and she extinguished the fire. Her parents were about to barge in. She whipped a trail of shadow around her bed and dragged it so that it jammed the door shut.

Stephanie! her mother screamed from the other side as the doorhandle turned uselessly.

Valkyrie turned back to Crux just as he grabbed her and hurled her against the wall. She rebounded and jumped into him, using her knee to drive him back. She jumped again, extending both legs, her feet slamming into his chest. He wheeled back, tripping over her discarded clothes and falling. His head crunched off her bedside table.

Her parents were doing their best to break down the door.

In an enclosed space Valkyries knowledge of Elemental magic wasnt going to get the job done. The Necromancer ring was cold on her finger as she drew in the darkness. She focused it into a point and then unleashed it. It hit Cruxs shoulder and he jerked back. She did it again, hitting his left leg, and it crumpled beneath him.

Steph! her father roared. Open the door! Open the door now!

Crux came at her before she could strike him again. With one hand he grabbed her wrist, holding the ring away from him, and with the other he grabbed her throat. He pinned her against the wall, pressing against her, cutting off her weapons. His eyes were narrowed and through them she could see his madness.

The window shattered in on top of them. Valkyrie gasped as Crux was wrenched away from her. Shadows swirled and a thousand arrows of darkness flew at him and he dived, barely avoiding the barrage. He snarled, flinging himself out through the broken window.

Solomon Wreath turned to her, checking that she was OK, while shadows wrapped themselves around the cane in his hand.

The door hit the bed and it moved sharply. Wreath followed Crux out of the window and Valkyrie shoved her bed aside. Her parents barged in, her mother wrapping her in a hug while her dad searched the room for an intruder.

Where is he? he yelled.

Valkyrie looked at him from over her mothers shoulder. Wheres who? she asked, not having to act a whole lot in order to sound shaken.

Her father spun to her. Who was here?

No one.

Her mum gripped her shoulders and took a step back so as to look at her properly. What happened, Steph?

Valkyrie scanned the room. A bat, she decided.

Her dad froze. What?

A bat. It flew through the window.

Abat? It sounded like you were being attacked in here.

Wait, her mum said. No, we heard the window break after everything else.

Damn.

Valkyrie nodded. It was already in here. I think it was in the corner. It must have flown in a few days ago and, I dont know, hibernated or something.

Stephanie, her dad said, this room is a war zone.

I panicked. Dad, it was a bat. A massive one. I woke up and it was fluttering around the room, and I fell against my desk. It landed on the floor and I tried to push the bed over it. Then it flew straight through the window.

Valkyrie hoped it wouldnt register with her parents that all the broken glass was on the inside.

Her father sagged as relief spread through him. I thought something awful was happening.

She frowned. Something awful was happening. It could have got stuck in my hair.

After enduring another few minutes of her parents worrying about her, and checking her feet to make sure she hadnt cut herself, her mother helped her set up the bed in the spare room and finally said goodnight.

Valkyrie waited until she was sure they were back in their own bed before she sneaked out of the window. She let herself drop, using the air to slow her descent. Her bare feet touched wet grass and she hugged herself against the freezing cold.

Hes gone, Wreath said from behind her.

She turned. Wreath stood, tall and handsome in a pale kind of way, dressed in black. He was as tall as Skulduggery, and as calm, but they shared other traits too. They were both excellent teachers. Skulduggery had taught her Elemental magic and Wreath was teaching her Necromancy, but they both treated her as an equal. Not every mage she met did that. Another one of Skulduggerys talents that Wreath shared was the knack of arriving in the nick of time, for which Valkyrie was particularly grateful. What are you doing here? she asked. She didnt thank him. Wreath didnt believe in thanks.

His eyes gleamed when he looked at her. I heard Remus Crux had been sighted in the area, he said. Naturally, I assumed he was coming after you. It seems I was right.

And why didnt you tell me this? Valkyrie asked, her teeth chattering.

Bait doesnt needs to know its bait. Crux might have sensed a trap and that would have sent him scurrying back into the shadows.

I dont appreciate being bait, Solomon. He could have gone after my family.

He doesnt want to hurt your family. We dont know why hes after you, but at least we now know that he is.

Wreath wasnt offering her his coat. Skulduggery would have done that by now.

I dont want this happening again, she said. My town is off-limits to this stuff. China Sorrows can put up symbols and sigils to make sure he cant get into Haggard. Tomorrow thats what Im asking her to do.

Very well.

Solomon, next time something like this comes up, Im expecting you to tell me about it before Im attacked.

He smiled. Ill try to remember that. Its quite safe for you to return to your house. Ill keep watch until morning.

Valkyrie nodded and positioned herself beneath the spare room window.

Oh, and the skull? he asked. Are you close to retrieving it?

Were meeting the seller tomorrow.

And youre sure he has the one youre looking for? Youve been disappointed before

This time its different. It has to be.

He bowed his goodbye then tapped his cane to the ground and invited the shadows in around him. By the time they had scattered, he was gone. It was a Necromancer trick, similar to teleportation but with far less range. It used to impress her. It didnt any more.

She swept her arms up and a gust of cold wind lifted her up the side of the house. She climbed through the window and closed it behind her then wiped her feet on the carpet to dry them. She scrambled under the bedclothes and lay there, curled up in a shivering ball.

She didnt get much sleep.
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THE PLAN, SUCH AS IT IS

[image: Image Missing]he next morning Valkyrie went back to her own room. It was freezing. There was glass all over the floor and the desk was in pieces. She called China Sorrows and told her what she needed. For the past six months China had been instructing young sorcerers in the language of magic, and she said she would send her students to construct a warning system around the town.

Valkyrie thanked her and hung up, then opened the wardrobe and touched the mirror. Her reflection stepped out then crawled under the bed to hide while Valkyrie dressed in her school uniform and went downstairs. It had been over a week since shed joined her parents for breakfast and she was anxious to enjoy their company. She was also determined that today was the day shed get Skulduggery back.

Her parents talked about the broken windowher father was confident he could replace the glass himself, but her mother wasnt so sureand then her dad announced his plans.

Im taking a half-day, he said. Im off to meet a few clients, take them out for a quick nine.

Her mother looked at him. A quick nine what?

Im not sure, he admitted. Its a golf term. Men my age say it all the time. I wanted to take them to the football final on Sunday, but golf this afternoon will have to do.

You dont play golf, his wife pointed out.

But Ive seen it on television and it looks pretty straightforward. Hit the ball with the thing.

Club.

What could be easier?

Your hand-eye co-ordination isnt the best though, and you hate long walks and carrying things. And you also regularly say that you think golf is stupid.

Golf is stupid, he agreed.

Then why would you want to take your clients golfing?

Primarily, its the outfit. The V-neck jumpers with the diamond patterns and the trousers with the socks pulled up.

I dont think people wear those any more.

Oh.

Valkyrie often thought her parents were ideally suited to one another. She doubted that anyone else would be capable of appreciating just how odd they really were.

She finished her breakfast and went back to her room to change into her black clothes. The reflection took each item of school uniform as it was removed and put it on.

In a town called Roarhaven, almost two years earlier, Skulduggery had shot the reflection and killed it. Its original purpose had been to fill in for Valkyrie while she was with Skulduggery, but as a result of its overuse, it began developing certain quirks of behaviour, a problem compounded when it died. They had returned the body to the mirror, and the reflection came back to its imitation of life, but after that it became even more erratic. It had broken free of some of its own boundariesthe changing of its clothes being a primary exampleand every now and then there were short gaps in its memory.

But Valkyrie didnt have time to worry about any of that now. She needed to get Skulduggerys head. Besides, someone had to go to school today and it sure as hell wasnt going to be her.

She buttoned up her black trousers and pulled on her boots, letting the trouser turn-ups fall over them. The top was sleeveless but warm, and when she slipped into the coat, it was like she was suddenly wearing thermals. The material reacted to the environment and to her body temperature, keeping her in comfort no matter what. The coat was black, but its sleeves were the dark red of dried blood. A Ghastly Bespoke creation.

The reflection picked up Valkyries schoolbag and left, closing the door behind it.

Valkyrie rang Fletcher Renn and he stepped out of empty space beside her. The phone crackled in her hand as the network struggled to compensate, then gave up. His blond hair was painstakingly untamed, and his grin was the usual mix of cocksure and mocking. He wore old jeans, scuffed boots and an army jacket, and the only problem with how he looked was that Fletcher knew he looked good.

What happened here? he asked, the grin vanishing as he noticed the mess.

I was attacked.

His eyes widened and he grabbed her, as if making sure she was still alive. Are you OK? Are you hurt? Who did it?

Im fine, Fletcher. Ill tell you about it when I tell the others.

It wasnt the vampire, was it?

What?

Fletcher let Valkyrie go and stepped back. Whats-his-name, from yesterday. Mean and moody vampire boy.

His names Caelan. And no, of course not.

He nodded slowly. OK then. And youre sure youre all right?

Im fine.

What did he say anyway? The vamp.

He set up the meeting, like he said he would.

No chit-chat then?

Hes not the type.

Strong and silent, eh?

I suppose. Also the sun was going down.

Ah, OK. He probably didnt want to turn into a horrible monster and tear you apart on your first date.

Im sensing that you dont like him very much.

Well, no, on account of the horrible monster part. Do you?

Like him? No. I dont even know him.

Well, all right then. Fletcher seemed satisfied. Can I ask you a question?

You already did.

Can I ask you another?

Can you ask me somewhere my parents wont hear?

He took her hand and in an eyeblink they were standing on the roof of Bespoke Tailors. These days, teleportation didnt even make Valkyrie dizzy.

Ask away, she said.

He hesitated and then said, very casually, Do you think things will return to normal for you when we get Skulduggery back? You and him, out solving crimes and having adventures and stuff?

I expect so. Dont see why they wouldnt.

Thats good, he nodded. Its nice that its finally coming to an end, isnt it? After everything weve all done and been through.

These past few months have been terrible, Valkyrie admitted.

Yeah, I know. But at the same time, like, Ive actually been, you know, enjoying it.

Valkyrie said nothing.

Not in a bad way! he added, laughing. I didnt enjoy the fact that he was lost, or that youve been so worried about him. I just mean that, for me, being part of everything, its been good. Ive liked being part of a team.

Right.

So, I mean, I was thinking, I was wondering, do you think hed let me tag along on your cases?

Valkyrie took a sudden breath. II really dont know.

Id be pretty useful, you have to admit. No more driving everywhere in that ancient car of his.

He loves the Bentley. And so do I.

I know, I know, but still, maybe you could mention it to him, when hes back.

I will, she said. Ill mention it.

Unless you dont want me around.

Valkyrie raised an eyebrow. Did I say that?

No, butActually, yes, you have said that, a lot.

She shrugged. Thats only when you annoy me.

Have I annoyed you lately?

Youre annoying me now

Fletcher grinned and Valkyrie held out her hand. Downstairs.

He took her hand and bowed. Yes, mlady.

Instantly, they were in the backroom of Bespoke Tailors.

You can let go of my hand, said Valkyrie.

I know I can, Fletcher responded. I just choose not to.

She rotated her wrist, forcing him to release her in a relatively painless manner.

They smelled coffee and heard conversation, and emerged into the shop to find Tanith and Ghastly Bespoke sitting at the small table by the wall. Ghastly was shaking his scarred head in disgust.

Whats wrong? Valkyrie asked.

Dreylan Scarab got out of prison yesterday, Tanith told her.

Whos Dreylan Scarab? asked Fletcher.

Hes the assassin who killed Esryn Vanguard.

Whos Esryn Vanguard? asked Fletcher.

Valkyrie was thankful Fletcher was around. Finally, somebody who knew even less than she did.

Vanguard was an ex-soldier who became a pacifist, Ghastly said. Valkyrie noticed the edge of a bandage poking out beneath his shirt collar. She didnt mention it. This was, what, maybe 200 years ago? He talked about a peaceful resolution to the war with Mevolent, one that didnt require one side vanquishing the other.

Common sense in other words, said Tanith. This was well before my time, but I remember my parents talking about him.

Ghastly said, Mevolent grew tired of him constantly chipping away at his troops morale and conviction, so he sent Scarab to assassinate him.

And 200 years later, Tanith said, Scarab completes his sentence and is freed. Im surprised he lasted that long actually. After a couple of years in a bound cell, sorcerers start ageing again. I think everyone expected old age to finish him off.

He should be dead, Ghastly said quietly. He murdered a great man.

Do you know who else should be dead? Fletcher asked brightly. Valkyrie. Someone attacked her last night.

Tanith and Ghastly stared and Valkyrie sighed, then told them about Crux.

Ghastly narrowed his eyes. Wreath just happened to be passing while all this was taking place? For all we know he could have orchestrated the whole thing just so he could swoop in and save the day.

He didnt save the day, Valkyrie said somewhat defensively. Id have stopped Crux. Somehow.

Ghastlys right, said Tanith. We dont know what Crux has been up to since Aranmore. That glimpse he caught of the Faceless Ones snapped his mind, Val. He could very well have fallen under Wreaths influence.

Solomon Wreaths on our side, Valkyrie said, already tired of this argument. It was one theyd had a dozen times before.

And why would he send Crux after me? What would he have to gain?

Tanith shrugged. Were close to getting Skulduggery back, and hes close to losing his prized pupil. He gains your trust, and your confidence, and if hes lucky, you choose Necromancy over Elemental magic.

Valkyrie felt the ring on her finger. She hadnt taken it off all night. Well worry about that later, she said.

A lunatic attacks you in the middle of the night, Tanith said with a raised eyebrow, a lunatic who, even when he was sane, detested you and you want us to forget about it?

Fletcher peered at Ghastly and then said, with his usual tactfulness, Hey, whats with the bandage?

Ghastly adjusted his collar. Its nothing, he said gruffly.

Did you cut yourself shaving? Did you cut yourself shaving a lot?

Ghastly sighed. I asked China if she could help me blend into a crowd. Im sick of disguises. So she came up with a faade tattoo. Thats all.

Whats a faade tattoo? Tanith asked.

Its not important.

Then tell us what it is so we can get on to something important.

Its a false face, he said, trying to hide his embarrassment with impatience. She tattooed two symbols on my collarbones and when theyve healed, in theory, theyll make me look like Im normal for a short period of time.

Normal?

No scars.

Wow.

Like I said, its not important.

When can you try it out?

Another few hours. It mightnt work, butits worth a try. Its better than having to a wear a scarf every time I go out. I think we should get back to the matter at hand. Chabons plane lands in an hour, right?

Hed be here by now if hed let me pick him up, Fletcher said.

He doesnt trust us, Valkyrie told him. He buys and sells and the people he deals with arent always as honest and trustworthy as we are.

Fletcher shrugged. Id have just nicked the skull off him and teleported back here.

Valkyrie sighed. Do we have the money?

Tanith kicked a duffel bag on the floor beside her. A bit each from our various bank accounts. Good thing money doesnt mean a whole lot to people like us.

Speak for yourself, grumbled Fletcher.

You didnt contribute anything, Tanith frowned.

Is contributing time not enough? Fletcher replied archly.

Not when youre trying to buy something, no.

Oh.

Tanith looked back to Valkyrie. And Val, relax, OK? Weve thought of everything.

Skulduggery told me once that only he can think of everything, but he doesnt do it very often because it spoils the surprise.

This raised a smile on Taniths lips. Then we have thought of everything that we four are capable of thinking of, and we cant think of anything else. There is absolutely no reason to think that this wont be as easy as meeting up, handing over the money, getting the skull and saying thank you. This afternoon we take a trip up to Aranmore Farm and Fletcher opens the portal. Then we go in, find Skulduggery and bring him back. Easy as proverbial pie.

Unless something goes wrong, Valkyrie said.

Well, yes. Unless something goes horribly, dreadfully wrong. Which it usually does of course.
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BRING ME THE HEAD OF SKULDUGGERY PLEASANT

[image: Image Missing]habon had picked a caf on Duke Street for the exchange to take place. Valkyrie and Tanith sat facing the door. Fletcher was beside the window, reading a comic and drinking a Coke and doing his best to look inconspicuousnot an easy feat with that hair. Only Ghastly was absent. His scars were too difficult to conceal from the public for any length of time.

A little after midday, a man with a suitcase entered. He spotted them immediately and approached. He wasnt what Valkyrie had been expecting. His clothes were casual and he didnt have a pencil-thin moustache for a start.

Afternoon, ladies, he said, smiling politely. Do you have my payment?

Show us the skull, said Valkyrie.

Chabon put the suitcase on the table and patted it. Youre not seeing the merchandise until I know you have my payment. Thats how it works. Thats how these things happen.

Tanith lifted the duffel bag and opened it, allowing Chabon a peek at the money within. She closed it and held it on her lap.

Valkyrie reached for the case, but Chabon grabbed her wrist.

Youre very eager, he said, his voice cold. He turned her wrist, eyes narrowing when he got a closer look at the ring. Youre a Necromancer? I thought you people didnt even leave the Temple until you were twenty-five.

She took her hand back. I dabble, she said. Your turn.

Chabon flattened his palm on the case and the locks sprang open. He raised the lid, enough for Valkyrie and Tanith to see what it contained.

Thats the Murder Skull? Tanith asked. Youre sure?

Positive.

If youre lying to us Valkyrie began.

Chabon shook his head. Dont threaten me, girl. Ive been threatened by professionals. I had this discussion with your vampire friend, and all the facts we established then are still true today. So, unless youre planning on double-crossing me, and using that fella with the stupid hair by the window, what do you say we conduct our business and part ways? Ive got a plane to catch.

Valkyrie glanced at Tanith, who put the duffel bag on the table. Chabon reached in and touched the money.

Its all there, Tanith said.

After a moment, Chabon nodded. Yes, it is. He withdrew his hand and stood, taking the bag with him and leaving the case on the table. Been a pleasure, he said and they watched him walk out.

Fletcher came over and Valkyrie raised the lid slightly. The case was lined and cushioned, the skull sitting comfortably within. A huge smile suddenly broke across Valkyries face.

They had it. They had it, and in a few hours theyd pass through the portal and get Skulduggery back. All her hard work would pay off and, by the end of the day, her life would be allowed to resume. She closed the case.

I just want to make sure, she said and hurried to the door. She stepped out and saw Chabon just as he turned the corner on to Grafton Street.

Hey! she roared, a furious look on her face.

Chabon turned. If the skull was the Murder Skull, he would have no need to panic. If it wasntChabon panicked and broke into a sprint.

Its a fake! she shouted to the others and bolted after Chabon, with Tanith and Fletcher following.

Valkyrie barged into the crowd, fighting to keep Chabon in sight. She leaped over a buskers coin tray and dodged around a man painted silver. Chabon turned right, into a long, bright lane, the duffel bag swinging wildly.

If the lane had been empty, Valkyrie would have wrapped a tendril of shadow around his ankles and pitched him forward on to his face. But there were maybe a dozen people wandering by shop windows, and a woman begging for spare change just ahead of her. Out of the corner of her eye, Valkyrie saw Tanith dart into an alcove and run up the side of the building. Valkyrie chased Chabon to the next street, where he glanced up and saw Tanith moving over rooftops to cut him off. He knocked over an old man and ran into the Powerscourt Centre. Valkyrie took the street adjacent, moving parallel to him. Through the windows she saw him crash through the lunch crowd at the restaurant, slowing him down.

She reached South William Street as Chabon staggered out of the Powerscourt Centre. He saw her, cursed and kept running, through Castle Market and straight into the old Victorian building that housed the Georges Street Arcade. She knew she had him. He didnt have a hope of getting away now.

The stalls were set up down the middle of the arcade, funnelling the shoppers down paths on either side. There were clothes stalls and jewellery stalls and a fortune-teller behind a red curtain. Chabon chose the left path, knocking people out of his way. He stumbled over a box of old paperbacks and Valkyrie piled on the speed and jumped, her knees slamming into his back. He sprawled to the ground and she ignored the startled looks from the people around her. He reached for the fallen bag and she stomped on his hand. He shrieked, kicking, and her feet swept from beneath her. She landed just as he got up, the bag in his uninjured hand, but she grabbed one of the straps and wouldnt let go, and Chabon remembered too late that she wasnt alone.

Tanith came flying over Valkyrie and her boot-heel connected with Chabons sternum. There was a crack and he went down and rolled a few times before curling up. Valkyrie got to her feet as Fletcher joined them, puffing and panting like someone who hadnt needed to run anywhere in quite a while.

Here you go, Valkyrie said as she pressed the duffel bag into Fletchers arms. She smiled at the crowd. This poor boy got his bag snatched by that nasty man.

Fletcher glared at her as the crowd applauded, and Tanith picked up Chabon and escorted him away. Valkyrie and Fletcher followed.

That was unnecessary, Fletcher seethed.

If youd been faster, she said quietly, maybe you could have been the hero  but you werent, so youre the innocent victim. Get over it.

Tanith took Chabon far enough away from passing pedestrians so that they could talk without being overheard. She pressed him back against the wall. He was holding his hand against his chest, obviously in a great deal of pain.

Wheres the real Murder Skull? Valkyrie asked, keeping her voice low.

I gave it to you, Chabon tried. She prodded his hands and he hissed. OK! Stop! I had it, I swear I did. When I talked to you on the phone, I had it.

So what did you do with it?

Chabon was looking quite pale. His injury was making him sweat. Theres aLook, theres a rule, in what I do. If you find something that one person is willing to pay for, odds are theres someone else whos willing to pay more.

You advertised?

I didnt know anyone would be that interested, so yeah, I mentioned it here and there, and someone came to me with a better offer.

Who?

I dont know.

Valkyrie made a fist and crunched it against Chabons hands. Tanith struggled to keep him standing upright.

A woman, he gasped. I met with her an hour ago. She paid me triple. I didnt think youd ever know. Its the Murder Skull. Whats so important about it?

What did this woman look like? asked Tanith.

Dark hair. Pretty enough. All business.

A name, Valkyrie said. A number, address, anything.

She called me. Kept her number private. We met in the arrivals area in the airport. She had the money so I gave her the skull. I brought a second one for you lot.

Youd better give us something we can use to find her, Fletcher said, or Im teleporting you to the middle of the Sahara and Im leaving you there.

Chabon looked at him, like he was gauging whether or not the threat was serious. He obviously decided it was.

Shes American  Boston by the accent. And shes got that eye thing  one green eye, one blue.

Heterochromia, Tanith said. Davina Marr.

Valkyries stomach dropped. Davina Marr had been brought in by the Irish Sanctuary to assume the role of Prime Detective. Valkyrie had had a few run-ins with her already, and had found her to be ambitious, patronising and ruthless.

If she bought the skull, Valkyrie said grimly, then Thurid Guild has it by now, and hes going to lock it away to make sure Skulduggery never gets back.

So what do we do? asked Fletcher.

We steal it, said Valkyrie.
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THE REVENGERS CLUB

[image: Image Missing]t was raining. Again.

Scarab didnt like Ireland. Every great misfortune in his life had happened here. Every major defeat. Even though he had done his time in an American prison, hed been arrested here in Ireland  and it had been raining then too.

The castle was cold and there were draughts everywhere. Most of the doors had recently been blocked off, sealing away the dungeons and various unsavoury places. They were still accessible through the many secret passages, but it was proving quite difficult to get around. Also the plumbing was terrible. The cell that had been his home for two centuries had kept him alive, kept him nourished, kept his body clean and his muscles from atrophying. For 200 years he had not even needed to visit a bathroom. Where did all the waste go? Was there any waste to begin with? He didnt know and no one had come around to tell him.

And now, suddenly, he had to eat and wash and visit the bathroom at worryingly frequent intervals, and the toilet wouldnt flush. Hed searched for another bathroom and had quickly got lost. He had stumbled around in the dark for half an hour before finding his way back to where he started.

Where have you been? Billy-Ray asked, hurrying by. Theyre here. He disappeared into the next room.

Scarab shuffled to the door and heard Billy-Ray welcoming their guests. Scarabs bladder was still full, and he wondered if he had time to find a potted plant or something. Not that a place like this would have a potted plant.

Youre wonderin why I called you here, he heard Billy-Ray say. Youre lookin at the guy sittin next to you and youre goin, hey, dont I hate that guy? Didnt that guy try to kill me once? The fact is, yeah, we all probably tried to kill each other a few times over the years, but yknow what? So did plenty of other people.

And that, gentlemen, is why were here. That is the bond we share. This is our common affliction and so it provides us with our common goal. I got someone I want to introduce. You may have heard of him. Hes the man who killed Esryn Vanguard. Boys, Id like you to meet the man, the legend, Dreylan Scarab!

Scarab straightened up and walked in, keeping his steps purposeful and strong.

Four men sat at a table, with Billy-Ray taking the fifth seat. Scarab strode forward but didnt sit. He knew each of the men, though theyd never met. His sons descriptions were more than adequate.

Remus Crux was the ex-Sanctuary Detective, now a raving lunatic who didnt bother washing. He was a recent convert to the Faceless Ones, according to Billy-Ray, and hed developed a murderous fixation on the girl called Valkyrie Cain after shed killed a couple of his Dark Gods with the Sceptre of the Ancients. Scarab had always believed the Sceptre to be a fairytale, and hed never had much time for the Faceless Ones. Hed agreed to Cruxs inclusion, however, because while having a madman on board was a risk, sometimes risk was all you had.

The dark-haired man beside Crux was pale and dressed in black. Cain, a girl who was sounding more and more like a real and viable threat, had cut a slash across Dusks face with Billy-Rays straight razor, scarring him for life. Vampires were known for their grudges. Dusk was another unpredictable entity, for a vampire was more creature than man. But for sheer physical power he was an asset that could not be discounted.

Sitting across from Dusk was the self-proclaimed Terror of London, Springheeled Jack. His lanky frame curled into the chair, one knee drawn up to his chest. His suit was old and ragged, and his top hat was perched at an unsteady angle on his head. Hardened fingernails drummed a slow rhythm on the tabletop. Scarab didnt know what manner of monster this was, but he knew that Jack had been driven out of England and was being hunted across Europe. Scarab liked people that had nowhere else to turn. Those were people he could rely on.

The fourth member of this little society, this Revengers Club, was the one about whom they knew the least. Billy-Ray had informed Scarab that this man claimed to be a killer beyond compare, who had suffered at the hands of the skeleton detective and his partner, but that was all they knew about the mysterious and deadly Vaurien Scapegrace.

Scarab stood at the head of the table and summoned all the dreadful authority he could muster.

Youve heard of the things Ive done, he said. They looked at him without speaking. Youve heard of the people Ive killed. Most of these stories are true. I have killed and laughed and killed again. As have all of you.

Gentlemen, we are a dying breed. A hundred years from now, people like us will be taken down before weve done anything wrong. We will be put in prison for the thoughts we think and the things we feel. We are the last of the truly great and the truly free. And they want to take that away from us.

Sanguine was talking to you about a bond we share, a burning desire that lights within us all. We are free men, and to be free we must reject the rules and the laws that do not define us and do not apply to us. We must strike against our enemies, bring them down and grind them beneath our boots.

I am here because I am curious, Dusk said. He spoke calmly, without effort or emotion. Why should I help you?

I busted you out of prison for this, Billy-Ray said. You owe me, vampire.

I owed Baron Vengeous, Dusk said. But to you, I owe nothing. So I ask again  why should I help you? Why should I help any of you? I dont think everyone here can be trusted anyway. Seated at this very table is someone who saved the life of Valkyrie Cain, after all.

Springheeled Jack smiled. His teeth were narrow and sharp and many. I stopped you from killin her cos I didnt like you lot lyin to me, and I didnt like your boss. The chance to mess up your plans, therefore, was too sweet to resist. Tell me, you still sore from that hidin I gave you?

Dusk met his eyes. If we were to meet on equal ground, Id tear you to bloody, quivering pieces. Here for instance.

It aint even night yet, Jack grinned. You sure you can be let off your leash so early?

Dusk launched himself across the table and Jack laughed and rose to meet him. They crashed to the ground, knocking Scapegrace out of his chair. They flipped and rolled and went at each other again, snarling deep in their throats.

Quit it! Scarab roared and the scuffle broke. He pressed on before they had a chance to resume. Were fighting ourselves? Thats how you want this to go? This is an opportunity to shake the world to its foundations, and you want to kill each other? Let me tell you  and Im speaking from experience here  there are always more deserving people out there to kill.

This is our opportunity to strike back against our enemies. We have a chance to succeed where everyone else has failed. Weve seen those failures. Weve seen where people like Mevolent and Serpine have gone wrong, and we have learned from their mistakes.

I nearly killed Valkyrie Cain last night, Crux announced.

They all stared at him.

You what? said Billy-Ray.

My hands, Crux said, around her throat. Squeezing. I could see fear in her eyes. Real fear. Almost had her.

Dusk turned to him. You know where she lives?

Crux nodded. Cant get there now though. Saw a lot of mages marking symbols around the town. Got a perimeter there now. Cant get in without alerting the Cleavers. Dont like the Cleavers.

Why didnt you tell us? Billy-Ray snarled. We couldve gone in, got her, torn her to pieces

I kill Cain, Crux said, pointing a finger back at himself. Me. Not you, not the vampire, not the idiot.

Scapegrace frowned. Whos the idiot?

She killed the Dark Gods, Crux continued, but they will rise again.

Scarab could see the anger growing in Billy-Ray and Dusk. He could use his own knowledge of the language of magic to bypass this magical perimeter, but in doing so hed lose most of his team before theyd even started on his mission. He needed them to stay thirsty for revenge. He spoke quickly to calm the situation. Mr Crux, if you want the Faceless Ones to return, youve got to make it happen. And the first thing we do is get rid of the opposition. And we have a plan to do just that.

Dusk took his eyes off Crux. You have a plan, he said.

Yes, it is my plan, Scarab said, but it belongs to all of us. Were going to steal the Desolation Engine.

Three of the men smiled. One of them looked confused.

Whats a Desolation Engine? asked Scapegrace.

Its a bomb, Billy-Ray said. Theres no big explosion or loud bang, just the instant disintegration of every single thing in its radius. It all turns to dust. So were goin to steal it an were goin to use it to destroy the Sanctuary.

The other Sanctuaries around the world have always looked at Ireland with envy, Scarab took over. Theyd like nothing better than to come in here and take over, ransack everything magical from this little pipsqueak of a country and take it all back home with them. Were going to make sure they get their wish, and were going to kill a few of our most annoying enemies right along with it.

Theyve dismissed us in the past, Billy-Ray said. They dont rate us  not compared to Vengeous or the Diablerie, any of those guys. Were the hired help. But were goin to show em. Were going to show em that they shouldve been scared of us all along.

They think they know whats coming? Scarab asked. They think they know what to expect? They have no idea.
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INTO THE SANCTUARY

[image: Image Missing]kulduggery had once told Valkyrie that the best plans are the simple ones. Her plan was not a simple plan, but it was the only one they had, so they were stuck with it.

Heres what we do, Valkyrie said as she paced the floor of Ghastlys shop. We go to the Sanctuary and ask to see Guild. Guild will keep us waiting, as he always does, because he wont want anything to appear different until he knows for sure that we know he has the skull.

Tanith, Ghastly and Fletcher looked at her and nodded.

However, she continued, hell also be assuming that we do know, so hell be waiting for us to make a move. Fletcher wont be with us, which will make Guild suspect that hes already teleported in.

And where will I be? Fletcher asked excitedly.

I dont know, fixing your hair or something. The point is his attention will be in two places  where we are and where the skull is.

And how do we find out where the skull is? Tanith asked.

The reasonable place to put it would be the Repository, Ghastly said. Put it with all the other artefacts and magical objects and keep it there. But hes not going to do that.

Its too obvious, agreed Valkyrie. Thats the first place wed look. Its also the first place were going to look.

Fletcher frowned. But its not going to be there.

No, but the cloaking sphere is.

The invisibility ball? said Fletcher.

Cloaking sphere, insisted Valkyrie.

Invisibility ball sounds better.

Invisibility ball sounds stupid. She turned to the others. Once we get it, we call Fletcher. He arrives, we let them close in on us and then we use the sphere.

And they think weve teleported out, Tanith finished, smiling.

Valkyrie nodded. And then, hopefully, Guild sends someone to check on the skull. We follow, grab it and then we teleport out. If it doesnt pan out like that, we can at least search for it without being seen.

China will have to be ready, said Ghastly. Once they realise whats happened, Davina Marr and the Cleavers will come after all of us.

Can I just point something out? Fletcher asked. That is an awful plan. On a scale of one to ten  the Trojan Horse being a ten and General Custer versus all those Indians being a one  your plan is a zero. I dont think its a plan at all. I think its just a series of happenings that are, to be honest, unlikely to follow on from each other in the way in which everyones probably hoping.

Do you have a better plan? Valkyrie asked.

Of course not. Im a man of action, not thought.

Valkyrie nodded. Youre definitely not a man of thought.

Why are you in charge anyway? What do you know about organising something like this?

I have faith, Tanith said.

As do I, said Ghastly.

Valkyrie smiled at them gratefully. So you think the plan will work?

God, no, said Ghastly.

Sorry, Val, said Tanith.



Valkyrie stood with Tanith outside the old Waxworks Museum, letting the rain drench her hair. The windows were boarded up and there was a rusted gate pulled across the door. Even before the museum had closed down, it had never been impressive. She remembered school visits, trudging through dark corridors, gazing blankly at wax statues of boring politicians. She often wondered how things would be now if, as a little girl, she had wandered away from the tour group and found the hidden door.

If she had entered the Sanctuary then, would she have been taken under Skulduggerys wing that much earlier? Or would the Cleavers merely have chopped her head off the moment they saw her? Probably the latter.

At least, back then, Eachan Meritorious had been Grand Mage of the Council of Elders. These days they didnt even have a Council, only the Grand Mage, Thurid Guild, whom Skulduggery had once suspected of treason. Even now that Valkyrie knew he wasnt guilty of that charge, she still viewed him as a dangerous individual with his own agenda.

And Guild had the skull.

Needing a replacement for Remus Crux, Guild had poached Davina Marr and her subordinate, Pennant, from one of the American Sanctuaries, and provided them with whatever they needed to do their job. Guilds first decree had been that the portal never be opened again, lest more Faceless Ones come through. He had known Valkyrie and the others were hunting for the skull, and until today they had managed to stay one step ahead of him. But now, it seemed, Guild had overtaken them at the last hurdle.

The wind took the rain in at an angle and Valkyrie pulled her collar tight. She had called China, who had listened to the plan, such as it was, and assured her that if it did in fact work, then she would be available to help. She also said that there were two Sanctuary agents watching her at all times, and another two at Aranmore Farm. She had barely been able to send out her students to set up that perimeter around Haggard without the agents noticing. Valkyrie didnt care. Only one thing mattered.

A bald man in a nice coat smiled as he passed them. Tanith ignored him, but Valkyrie returned the smile politely. There was something very familiar about him. He walked on and she looked around, wary of anyone trying to sneak up behind them.

Ladies.

She looked back. Ghastly stood where the bald man had been a second ago. Valkyrie was about to ask him what was going on, but Tanith figured it out before she spoke. The faade tattoo, she said, astonished. It works!

Ghastly smiled. No more hat and scarf disguises for me, thank you very much. I can only use it for half an hour each day, but Chinas working on a way to extend that.

Show me! Valkyrie demanded, unable to stop her own smile from spreading.

Ghastly pulled apart the collar of his shirt and she saw the small tattoos, freshly burned into either side of his neck. He touched them and unblemished skin flowed upwards, rippling over his scars until it covered his whole head.

Oh my God, she said.

Ghastly smiled. What do you think?

Oh my God, she said again.

His features were strong, his jaw square and his skin, though slightly waxy, was clear and unscarred.

China wanted to give me hair, but I thought that would be just a little too much, you know?

Oh my God.

You keep saying that. Tanith, what do you think?

I like it, Tanith said. But I dig scars too.

He smiled, and touched the tattoos, and the perfect skin melted back into them, revealing the scars once again.

Are we ready? he asked, looking at the Waxworks Museum.

I dont like going anywhere without my sword, Tanith grumbled. You do realise that if the Cleavers come for us, they wont care that were on the same side. Theyll cut us into ittybitty pieces just because they can.

If that happens, Ghastly said, youll at least die comforted by the fact that you had the moral high ground.

Well, thatll be nice, she muttered.

They went around the back of the Waxworks Museum and entered through the open door. It was dark and the corridor they walked along was narrow. They passed three wax statues. Valkyrie wasnt surprised theyd been left here when the museum closed down. They werent very good and only one of them had a head.

They finally came to a wax statue that looked like the person it was supposed to be  Phil Lynott from the band Thin Lizzy. It turned its head as they approached.

Hello, it said.

Hi, Phil, replied Valkyrie.

Tanith, who had actually known the real Phil Lynott when he was alive, found the figure too unnerving, so she stayed at the back and didnt look at it.

We request an audience with the Grand Mage, Ghastly said.

Do you have an appointment? the figure said, looking down at a page it had stuck to the back of its guitar. Youre not on the list.

We dont have an appointment, but we request to be seen.

The wax head of Phil Lynott frowned. It didnt like its new role. It was originally supposed to only open and close the door, but now that the Sanctuary didnt have an Administrator, its job description had expanded.

Ill tell him youre here, it said and closed its eyes.

While they waited, Valkyrie became aware of how fast her heart was beating. If this didnt work, they could all be arrested and it would be her fault. Worse, their one opportunity to get Skulduggery back would pass, and shed never see him again.

The wax figure opened one of its eyes. Any of you going to the final? it asked.

Valkyrie took a moment. Im sorry?

The All-Ireland, the figure said. Dublin versus Kerry. Going to be a good one. I asked if I could go. Ive never been to Croke Park. The Grand Mage said no. He said it would raise some questions if Im recognised.

Hes probably right, said Valkyrie slowly.

The figure opened both eyes. The Grand Mage has been informed, it said. He has instructed a guide to take you to the Greeting Room, and he will be with you as soon as his schedule allows.

Thank you, Valkyrie said, and the wall beside them rumbled and parted, and they went through.

They got to the bottom of the stone stairs and a sour-looking man beckoned to them impatiently. Valkyrie glanced at the greyclad Cleavers as she passed them, their faces hidden behind visored helmets. She used to find them threatening, but compared to the White Cleaver who stood with the Necromancers, they were positively cuddly.

The impatient sorcerer herded them quickly through the corridors.

I dont have time to be doing this, he griped. Ive got work to do, for Gods sake. Dont they know I have work to do? Showing you people where to go is an Administrators job. Do I look like an Administrator to you?

No, Tanith said. You look like a remarkably grumpy man.

He glared at her and she narrowed her eyes. He looked away.

In there, he said, pointing to a room. The Grand Mage will be with you when hes with you. If you want anything, tea or coffee, get it yourself and dont bother me any more.

He stalked off and they looked at each other.

Guild wants us left alone so that well go after the skull, Ghastly said quietly. He wants us arrested and thrown in the cells. Hes just waiting for us to make a wrong move.

Lets not disappoint him then, Tanith responded. They ignored the Greeting Room and took the first corridor to their right. The people they passed didnt even glance at them.

They passed the Gaol, where the sickest, most evil sorcerers in the country were kept in cages hanging off the ground. An average criminal would be sent to one of the maximum security prisons, but the Gaol was reserved for the worst of the worst.

Beyond the Gaol was the Repository. Making sure no one was watching, Tanith pushed open the double doors and they crept inside. Ghastly held up his hand and read the air, feeling any disturbances.

Were alone, he announced and all three of them immediately strode among the dimly-lit shelves, looking for a wooden sphere about twice the size of a tennis ball.

Valkyrie hurried to the place where the cloaking sphere had been kept the last time she was here, but the space was empty. She quickly checked the rest of the shelf, her eyes skimming over the arcane objects. The collection of magical artefacts in this room was enough to make collectors like China Sorrows envious.

They searched for five or six minutes and came up with nothing.

This isnt good, Ghastly muttered when Valkyrie passed him.

She clicked her fingers to summon a flame into her hand and searched the darker recesses of the room. This wasnt good at all.

Do we have a Plan B? Tanith called out from behind a stack of scrolls.

We barely have a Plan A, Valkyrie muttered.

Ghastly had his ear to the door and he stepped away. Theyre coming, he said.

Furious, Valkyrie whipped out her phone and called Fletcher. Her plan hadnt worked. The only thing they could do now was get out before they were caught.

The Repository, she said into the phone and Fletcher appeared behind her. Symbols flashed on the walls and blue lightning darted to where he was standing. He screamed as the lightning danced through him. When the symbols faded, he collapsed with a moan.

It was a trap and, right on cue, the double doors swung open and a dark-haired woman walked in, a squad of Cleavers behind her.

Ghastly and Tanith converged on Valkyrie as she knelt by Fletcher.

Get us out of here, she ordered, but tremors coursed through Fletchers body.

Cant, he mumbled.

Davina Marr looked at them and smiled. Welcome to the Sanctuary. You are all under arrest.
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BACK TO ARANMORE

[image: Image Missing]he Interrogation Room was bound. Valkyrie could feel the low ebb of her magic, just out of reach. She didnt like that feeling. It added to her uneasiness.

She sat across from Marr and did her best to ignore Pennant, standing beside the door. Having the door in front of her was their mistake. Anytime Skulduggery had used this interview room, hed positioned the suspects with their backs to it. It meant they had to crane their necks to see whoever walked in. The way Marr had arranged it, it was almost like this was Valkyries office and she was sitting at her own desk.

Valkyrie worked at looking calm and hiding the panic she was feeling. This had been their one chance to get Skulduggery back. If Guild hid the skull or worse, destroyed it, their one chance would disappear. She went cold inside thinking about it.

Valkyrie, Marr said eventually, raising her different coloured eyes from whatever it was she was reading. Valkyrie doubted the file had anything to do with her. It was probably just some random collection of pages Marr thought might intimidate her. Youre in quite a lot of trouble.

Valkyrie said nothing and rubbed the fingers of her right hand against each other. Her Necromancer ring had been taken. She missed it.

Marr had dark hair, cut short at the neck. She was pretty, in an unremarkable way. You were caught trying to steal Sanctuary property. Do you know how serious that is? Do you know how long you could be put in prison for? Marr sighed as if disappointed. This isnt a game, Valkyrie. Youre part of something that is turning out to be very dangerous. Ghastly Bespoke and Tanith Low are looking at twenty years in prison at the very least. Twenty years, Valkyrie. What is it you were trying to steal anyway?

Valkyrie fixed her eyes on a speck of lint on Marrs collar and didnt answer.

We have Skulduggery Pleasants head. I know youre here to steal it, and let me assure you, we do understand. Skulduggery was a friend of yours.

Is a friend, corrected Valkyrie.

Was I referring to him in the past tense? Marr asked, looking ashamed. Oh dear, Im very sorry. Yes, he is a friend of yours and Im sure you consider him a very good friend. We all have good friends and we would do a lot for those friends  within reason, naturally. But this crusade of yours, to open up the portal, itsquite frankly, it is not within reason.

I dont know what you mean, Valkyrie said.

Marrs smile was becoming as irritating as her manner. Of course you dont, she whispered conspiratorially. But lets pretend you did. Lets pretend, and this is without incriminating yourself  that means to get yourself into trouble  that you did want to open the portal to try and bring your friend back. It would mean that youd also be opening the portal for the Faceless Ones. Do you see that? Do you understand?

Valkyrie was becoming fixated on Marrs little nose. It was like a target, begging to have a chair smashed into it.

The only reason they came through the last time was because they had been signalled, Valkyrie said. Hypothetically speaking, if we were to open that portal now, they wouldnt be waiting. But Skulduggery would.

The Grand Mage has expressly forbidden that portal to ever be opened again. Im sorry.

I dont work for the Grand Mage.

The Sanctuary polices the entire magical community in Ireland  not just the people who work there. Valkyrie, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but your friend is most likely dead.

Of course hes dead. Hes a skeleton.

For almost a year hes been trapped on a world with the Faceless Ones. We can only imagine the horror and the agony he must have been put through before they finally decided to end his existence. We can only imagine what they reduced him to  the screaming, the crying, the begging. Sweetheart, in a way youre lucky hes gone. If he ever did return, Im sure youd find him a littlepathetic.

Dont call me sweetheart.

Marr blinked, surprised. Oh. OK.

And never call him pathetic.

Marr leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table between them. I can help you. I want to help you. Tell me who planned this and you can walk away. Well drop all charges against you. Help us punish the people who deserve to be punished  Ghastly, Tanith and China. Oh, yes, we know shes involved. Shes mixed up in every seedy little operation in the country. Sanctuaries all over the world want Miss Sorrows behind bars for the things shes done in the past. Youll be doing everyone a great service.

When she didnt get a response, Marr shook her head. This is a one-time offer, Valkyrie. The moment I walk out that door, youll be taken back to your cell to await transport to a Gaol. Youll go to prison, sweetheart. Please, I dont want to see that happen to you. Talk to me, let me help you and you can walk away.

Valkyrie met her eyes. And Fletcher?

Marr nodded. Mr Renn is doing fine. We installed that security system to temporarily disrupt certain electrical impulses in his mind. He cant teleport if he doesnt have a clear head, now can he? But I assure you, hes fine now.

Are you going to offer the same deal to him?

Do you want us to? Is there some kind ofconnection between the two of you? Ill be honest, Valkyrie, if you help us, I think I can persuade the Grand Mage to release him. I think I can do that.

And Guild will let him go? He wont want to hang on to him? Fletcher is the last Teleporter alive after all.

I really, really dont know, sweetheart, what the Grand Mage has in mind. If youre asking would he like Fletcher to work for this Sanctuary, then yes, Im sure he would. Fletcher has a unique and sought-after ability. Maybe, how about this, maybe you both could sign up? Would you like that? Become an official Sanctuary agent? You might make a good team.

Why doesnt Guild want us to get Skulduggery back?

Marr shook her head. You wouldnt understand. The Grand Mage has to weigh up everything about this. He has to evaluate the risk against the reward. Its a big, important decision that hes made and I think hes made the right one. Skulduggery made a sacrifice. He died so that we could live. The Grand Mage is respecting that and we should too.

Guild said Bliss made the sacrifice. He said Bliss saved us all.

Mr Bliss gave his life, Valkyrie.

I know he did. I was there. I saw it happen. You didnt, but I did. I saw Bliss die and I saw what happened next. I saw Skulduggery get dragged through that portal. He reached out to me, but I couldnt save him.

Thats very sad, Marr said gently.

But Guild ignored all that. He gave all the credit to Bliss because he didnt want to admit that he was wrong about Skulduggery.

No, Valkyrie, thats not what happened.

Guild doesnt want us to even try to get Skulduggery back because Guild doesnt want Skulduggery back. He hates him. He always has.

Marr pinched the bridge of her nose. China Sorrows has brainwashed you, she said sadly. I cant take it any more. Ill order her arrest immediately.

Chinas done nothing wrong, said Valkyrie angrily.

Youd do anything she tells you to, Marr sighed, gathering up her papers. Detective Pennant will take you back to your cell.

Pennant opened the door and Marr walked over to it.

Youll regret this, Valkyrie said.

Marr turned. Are you threatening me, child?

No. Im just saying youll regret this. Anyone who stands against Skulduggery always regrets it. The Detective before you, for example. Remus Crux. Have you heard from him lately?

Marrs face went taut and she didnt answer.

He stood against Skulduggery, Valkyrie continued, and then his mind was torn to pieces. Everyone regrets it, Miss Marr. You will too.

Marr turned to go, then turned again.

Ive changed my mind, she announced. Ill escort you back to your cell personally. Detective Pennant, you may leave us.

Pennant smiled and walked out without a word. Marr swept her hand to the door as an invitation. After you, Valkyrie.

Valkyrie got up and walked over, expecting Marr to shackle her wrists before she left the room, but she walked into the corridor unbound and felt her magic return to her. She led the way down towards the holding cells, Marr at her elbow, and tried to figure out what was going on. Had Marr simply forgotten the shackles? Did she not think Valkyrie was a legitimate threat? Or was it a trap? Was Marr waiting for Valkyrie to attempt an escape? The closer they got to the cells, the wilder her mind spun.

You said those who stand against your skeleton friend regret it, Marr said as they approached the corner to the cells. But what about those who stand with him? What about Bliss, since you brought him up? How is he doing these days?

Valkyrie said nothing and turned the corner. She frowned. There was usually someone on duty at the desk, but today the chair was empty.

Marr spoke right into her ear. That skeleton got people killed  friends, people he loved, his own family. Its a wonder he didnt get you killed before he went. Its a damn shame, if you ask me.

Valkyrie turned quickly and Marr pushed her back and laughed.

Dont worry, sweetie. I know what it is. All those hormones raging, you have all these conflicting emotions

Valkyrie raised her hand to push at the air, but Marr was faster. The air rushed around her and Valkyrie hit the wall and dropped to the floor.

Marr strolled towards her. You had a crush on him before he was pulled into hell, didnt you? A little one? You can tell me. Its sad and pathetic and highly amusing, but I promise I wont laugh.

Valkyrie clicked her fingers and Marr kicked her wrist. The fire went out and she was hauled up. She swung a punch that missed, and Marr sent her face-first into a cell door.

No one likes an upstart, Marr said. If you start behaving, maybe Ill even let you in to say goodbye to his head. It makes a very nice ornament for the Grand Mages office.

Marr was close and Valkyrie reached out and grabbed her. She got one foot behind Marrs, tried to throw her, but Marr bent her knees and moved. Valkyrie tumbled backwards over Marrs hip. All her weight came down on her shoulder and she cried out. Marr took hold of her arm and twisted it as she kneeled on her ribs.

Assault on a Sanctuary agent, Marr said sadly. If you were an adult, that would mean years in prison for you. But seeing as how youre a childI dont know. Maybe all thatll happen is that youll be branded with a few binding symbols, to permanently disable your magic. That wouldnt be so bad, would it, you insolent little wretch?

Get off me.

Or what? Marr smiled. Youll start crying? I can already see the tears in your eyes. Look at you. So helpless. So weak. You dont even have your little ring, do you?

With her free hand, Marr took the black ring from her pocket.

Now whats a nice girl like you doing studying a nasty discipline like Necromancy? We dont like Necromancers around here, havent you realised that? Nobody likes them. They cant be trusted.

Let me up.

Marr let the ring fall to the floor and slapped Valkyrie across the face. You do not tell me what to do. She slapped her again. You do not tell your elders what to do. Do you understand me? Another slap. Say you understand. Say you understand.

Through gritted teeth, Valkyrie said, Im going to kill you.

Marr pressed her knee in harder against Valkyries ribs and Valkyrie cried out again.

You want me to break your arm, you little brat? You want me to break your ribs? Puncture a lung? Because I can do it. I can do anything I want and no one will question me. So go ahead. Lie there and threaten me some more. See where it gets you.

Fighting back the tears, Valkyrie glared but said nothing.

Good girl, Marr said, her eyes narrow. Now apologise.

Valkyrie clenched her jaw.

I said, apologise. Theres no one here but us. Youve got no one to impress. Apologise and Ill let you up and put you in your cell. If you dont apologise

Marr slapped her again and raised her hand for another strike.

Valkyrie worked to ignore her pride and the anger that humiliation brought. She swallowed. Im sorry.

Immediately, Marr softened. OK. OK, Valkyrie, thats all I needed to hear. The pressure on her ribs was removed. Now ask me to let you up.

Valkyrie took a moment then, Can I get up?

Say please.

Pleasecan I get up?

Of course.

Marr stepped back and Valkyrie turned on to her hands and knees, and started to rise. Suddenly the air was pushing down, keeping her hunched over.

Say thank you, Marr said, controlling the air with her hand. Valkyrie looked up at her. Say thank you, Detective Marr, for letting me stand up.

And Valkyrie said, Thank you, Detective Marr, for giving me back my ring.

Marrs eyes flickered to the ground where the ring had fallen, but it wasnt there any more, and before she could do anything about it, Valkyrie sent a fist of shadows slamming into the detectives chest.

Marr stumbled and Valkyrie straightened, reaching out through the air for the desk. It shot forward and slammed into Marrs legs, and she flipped and fell over it.

Valkyrie opened the desk, snatched the keys up and ran to the cells. She unlocked Ghastlys door and he emerged, tackling Marr as she came at Valkyrie.

Prisoners are escaping! Marr roared.

Valkyrie unlocked the second door and Tanith came out, just as Cleavers appeared around the corner.

Get Fletcher, Tanith said in Valkyries ear, then get Skulduggery back, and she launched herself at the Cleavers.

Valkyrie unlocked the last cell and hauled Fletcher out.

Stop them! Marr screeched. Already the Cleavers had Ghastly and Tanith on the ground, arms locked behind them.

Guilds office, Valkyrie said to Fletcher. He nodded and closed his eyes, forcing himself to calm down and picture their destination.

Then they were outside Guilds door. Valkyrie barged through. The office was empty. The shelves groaned with heavy books and artefacts, and the desk was made out of what appeared to be solid gold. Beside the desk was a cabinet. Skulduggerys skull lay inside.

Shadows curled around her fist and she punched through the glass and grabbed the skull. She felt Fletchers hand on her shoulder and she blinked.

They were now standing in the maze of bookcases in Chinas library.

Fletcher looked at her. Are you OK?

Dont worry about me, she said. She could feel the side of her face burning from where Marr had repeatedly slapped her. We have to get to Aranmore Farm.

Were opening the portal? Fletcher asked, concerned.

Just you, me and China? So who goes in with you?

No one. I go in alone.

No. He shook his head. Its way too dangerous.

We dont have time to waste! Valkyrie said, suddenly angry. We have to do it now before they find us again and lock us away! This is my only chance to get him back!

Our only chance, he said.

Yes. Yes, thats what IFletcher, listen, China has to stay with you, on the farm. She has to make sure that youre able to reopen the portal for Skulduggery and me to get back. Im going in alone and thats all there is to it.

Fletcher looked at her, his jaw clenched. Fine, he snapped and led the way through the maze.

Valkyrie didnt know any of the sorcerers they passed among the stacks, and none of them raised their eyes from their open books. The library was considered to be a neutral place, where privacy was paramount.

China Sorrows was waiting for them, dressed in black trousers and a simple blue shirt. As usual, her unnatural beauty elevated her outfit to something beyond the ordinary. A delicate chain hung around her left wrist. Her hair, black as deepest sin, framed her face while her eyes, as pale a blue as her brothers had been, watched them approach.

Valkyrie fought down the feelings that were stirring within her. Fletcher wasnt quite so successful.

I love you, he whispered and was ignored.

The plan didnt work, Valkyrie told her. In fact, it probably made things worse. Ghastly and Tanith are under arrest, and agents are coming here to take you in.

China sighed. And were going to rescue Skulduggery now, I take it? With the full might of the Sanctuary bearing down on us?

Yes. Sorry about that.

China shrugged. You make life interesting, Valkyrie. Just give me a moment, I have two annoying spies to deal with.

Valkyrie looked behind her as a man and woman advanced, shackles in hand.

China tapped her forearms and glowing tattoos rose to the surface of her skin. She flung her arms wide and a wall of blue energy slammed into the agents, knocking them back. They were unconscious even before they stopped tumbling across the floor.

An elderly sorcerer peered round a bookcase and scowled.

My apologies for the disturbance, China said gracefully. They wouldnt pay their late fees.

The elderly woman shrugged and went back to her reading.

China held out her hands and both Valkyrie and Fletcher took one. These shoes will probably be ruined, she said, but Im sure one of you will inform Skulduggery of the sacrifices I have made getting him back. Take us to the farm, Mr Renn.

The library vanished and the afternoon sun was without heat. A cold wind blew in across the fields of Aranmore and howled softly through the ruined walls of the farmhouse.

This boy is handy to have around, China said, but for once Fletcher didnt seem to be taking notice of her. His eyes were on Valkyrie as they walked.

Have you said goodbye to your parents? he asked.

Shut up, Fletcher.

I just thought you might like to, thats all. One last goodbye before you get yourself killed.

The only way it would be a last goodbye is if you dont have that portal open for me to get back.

He laughed bitterly. Youre walking into a world run by a race of evil gods. And for what? If Skulduggery isnt dead, hes insane. One glance at a Faceless One is enough to drive you nuts. Hes been there for almost a year, Val. How many glances do you think hes had?

You dont know him. Hes alive and hes waiting for me.

Were taking a big risk here, arent we? Like, a major risk? Were opening a door to a universe of unspeakable evils and hoping they dont notice. Is Skulduggery worth it if this goes wrong?

If youre not going to help, Valkyrie said, I cant make you. But if you are, then shut up. None of us would be here if it wasnt for him, and he wouldnt leave any of us over there. Not even you.

They reached the farmhouse and froze. A Sanctuary agent ambled by inside, sipping a mug of tea. He frowned, and turned, and seemed surprised to find three people staring in at him through the gaping hole in the wall.

Um, he said.

Valkyrie snapped her palm. The air rippled and the sorcerer went skidding across the floor. She stepped inside, using her ring to gather the shadows in the house and bring them crashing down on his head. He didnt get up.

China and Fletcher joined her, and they moved to the hole in the opposite wall, the one that opened up to the yard beyond. Across the yard, standing amid the rusted farm machinery, was the second sorcerer. He saw them and his hand dug into his jacket for his phone.

Fletcher vanished and reappeared instantly next to the mage. He put his hand on the mans shoulder and then they were both gone. A moment later Fletcher was back, standing right in front of Valkyrie. She was about to ask where he had put the Sanctuary agent when she heard a terrified yell, and the agent dropped from the sky and hit the ground hard. He moaned, then stopped moving.

Fletcher pulled Valkyrie towards him, and before she could protest he kissed her. She stiffened in his arms, but as his right thumb brushed her cheek, she relaxed into him. Her belly did flips. And then the kiss was over.

If were going to go through with this, he said gruffly, then hurry it up. Its not everyday I send someone into hell.

China made a circle on the ground and Fletcher knelt in it, holding the skull in both hands. She carved protective symbols around him. If something did come out of the portal uninvited, she explained, these symbols would at least give Fletcher enough time to close it before he died. He didnt look comforted, but he didnt say anything.

She activated the symbols and red smoke drifted from them, swirling with the black smoke that rose from the circle. The smoke formed a column that grew more violent as it twisted into the sky.

Fletcher knew what to do this time. Eleven months ago, forced to open the portal, he had to learn as he went. He had to use the Isthmus Anchor  back then it was the Grotesquery, today it was the skull  without sufficient preparation and he said it was like tearing open his insides. Today, from the glimpses Valkyrie caught through the smoke, he had everything under control. He looked determined. Angry, but determined.

A yellow light appeared, like a flattened sun, the edges boiling with flame. It grew wider.

China took Valkyries arm, leaning in close to be heard over the roar of the column of smoke. You have one hour, she shouted. In exactly one hour that gate will open again. Youd better be ready  with or without him.

Im not leaving him there, Valkyrie shouted back. You just make sure Fletchers still here when its time for us to come home.

China looked at her, her blue eyes bright, and she hugged Valkyrie. Thank you for doing this, China said into Valkyries ear.

China stepped away and Valkyrie turned to the portal. It was taller than she was now. She licked her lips and walked forward. The wind whipped her hair and she could feel the gravitational pull, eager to welcome her. Valkyrie hesitated and then ran, straight into the yellow.
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CALLING DIBS

[image: Image Missing]pringheeled Jack missed London. He missed its rooftops and its towers and its parapets. He missed the way he could dance, high above it all, watching the people pass below him. He missed the way Londoners sounded as he killed them  like they were offended that anyone would even dare.

Jack hadnt been home in over a year. They were hunting him there. Hed tried Paris, hed tried Berlin, and hed liked them well enough, but he knew he was homesick when he realised the only people he was killing were English tourists. That had sent him into a spiral of depression that lasted months. Finally, in an effort to confront this problem, he had made a list of everyone he viewed as being responsible for his exile, and he marvelled at the way the depression quickly turned to anger. Every name on that list worked for various Sanctuaries around the world, and suddenly Jacks mission was clear.

Destroy the Sanctuaries.

And now here he was, serendipity be praised, back in Dublin, working with two men he had never expected to share the same space with again, Billy-Ray Sanguine and Dusk. But since Sanguine was no longer palling around with those Faceless Ones nutters, and since his fight with Dusk hadnt been personal to begin with, Jack was willing to forgive and forget. They were all working towards the same goal after all  revenge on those who had wronged them.

I want Tanith Low, he said to that other bloke, Scapegrace, while they were lounging about in the castle.

Scapegrace looked up, startled that anyone was talking to him. Im sorry?

Tanith Low, Jack repeated. Her of the brown leather and the singing sword. I want to be the one to get her.

Oh, Scapegrace said.

In a way, you know, shes responsible for me bein hunted. She arrested me  put me in that cell where Sanguine found me. If I hadnt agreed to help him in return for freedom, Id never have been hunted in the first place.

Right, Scapegrace said.

What about you then?

Me?

Who do you want revenge on?

Oh, uh, Valkyrie Cain.

Shes a popular one to get revenge on. What age is she, fifteen? Fifteen years old and already four people want to kill her.

Well, Scapegrace said, leaning forward, like he was confiding, shes responsible for foiling my plans, you see.

That so?

Oh, yes. Im an artist. I make murder into art. Thats kind of what I do  thats my whole thing. And she has repeatedly stopped me from doing that. Also, one time, she beat me up when I was already really badly injured.

A fifteen-year-old girl beat you up?

When I was badly injured, yes. And she was fourteen at the time.

Well, I suppose in the right environment, Elemental magic is hard to defend against.

Oh, she didnt use any magic.

So she justbeat you up then?

When I was injured, yes.

How injured were you?

Very.

You were very injured?

Yes, I was. Have you ever been beaten up by a fourteen-year-old girl?

Cant say I have.

Its not very nice.

I wouldnt say it is.

So thats why I want revenge.

Listen, mate, I dont mean to pick a fight or nothin, but you call yourself the Killer Supreme, right? Have you ever actually killed anyone?

Scapegrace erupted into horribly forced laughter, desperate and panicky, and Jack could have sworn he started to blush.

Jack didnt much care of course. They were here to make up the numbers, to sit here while Scarab and Sanguine called the shots. And then, when it was time, they would strike.

Jack was looking forward to that bit.
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DEAD NEW WORLD

[image: Image Missing]he sky was red.

The sun, directly above her, was a ball of fire. It was big and hot, and closer than the sun back home.

Once the city would have been impressive. Its inhabitants would have lived in the towering cliff, using the caves as homes, carving doors and windows from the rock, before extending outwards. The stone houses that they built, on top of each other, jutted from the cliff face and reminded Valkyrie of pictures shed seen of mountain towns in Brazil. She imagined that it had been a city teeming with life, energy and noise, with hundreds of thousands of people packed in together and forced to get along.

It was quiet now though. Quiet and dead.

The portal closed behind her and Valkyrie was in a narrow alley of white, sun-bleached stone that hurt her eyes. She followed the alley down, her footsteps crunching on the cracked ground. She peered into half-crumbled houses as she passed, but every room was empty, stripped bare by the elements and whatever else was around here.

The alley plateaued and opened into a square, and she walked to the middle and turned in a slow circle, scanning her surroundings. She looked up at the cliff face, the sheer size of it finally becoming clear. It wouldnt have been hundreds of thousands of people living here, she realised  it would have been millions. A thought struck her. She was standing on an alien world.

Despite herself, Valkyrie grinned.

She shook her head. She had a job to do and a limited amount of time to do it in. She walked through a street that led to her right. The street curved and she was walking on sand that had blown in from the vast expanses of the dry valley around the city. The sand was a deep gold.

She walked for a few minutes, careful to move in a relatively straight line so she could be sure of finding her way back. Ghastly had claimed that her clothes would regulate her temperature no matter what, but something wasnt working. She was perspiring. A trickle of sweat rolled down her face. She took off her coat and left it at a corner as a marker, and felt the sun on her bare shoulders. She opened her top to let the air in, but whatever breeze there may have been was being blocked by the labyrinth of streets. Then she turned another corner and saw the body.

It sat on the ground, propped up against the wall. Its chest was a gaping hole, the insides long since dried up. The head was smooth and featureless. This had been the body of the man called Batu, a body that had been commandeered by the last Faceless One to come through the portal. There was no sign of life in it now though. To the Faceless Ones, human bodies were mere vessels to be used and discarded. Batus body was nothing more than a leaky old boat or a rusted car. So much for his masterplan to become a god.

The body was holding something in its right hand, a bone, most of it covered by rags. Valkyrie didnt want to imagine that it might be one of Skulduggerys. She was desperate to call out his name, but the idea of breaking this eerie silence repelled her. She didnt know what else to do though. She could spend months checking this city without finding him. No. No, the portal would have opened somewhere in Skulduggerys vicinity. He was nearby. He had to be.

Valkyrie headed back the way shed come, scooping up her coat and walking fast. She got back to the alley where the portal had delivered her. She followed it as far as she could, until the alley led into a cave. She dropped her coat again and summoned a flame into her hand. Then she stepped out of the sun into pitch-black.

As she walked, she saw shelves carved from the walls and a table that had once been a boulder. There were large areas of the cave where she didnt even need the flame  the windows had been constructed to drink in the sunlight and spread it around. The cave ended at a wall. As Valkyrie turned to go back, she saw a bone in the dirt and beside it stone steps, leading up. She climbed them.

The sun came in through the three windows along the far wall and Valkyrie let the fire in her hand go out. She stood beside the steps and didnt move. In the centre of the room a skeleton lay. Its clothes were shredded and hung off the frame that had been constructed to give the illusion of mass. From what she could see, the trouser-legs were empty and the skeletons right arm was missing. It lay on its back, its exposed ribcage dirty and covered in dust, and it didnt move.

Something clutched at Valkyries heart and wouldnt let go. She made a sound, like a whimper, but when she tried to say his name, she couldnt. Her first step was uncertain because her legs felt weak. She walked slowly, so very slowly, to the middle of the room.

Hello? she whispered. The skeleton lay on the ground and didnt move.

Its me. Ive come to take you back. Can you hear me? I found you.

Not even a breeze stirred the ragged clothing.

She knelt by the skeleton. Please say something. Please. Ive missed you so much and Ive worked so hard to find you. Please.

She reached out to touch him, and Skulduggery Pleasant whipped his head to her and roared, Boo!

Valkyrie shrieked and scrambled back, and Skulduggery laughed hysterically, like it was the funniest thing he had ever seen. He was still laughing when she got to her feet, and when she glared at him, he laughed even harder. Eventually, with bouts of laughter still rattling his bones, Skulduggery propped himself up on the only elbow he had left.

Oh, dear, he said. Now Im deriving amusement from scaring my hallucinations. This cant be good for me, psychologically speaking.

Im not a hallucination.

He looked up at her. Yes, you are, my dear, but I wouldnt worry about it. Being a hallucination is a state of mind, I always say.

Skulduggery, Im real.

Thats the spirit.

No, I mean Im really real, and Ive come to take you home.

Youre an odd one. Usually my hallucinations do a lot more singing and dancing.

Its me. Its Valkyrie.

Youd be surprised how many figments of my imagination say that. You dont happen to have an imaginary chessboard with you, do you? Ive had a hankering to play for a while now, and since youre an aspect of my personality, youd probably be a worthy opponent.

How do I prove to you that Im real?

This made him pause. Intriguing. Its not as if you can tell me something only we would know because if I know it, my hallucination would know it. But, in the theoretical extension of that approach, if you were to tell me something only you would know, then that would prove to me that Im not conjuring you up in my mind.

Sowhat will I tell you? My deepest, darkest secret? My earliest memory? My ultimate fear?

How about what you had for breakfast this morning?

Honey Loops.

Well, there you go.

So now you believe Im real?

Not in the slightest. I may have just made that up.

I found your skull  the one the goblins took. Fletcher used it as an Isthmus Anchor to open the portal and I came through to take you back.

My skull?

It makes sense, doesnt it? Its possible, right?

Itsvery possible actually.

Did you think of it? Did you imagine your skull could be used as an Anchor?

I didnt, but then I have been preoccupied by the torture and the lack of good conversation.

So if this is something that you hadnt thought of yet, how could I come up with it if I were just a figment of your imagination?

Well, Skulduggery said slowly, you could be a figment of my subconscious.

Im not your subconscious. Im Valkyrie. Im real. And Im here to rescue you.

If you can get me my limbs back, Ill believe you.

Fine, Valkyrie said, looking around the cave.

He spoke to her as she searched. To be honest, Ive given up hope of ever being rescued, so this entire scenario is kind of redundant. No offence meant. At first, I thought some of the survivors might come for me, but Ive reconciled myself to the fact that theyre all dead by now.

Survivors? Valkyrie echoed. She picked up a leg, fully intact, and brushed off the dust before handing it to him.

There were survivors when I arrived, he told her, fixing the femur to his hip in that convenient, yet obviously painful, way of his. This was the last world the Faceless Ones reached and they took their time with it. I got to know a couple of people before they were killed and I was captured. It took me a while to learn their language, but from what they told me, this was once a world full of magic. Then, 300 years ago, the Faceless Ones appeared.

But the Faceless Ones were expelled from our reality thousands of years ago. Valkyrie went down the stone steps to the bone shed glimpsed earlier. This was his other leg, and she scooped up a handful of what appeared to be toes.

Ah, but this isnt where the Faceless Ones were exiled to, Skulduggery said as she came back up. The Ancients expelled them from our world and forced them into a barren dimension. But the Faceless Ones escaped and tore through the walls of reality to a universe teeming with life. Over time, they decimated that universe, killing everyone, destroying suns, laying waste to whole galaxies. And when they were finished, they moved on.

She gave him the pieces of his leg. To another reality?

One after another, snuffing each one out as they searched for their way back home. 300 years ago they arrived here, and could go no further. Theyve been looking for a way off ever since.

Oh my God

And all this time we thought the Ancients had exiled them to where they could do no harm. Countless trillions of beings, Valkyrie, killed because of us.

She didnt respond.

If youre real, he said, I know what youre feeling. Guilt, yes? A tremendous sense of awful responsibility for something you had no part of. That was my reaction when I first heard the story. I didnt know what to do. Maybe send each reality a card, with a little apology? Then, when the Faceless Ones found us and killed the others and took me, I finally realised that nothing good could come from pointless remorse and I got over it. The constant torture proved to be a good distraction.

Are youOK?

Not even remotely. He paused, halfway through putting his leg back together. They havent killed me, and they havent taken my magic away, because every day they hunt me. They take turns, I think, in inhabiting Batus body. They track me down, I fight back, they win easily and they tear me apart. Yesterday, for instance, they pulled off my legs and wandered off with one of my arms. They leave me overnight to put myself back together, so that they can hunt me down again with their pets the next day. It is, as you can imagine, oodles of fun.

Well, all thats over now. We have half an hour before the portal opens again and were going through. Come on.

He looked up at her. Im missing an arm.

So?

You wouldnt say that if it were your arm. Im not going anywhere without my arm. Fetch me my limb and Ill go through the imaginary portal with you.

Well, you can help me look for it, Valkyrie said and reached for him. Her hand hit an invisible wall. What is this?

Something Ive been working on, he replied smugly. Ive had a lot of time with nothing to concentrate on but magic. The Faceless Ones have no problems getting through this little wall of air, but for figments of my imagination like yourself, its quite tough. Ive also taught myself a couple of other new tricks.

So youre going to sit here while I do all the work?

Indeed I am. If I were you, Id find the body that used to be Batus. If the arm is anywhere, its there.

Yes, I saw it. Its outside, down a couple of streets. We could walk there and still be back in plenty of time for the portal.

And if you run, youll get it to me sooner.

Valkyrie sighed and left him while he finished putting his leg back together, and a muttered rendition of Dry Bones followed her down the steps. She hurried out to the red sky and retraced her path, guided by her footsteps in the sand. She wished she had a pair of sunglasses to offset the glare. Her arms were rapidly turning red under the sun, and she wondered how shed explain sunburn in September to her parents.

The body sat where she had left it, head down and lifeless. She ran her tongue over her lower lip while she debated the best way to go about this, and then she kicked it in the head. When it didnt try and grab her, she bent down, pulled Skulduggerys arm from its clutches and then her ears popped. She staggered, feeling the goosebumps ripple. The inside of her mouth was tight, dry skin and her beating heart was the drum it was stretched across. She stumbled over the body and fell, and now she was crawling. Her head was filled with deafening whispers.

The Faceless Ones were coming.
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BLOOD AND BULLETS

[image: Image Missing]hina knew when someone was staring at her. It was a sense shed honed over the last few hundred years, as precise as it was useless. People were always staring at her, after all.

She glanced around and Fletcher looked away, embarrassed.

How long do you think shell be? he asked.

China didnt answer. She didnt do small talk. He shrugged and nodded then stuffed his hands in his pockets. He all but started to whistle.

If she bothered with idle conversation, she would have told the poor boy that this thing with Valkyrie was never going to go anywhere, not when Skulduggery got back. Valkyries life revolved around Skulduggery now  she was caught in his orbit, and someone like Fletcher didnt stand a chance.

Skulduggery and Valkyrie were meant for each other. China could see that now. They were meant to find each other, to form this bond and to affect each others lives. The best the boy could hope for, the best anyone could hope for, would be to stand in the wings and look on.

A crescent tattoo faded up on Chinas wrist and began to burn, signalling to her that someone had breached the perimeter alarms shed installed.

Stay here, she ordered and strode off across the yard.

They came around the corner of the farmhouse  a Sanctuary agent she recognised as Pennant and four Cleavers. At a nod, the Cleavers ran at her and China tapped the symbols on her forearms and flung her arms wide. A wave of blue energy struck one of the Cleavers with full force and knocked him back. The other three were ready though, and they twisted into the wave, the magic rolling over their uniforms.

This was no mere arrest, she realised as she dodged the scythes. From the way they were attacking, the Cleavers had permission to use lethal force and they werent being shy about it. She knocked her fists together and the red tattoos on her knuckles became visible. She ducked a swipe and punched. On impact, the Cleavers head snapped around and he crumpled and didnt get up. She caught the next one in the gut and he doubled over.

The last Cleaver cracked his scythes staff against her knee. China gasped in pain and barely managed to avoid the blade that followed it. His uniform was too well protected for this to be any kind of a fair fight.

She collided with him, grabbed his arm and yanked up his sleeve. Her right hand clenched, her fingertips pressing tightly into her palm, activating the symbol she had carved there so long ago. She closed her fingers around his bare wrist. He stiffened and she could have sworn she heard him scream beneath his helmet, and as he collapsed she turned to Pennant and he shot her.

The bullet caught China in the chest and she found herself walking backwards quickly, trying to regain her balance. She brought her hands to the wound, the dark blood gushing out between her fingers. Her legs buckled and she fell awkwardly. Her head hit the ground and she lay there, looking up at the clouds.

Oh, was all she said.
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THE FACELESS ONES

[image: Image Missing]atus old body stood up slowly. Its back was hunched and its thin arms were curled. From her hiding place, Valkyrie watched it shuffle deeper into the darkness, wondering why the Faceless One was bothering with such a damaged vessel.

The pressure in her ears was back to normal, and while her heart was beating fast, it was no longer threatening to break free of her chest. When she was sure she wasnt going to throw up, she followed at a safe distance. There wasnt a whole lot she could do against a Faceless One, except maybe distract it by dying loudly. If it started to torture Skulduggery again, shed just have to watch. She didnt much like that idea.

She was still clutching Skulduggerys right arm. It was in one piece, fingers and all, and it clacked slightly as she moved.

The Faceless One dragged itself up the steps and Valkyrie crouched in case it happened to glance back. It didnt of course. Faceless Ones were not the type to glance. For a start, they didnt even have eyes. Valkyrie waited until it was gone from sight and crept forward. She had a niggling suspicion why Batus body was still being used  maybe torture was more satisfying when conducted in human form. She climbed the stairs slowly, peeking up to see Skulduggery backing away from the Faceless One as it neared.

I knew she wasnt real, Skulduggery was saying. Its all part of some new trick, isnt it?

He grunted and rose into the air, and suddenly his body locked out straight. Valkyrie watched in horror as an unseen force began separating his bones from each other, centimetre by centimetre. The sounds of his pain started low, then twisted, and he threw his head back and screamed in abject agony as his jaw was slowly pulled from his skull.

Valkyrie bolted into the circle, her Necromancer ring grabbing the shadows and curling them around the Faceless Ones left ankle. She kept running and yanked the shadows with all her strength, but the shadows went taut and her legs flew from under her and she crashed to the ground. The Faceless One hadnt budged. Its blank head turned, and it let Skulduggery drop to a groaning heap. Valkyrie threw his remaining arm to him as she got up.

The Faceless One observed her without moving. Shed experienced this reaction before, eleven months ago. It was Chinas theory that the Faceless Ones could detect the blood in her veins, the blood of the Last of the Ancients. Valkyrie didnt know if that was the genuine reason, but she took every advantage she could find. She snapped her palms and the air rippled and slammed into the ruined body before her. The rags it wore fluttered in the violent gust, but the body stayed still.

The ring was cold on her finger and it drank in the death this city had seen. She focused the shadows and hurled them at her enemy. A spear of darkness flew into the torso cavity and tore out through the back. The Faceless One staggered and looked down at itself.

Skulduggery sat there, flexing the fingers on both of his hands, and Valkyrie grabbed him and hauled him up. He was surprisingly heavy. They got to the steps, jumped down, and ran on towards the mouth of the cave.

Faster! she demanded.

Why? he asked. Im still not entirely sure youre real.

I just picked you up back there!

That could have been a draught.

They left the cave and Valkyrie grabbed her coat off the ground and looked back. The Faceless One hadnt even reached the steps yet.

She looked at Skulduggery. Im not a draught!

You look like a draught

That doesnt even make any sense.

My verbal sparring has been a tad one-sided of late. I should keep moving. Youre welcome to come along.

But this is where the portal opens.

If the Isthmus Anchor is linked to me, the portal will open near to wherever I am. Come along now, we dont have much time.

How did it hunt you? Valkyrie asked as they ran through the narrow alleyway. It can barely move faster than a walk.

It has pets, Skulduggery said. And its pets have pets. He pointed to the red sky. And here they come now.

She saw them, black against the red, beating their massive wings. Their bodies were the size of buses and their jagged tails were twice as long again. She saw what appeared to be straps, criss-crossing their underbellies, and she realised these beasts had a dozen riders or more saddled on top.

Youll know theyve spotted us when they screech, Skulduggery told her.

The creatures screeched.

Skulduggery and Valkyrie jumped a low wall and ducked through a doorway, moving through the ruined house and out of the window on the other side. The winged beasts swooped low over the streets and the riders dropped from them.

Two riders landed close by. They were skinny things, with primitive tattoos covering their yellow skin, dressed in leathers and furs and wielding thin, wicked blades. Their teeth were sharp and their eyes were dark, and their hair was spiked like porcupine needles.

Skulduggery went to meet them, blocking the first swipe of a dagger and snapping the arm at the elbow. He pulled the screaming rider into the path of his companion, using the momentary confusion to kick out the other riders knee. He left them and took Valkyries hand again, steering them between two houses.

A rider dropped from the roof, but Skulduggery pushed at the air and he flew backwards. Valkyrie spun as another rider dropped behind her. The sword he swung was huge, too big for such a narrow space. She flung her coat into his face then pushed his sword hand down, grabbed his shoulder and kicked his ankle. He fell, smashing his head against the wall.

She snatched back her coat and they ran on, darting into another house as a trio of riders appeared ahead of them. They took the stairs up, ran to the window and jumped through it like they were hurdlers, landing on the roof of the neighbouring house. They jumped from rooftop to rooftop, sprinting to the sheer edge of the city, as all around them, riders clambered up to continue the hunt.

Do you have a plan? she called.

Only rarely, he answered then scooped her into his arms and jumped. There was nothing beneath them but a two-mile drop to the valley floor, and Valkyrie screamed.

Why are you screaming? Skulduggery asked in her ear as they tumbled through the air, and she turned her head to him and continued the scream right into his eye socket. He sighed. Do try to hang on.

Their angle changed abruptly and now they were moving sideways, out of range of the knives that were being hurled at them from the city.

They were flying.
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DOWN THE BARREL

[image: Image Missing]s Chinas lifeblood drained away, Pennant walked over to where she lay and aimed his gun at her again. Then Fletcher Renn stepped out of nothing and swung a baseball bat down on Pennants arm. Pennant screamed and dropped his weapon and Fletcher caught him twice more before he disappeared. A moment later he was back and swung a weightlifters dumb-bell into Pennants jaw. Pennant pirouetted like a ballerina and fell to his knees. Fletcher let the dumb-bell fall and vanished, then reappeared with a taser gun. He jabbed it into Pennants back, electricity crackled and Pennant jerked and fell forward. The air closed in around Fletcher and he was gone, taking Pennant with him.

China touched the markings at the hinges of her jaw, and the heat started almost immediately, travelling the length of her body and then back again. It focused around the wound and she gritted her teeth. She felt the bullet move and twist, and tears came to her eyes. It worked itself back through the tunnel it had carved, and she cried out as it rose to the surface, now a misshapen lump of lead.

Fletcher reappeared beside her, but she waved him away with a hand slick with blood. The heat intensified and burned away the bacteria that had followed the bullet in. Slowly, far too slowly for her liking, the meat inside her began repairing itself.
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NO THANKS

[image: Image Missing]alkyrie clung on to Skulduggery and she wasnt screaming any more. She was laughing. He was in a standing position and he moved them quickly through the air with an unnerving casualness. This was what he must have meant by the new tricks hed taught himself. She looked down. All that empty space beneath them, added to the reality of what they were doing, took her breath away. Then she looked up, at the red sky, and saw the winged beasts swooping down.

Skulduggery altered course, avoiding the claws of the nearest beast. They spun in place then shifted left and a second beast missed them, screeching its displeasure. It was dangerous up here, even more so than in the city, and they flew back over the streets. They dodged another flying creature and passed over the riders, until Skulduggery found a suitable place to touch down. They landed and hurried through a door, into the quiet gloom.

You can fly, she whispered.

I got bored walking everywhere, he said.

Can you teach me to fly?

Youll need to master everything else about Elemental magic first, but yes. If we live through this, and if you continue your training, and if youre real, then yes, Ill teach you to fly. Ill teach every Elemental to fly. Its fun.

What else can you do?

He looked at her and cocked his head. Lots.

A shape loomed in the doorway and Valkyries smile vanished. They backed away as the Faceless One came through. Skulduggery clicked the fingers of both hands then thrust them out straight. Twin streams of flame hit the Faceless One, enveloping it completely. Valkyrie stared in amazement. The flame streams were continuous, like two flame-throwers. Shed never seen Elemental magic used like that before  she hadnt even known it could be. But it wasnt enough to stop the Faceless One or even slow it down.

Skulduggery cut off the fire and retreated. It never works, he muttered. Nothing I do ever works.

Something bright caught Valkyries eye and she looked past the shambling form that had once been Batu, through the door it had come through, and saw the yellow portal.

The gateway! she said. Its open!

You better get going then, Skulduggery said dully. His hands had dropped by his sides and hed stopped walking backwards.

Come on! she yelled.

The mind plays such cruel tricks, he murmured.

Valkyrie ducked past the Faceless One. It turned its head to her then refocused on Skulduggery. She had a clear run to the portal. Skulduggery!

Youre not real.

Please!

The Faceless One held up its hand and Skulduggery moaned a little. His legs buckled and he dropped to his knees, his bones shaking.

I have done terrible things, he managed to say.

The riders were running through the streets towards them. The ones out in front had almost reached the portal. She couldnt let them go through. Fletcher would shut it all down if they started coming through.

Valkyrie put on her coat and ran into the sun. She pushed at the air, throwing two riders off their feet. A third slashed at her with his dagger, but she blocked with her sleeve and fed him a faceful of fire. She kicked him back and whipped the shadows at another, catching him across the chest and sending him to the ground. A rider fell on her from behind and got her in a headlock. She kneed the muscle of his thigh and brought her fists crashing against his kidney and groin, then flipped him over her leg and stood on his throat.

She turned and a fist smashed into her cheek. She staggered, overbalanced and fell. The rider came in to kick her, but she jammed her left foot against his shin and swung her right foot over and back so that her heel connected with the back of his knee. She twisted and he yelped as he fell forward, his leg caught in a lock. She rolled over him and heard his leg crack. He screamed.

She threw a fireball that ignited the furs of a rider who was about to touch the portal. He shrieked and danced away, but now there were riders everywhere, coming in from all sides, and Valkyrie turned and turned again, fists raised.

Skulduggery! she shouted. Help!

And then China Sorrows appeared through the portal.

Tattoos glowed as she flung a wave of blue energy into the riders before they had a chance to even react. She hurled daggers of red light and dodged a rider who came at her with a sword. She slammed her forehead into his face and then went to work on his friends.

Valkyrie launched herself at the rider who tried to sneak up on China from behind. She snatched the knife from his hand and pushed at the air to shoot it straight into the leg of another.

Skulduggery? China demanded, breaking a riders wrist and jabbing her fingers into his eyes.

A rider yanked Valkyries hair and she stepped back and rammed her elbow into his nose. In there, she panted. With a Faceless One.

Skulduggery Pleasant! China roared. Get out here at once!

Valkyrie covered her head as two riders leaped at her, but when they didnt land she looked up. They hung in the air, quizzical expressions on their faces, and then hurtled back as Skulduggery stumbled from the doorway, his arm outstretched.

Two of you, he said, sounding surprised. But my hallucinations never travel in pairs

Valkyrie grabbed his hand and pulled him from the door as the Faceless One reached out to drag him back. China kept the riders away then she took hold of Skulduggerys other hand and all three of them jumped into the portal.

Yellow flashed bright and was gone, and something tangled with Valkyries legs and she fell. Instead of falling on to hard ground and sand though, she fell on to grass, still wet from hours-old rain.

She blinked her sight back, realising she had tripped over Skulduggerys feet and that they had both fallen. China had stayed upright of course, and she was commanding Fletcher to close the gateway. Valkyrie watched the portal shrink down almost instantly, then vanish.

They stood up and Fletcher stepped out of the circle. They all watched Skulduggery as he looked around at Aranmore Farm.

Good God, he said softly. Im home.

How are you? China asked. For the first time Valkyrie noticed the blood on Chinas clothes and how pale she was.

Skulduggerys head tilted and he paused a while before answering. Im fine, he said. Youve been shot.

Im OK now.

Fletcher walked up and handed over the Murder Skull. I think this is yours.

Skulduggery took the skull in one hand and looked at it. Handsome devil, he murmured. And then, Why are there unconscious people lying around the place?

Guild sent some of his agents to stop us, China said. There are probably more on the way.

Then lets not be here when they arrive. He looked at Valkyrie and took a moment. You saved me, he said.

I did, she said.

She was expecting a hug. She didnt get one.

Good job, said Skulduggery and started walking.
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THE FACT OF THE MATTER

[image: Image Missing]t the back of Sanguines mind there lay a question that would squirm, now and then, into his thoughts. How many of these men would he have to kill to get what he wanted?

He was confident he wouldnt have to kill Scarab. Scarab was focused on the bigger picture  vengeance on a grand scale. Springheeled Jack wasnt likely to get in his way either. Jack simply wanted to pay back everyone whod ever wronged him. Sanguine could appreciate that.

But the othersThey all wanted the same thing. Their prime motivation was revenge on the same person.

Valkyrie Cain.

Sanguine himself had his own reason for wanting to kill the girl, a pain that had plagued him ever since the day the Faceless Ones had come through the portal. He fully intended to back Scarabs plan as far as he could and so far, hed done his part. Hed stolen what hed had to steal, and hed broken Dusk out of prison by burrowing in and fighting his way out. Dusk was now building up one army and he was building up another. He was co-ordinating and facilitating the plan. And it was, admittedly, a good plan. If everything came together, it was a plan that would destroy their enemies, satisfy their bloodlust and change everything.

It wasnt without its flaws of course  among them Vaurien Scapegrace who, as far as Sanguine could tell, was not the Killer Supreme hed said he was. This, however, was Sanguines fault  hed recruited him after all  and so it was his responsibility to take care of it.

But the plan was, essentially, a good plan and a solid one. However, the moment he saw his chance, he was taking it. He didnt care if it ruined the plan, or got everyone else arrested or killed.

One way or another, Sanguine had decided, Valkyrie Cain was going to die  and he was determined to be the one to kill her.
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BACK ON CEMETERY ROAD

[image: Image Missing]kulduggerys house was cold and the air was stale. Valkyrie checked the messages on her phone while Skulduggery took the head that Fletcher had given him and went to the large room where he kept all his best clothes. Fletcher tried to turn on the TV, but the power had been cut off. Suddenly they heard a sharp howl of pain, and Valkyrie spun in alarm.

Skulduggery? she called as she ran from the room. Are you OK? Skulduggery?

She hurried through the house, flinging open doors as she passed them. She reached the last room and just as she was about to barge in  That hurt, Skulduggery said from inside.

Valkyrie frowned at the closed door. What happened?

I was changing my head. It feels good to have the old one back on. And now I have a spare, which is nice.

Valkyrie stepped back as the door opened and Skulduggery emerged. His suit and tie were navy blue and his shirt was crisp and white. He tilted his chin. What do you think of the head?

Uh, itsits really nice. Looks a lot like the other one.

What are you talking about? Its completely different. The cheekbones are higher.

Are they?

Arent they?

I suppose theymight be. Is it comfortable?

Very. He walked past her into the room where he kept his hats. Wheres Ghastly? Have you told him Im back?

Uh, no

He mightnt believe you. He might think Im still hallucinating. Youd better tell him Im not. I think hed want to know that hes not a figment of my imagination. I know Id want to. Skulduggery put on a hat that matched his suit, cocked it low over his eye sockets and admired himself in the mirror. I have missed this, he murmured.

Ghastly was arrested, Valkyrie said, trying to get him to focus. Him and Tanith. Theyre being held at the Sanctuary.

What for?

For helping me get you back. Guild made it clear that we were not to open that portal again. He said we couldnt risk something escaping through.

Hmm. That was very wise of him.

She glowered. Thats not helping me in the slightest.

Now, Valkyrie, opening that portal was very dangerous. Sometimes youve got to admit it when youre wrong.

You never admit it when youre wrong.

But Im rarely wrong, you see. You, on the other hand, are wrong a bizarrely large amount of the time. Statistically, its quite amazing.

He opened a wooden box and slowly reached his gloved hand in. His revolver gleamed when he withdrew it. Smith & Wesson, he said lovingly. You had it cleaned?

Last week, she said and found herself smiling. Thought you might want it.

He opened the cylinder, took six bullets from the box and slid them into the chambers then clicked it shut and thumbed on the safety. He tucked the gun into the holster under his jacket.

There, he said. I feel complete again.

Fletcher walked in. Hey, he said.

Fletcher, Skulduggery nodded. Did I thank you for opening the portal and getting me home?

You didnt, Fletcher said. But youre welcome.

You could have been responsible for the end of the human race, Skulduggery continued happily, but I for one am not going to hold it against you. You may leave us now.

I may what?

Skulduggery hesitated for just a moment. Your hair. Its distracting. Im sorry, I thought someone ought to tell you.

You want me to go because of my hair?

Theres just so much of it, to tell you the truth.

Are you being serious?

Cant you tell?

Not really.

Well, for future reference, this is my serious face.

Fletcher looked at Valkyrie and she shrugged. Well call you when some of us are feeling a little moresensible, she said.

OK, he said. Then IllIll go then.

He vanished and Skulduggery turned to her. Now, he said. Where is she?

They went outside and Valkyrie opened the garage. She grabbed the tarp and pulled it off the car, a 1954 Bentley R-Type Continental, one of only 208 ever made, retrofitted with modern luxuries and the apple of Skulduggerys eye. If hed had an eye. Skulduggery ran his hand over the bodywork.

Do you even need a car these days? asked Valkyrie. Arent you going to just fly everywhere from now on?

Flying takes a lot out of you, he said, and its not the most inconspicuous mode of transport.

But the Bentley is?

She heard a sound that may have been a laugh and they got in. The Bentley tore out of the garage and raced to the top of the road, taking the turn at a speed that would have terrified Valkyrie were it not Skulduggery behind the wheel.

Intriguing, Skulduggery murmured and the Bentley abruptly slowed.

Whats wrong? she asked.

Were being followed, he said. And not very well.

He took a lazy left on to an empty side street then gunned the engine. Valkyrie was pressed back into her seat. He turned into the next left and stopped in the middle of the road. He made sure his scarf was securely wrapped around his face and got out, gun in his hand.

A blue Volvo roared around the corner and brakes squealed as it swerved to avoid the Bentley. It hit the wall and the engine cut out. Skulduggery crossed to it and smashed the window with the butt of his revolver, then dragged the red-headed driver out and dumped him on the road.

I dont appreciate being followed, Skulduggery said, an edge to his voice.

Dont shoot me! the driver yelled.

Ive had enough of being followed, Skulduggery continued, like he hadnt heard him. Im not in the mood for it any more.

Valkyrie recognised the cowering young man on the ground. His name was Staven Weeper. Shed seen him in the Sanctuary a few times. His eyes were fixed on the gun at Skulduggerys side.

I usually kill people who follow me, Skulduggery murmured, almost to himself.

Valkyrie frowned. Skulduggery?

Thats what happens, he continued softly. They hunt me, they die. Simple. I like to keep it simple. Keep it clean.

He raised the gun and Valkyrie darted forward. She grabbed his wrist. What are you doing?

He looked at her and cocked his head. Valkyrie. What are you doing here?

He didnt move for a moment then shook his head and put the gun back in its holster. He walked over to the Bentley and stood beside it, looking up at the sky. Weeper was staring at him in terrified bewilderment and Valkyrie stepped up to block his view.

What do you want? she demanded.

He raised his eyes to her. Im here to arrest you.

What for?

You assaulted Detective Marr and you have obviously opened the portal, against the Grand Mages explicit orders.

Im sorry, but Im finding it hard to believe that they sent you to arrest us.

Well, originally, I was just supposed to watch Skulduggery Pleasants house, Weeper admitted. The other Detectives are busy.

With what?

They wouldnt tell me. I heard one of the Sensitives had a vision that they were getting worried aboutThe Detectives dont really tell me this stuff. Im not exactly high on the, you know, the totem pole.

Skulduggery wandered over, hands in his pockets, seemingly back to his old self. Youre not here to arrest me, are you?

Weeper shrank away. II dont know.

Because technically, I have broken no laws recently. I didnt rescue myself, now did I?

I suppose not

So its Valkyrie youre after, is that right?

Uh, yes.

Excellent.

Although said Weeper hesitantly.

Although?

Technically, youve just assaulted me and Im a Sanctuary agent.

Well, yes, Skulduggery said, but youre not a very good one, are you? I mean, they told you to watch my house. Thats not exactly a high-profile case youre running. How long have you been watching my house?

Uh, threethree months.

Three months. And what is the result of your investigation? Has my house been involved in any illegal activities? Has it robbed a bank? Has it mugged anyone?

No

Has it moved, even a little?

I dontthink so

Made a prank phone call?

No.

I see. And just now, did I run you off the road? Or did you crash, all by yourself?

I suppose I, uh, crashed.

And I pulled you from the wreckage, did I not? That car could have exploded for all you know. I saved your life and now you want to arrest me for it?

Well, not any more

Im glad to hear it. Do you want to stand up?

Yes, please.

Stand.

Weeper stood.

My friends have been taken into custody, Skulduggery said. Ghastly Bespoke and Tanith Low. What do you know about it?

Just what I heard on the updates. They broke into the Sanctuary and one of them assaulted Detective Marr.

Marr, Skulduggery murmured. Davina Marr? American?

Thats her, Valkyrie said.

Oh, she hates me, said Skulduggery. For no reason, I might add. At least no reason that I care about. Snivelling boy, will you tell the Grand Mage that I have returned, and from what you have seen, I have been slightly unhinged by my dreadful experiences in an alternate dimension? Could you also tell him that I would appreciate it if he released my friends at his earliest convenience?

Yes. OK. Sure.

And then threaten to shoot him.

UhI dont know if thats wise

Nonsense, Skulduggery said, patting him on the shoulder. The Grand Mage hates getting shot. Its quite funny. Youll be fine. Run along now.

Can Ican I get back in my car?

Skulduggery pondered the question and shook his head. No.

Weeper sagged.
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I am, Valkyrie agreed.

Are you in awe of me?

Something like that.

Skulduggery nodded. Youre in awe of me.

How are you feeling?

Splendid, he replied.

You sure frightened him, Valkyrie said.

Who, the boy? Did I?

For a moment it looked like you were going to kill him.

It did?

It did.

Fancy that, he said.

You said you were unhinged.

Hmm? Oh, yes, I did. Quite clever, yes? You see, if they think I have been driven mad, they will struggle to predict my actions. I become very, very dangerous to them, and hopefully, that will make Guild do what we want.

And youre not, right? Valkyrie said cautiously. Youre not unhinged?

Oh, God, no, he laughed. No, Im perfectly sane. Now then, do you want to tell me about that ring youre wearing?

Oh, she said. That.

Solomon Wreath is teaching you Necromancy, isnt he?

I needed the extra strength to get you back, she explained. Im only a trainee Elemental  I need all the help I can get, you know?

And now that Im back?

Sorry?

You said you needed that ring to get me back. So now that Im here, is that it? Are you going to throw it away?

Valkyrie felt the cold metal around her finger and how comforting it had become lately. If you want me to, she said slowly.

What do you want to do?

I dont know. Skulduggery didnt say anything so she had to continue. I suppose throwing away another set of powers, I mean, it doesnt really make sense. Its a weapon I need to get the job done.

And being an Elemental isnt enough to do that?

When Im powerful enough, sure, and especially with all those new things you can do, but Im still learning. And Ive got another few years before my magic settles, right?

Thats true, Skulduggery nodded. Youll probably be twenty, maybe twenty-one, before you have to choose one style over all the rest.

And after that, I cant switch?

He hesitated. Its not impossible. But it is rare.

But I can keep using the ring until Im about to settle, cant I, and then give it back?

As easy as that?

Why wouldnt it be?

Strength is addictive.

I can handle it.

Solomon Wreath is not to be trusted.

He saved my life last night.

Skulduggery snapped his head to her. What happened?

Uh, Crux got into my house and tried to kill me. I could have handled it. I dont mean Wreath saved my life, but he, you know, he helped. Chinas people set up a perimeter around Haggard though, so nobody magical can get in without being noticed. Except me of course.

Right, Skulduggery said, yanking the wheel sharply. I need to have a word with Wreath.



Valkyrie had been to the Necromancer Temple only once before, to see her ring being forged in the shadow furnace. She had imagined, when told of the Temple, a vast building with spires and long narrow windows, of huge doors and possibly some dark and terrible towers. Her expectations were dashed when Solomon Wreath had led her through an old graveyard, to a crypt with rusted iron gates, overgrown with weeds and ivy. Beneath that crypt, however, the Temple lay  a cold and forbidding labyrinth, drenched in darkness.

It was at this rusted gate she found herself again, standing at Skulduggerys side. Her heart beat fast. Not from nerves, or excitement, but simply because she was in a graveyard. She could feel the tendrils of death being drawn into the ring on her finger and soaking through into her body. The thought of it made her queasy, but the sensation waselectric.

The crypt door opened heavily and Solomon Wreath smiled at them, and said, Suddenly there came a tapping, as of someone gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.

How unique, Skulduggery said without enthusiasm, a Necromancer quoting Poe.

Wreaths smile grew wider. By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes.

Shakespeare is the happy hunting ground of all minds that have lost their balance, Skulduggery responded. Are we going to boast about how well-read we are all day or are we going to talk?

About?

Valkyrie.

I see. In that case, please come in. The gate creaked open for him and they passed through. How are you by the way? I hope that alternate dimension wasnt too uncomfortable for you.

It wasnt all bad, Skulduggery responded. It gave me time to catch up on some screaming.

They followed Wreath down the stone steps, into the darkness.

I believe I have you to thank for suggesting my own skull as an Isthmus Anchor, Skulduggery continued. If it wasnt for you, Id still be over there.

Think nothing of it.

Very well.

Wreath laughed.

Now they were in the dark labyrinth, passing the chambers that were carved into the walls. In some of these rooms people in black robes raised their heads, lamplight catching flashes of skin against shadow. In others the dark-robed figures were too busy with whatever they were doing to bother looking up. Up ahead, people moved quickly.

There seems to be a disturbance, Skulduggery noted.

Nothing to concern you, Wreath said. One of our trinkets has gone missing. Were trying to find it. But enough of the everyday humdrum of Temple life. You are here to talk, are you not?

Valkyrie tells me shes been taking lessons with you, Skulduggery said, his voice loud in the cold silence.

Indeed she has, Wreath responded. Would this be a problem for you?

Necromancy is a dangerous discipline. Not everyone is suited to it.

Well, now, Wreath said, smiling, could it be that I have more faith in Valkyries abilities than you do?

This isnt about ability, Skulduggery said curtly. This is about aptitude.

What do you mean? Valkyrie asked.

In order for you to make an informed decision, can I assume Solomon here has told you about the Necromancer beliefs?

Suddenly Wreath did not look happy. Our beliefs are private. They are not discussed with

With? Skulduggery prompted.

Non-believers, Wreath said.

You can make an exception for me, cant you? Skulduggery pressed. Somehow, he was now in the lead and Valkyrie realised they were heading for the source of the quiet commotion. And as for Valkyrie, dont her lessons with you entitle her to hear this?

Valkyrie, Wreath said, you could be considered one of our indoctrinates, one of our trainees, and as such you could expect to be taught these things gradually, over the coming years.

But youll skip the formalities, Skulduggery said. Yes?

Wreath sighed and spoke to her. Death is a part of life. Youve undoubtedly heard that before. Its meant as a platitude, to comfort the bereaved and the scared. But the truth is, life flows into death and death flows back into life.

The darkness we use in our magic is a living energy. Youve felt it, havent you? It almost has a life of its own. It is life and death. Theyre the same thing  a constant, recycling stream that permeates all universes.

Tell her about the Death Bringer, Skulduggery said, looking around.

The Death Bringer is not relevant to

Well, you cant hide it from her now, can you? So you may as well.

Wreath took a breath to keep his temper in check. Were waiting for a Necromancer strong enough to break down the walls between life and death. Some people call this person the Death Bringer. We have conducted tests; weve researched; weve taken a very clinical approach to all of this. This isnt a prophecy. Prophecies mean nothing, theyre merely interpretations of possibilities. This is an inevitability. We will find someone powerful enough to break down the wall, and the energy of the dead will live alongside us, and we will evolve to meet it.

They call this the Passage, Skulduggery said. What Solomon here is neglecting to tell you of course are the names of a few people whom the Necromancers have proclaimed to be the Death Bringer in the past.

She doesnt need to know this, Wreath said, anger in his eyes.

I think she does.

Tell me, Valkyrie said to them both.

Wreath hesitated. The last person we thought was powerful enough to possibly become the Death Bringer came to us during the war. Within two years of starting his Necromancy training, Lord Vile was the equal to any of our masters.

Vile? Valkyrie said. Lord Vile was your saviour?

We thought he could be, Wreath replied quickly. His ascension through the ranks was unheard of. It was impossible. He was a prodigy. The darkness wasit wasnt just in him. It was him.

They turned a corner and followed a passageway to its end, Skulduggery leading the way without appearing to.

And then he left, Skulduggery said. And joined Mevolents army. I bet that still rankles.

So youve been without a Death Bringer ever since? Valkyrie asked.

Yes, Wreath said. He looked at Skulduggery. Is that why you are here then? So you could make this clumsy attempt to embarrass me?

At first, Skulduggery said. But now Im curious as to what trinket youve misplaced. Oh, look where we are. What a nice coincidence.

They had arrived at a small chamber with wooden shelves at odd angles. The two Necromancers within fell silent immediately. Skulduggery went to step inside, but Wreath took hold of his arm.

We didnt ask for your help, he said firmly. This is a Necromancer affair.

It was here though? Skulduggery asked. Your trinket? Why dont you tell us what has gone missing and Ill tell you who took it.

Wreath smiled thinly. Youve worked it out already?

I am a detective.

Wreath took a moment then nodded to the two Necromancers and they left. He stepped back as Valkyrie joined Skulduggery in examining the room. The missing object is a sphere, about the size of your fist, set inside a cradle of obsidian.

A Soul Catcher, Skulduggery said.

One of the last in existence, Wreath nodded.

Valkyrie frowned. Does that do what it sounds like it does? Why would you need to catch souls?

The Soul Catcher was used to trap and contain an individual energy, Wreath told her, to stop it from rejoining the stream. It was a barbaric punishment that we have long since outlawed.

The last time an inventory was carried out was a month ago. If it was indeed stolen, it could have been stolen a month ago or it could have been stolen yesterday. The simple fact is, however, I cant see how any thief could have got this far into the Temple without being seen.

Oh, it was definitely stolen, Skulduggery said. But the thief didnt use the door.

Valkyrie looked at him. So who stole it? Skulduggery pointed up. She clicked her fingers and raised her hand, the flames flickering across the patch of cracked and crumbled ceiling, large enough to fit a man through.

Sanguine, Valkyrie said.

Wreath frowned. Billy-Ray Sanguine? What would he want with a Soul Catcher?

This is just a guess, Skulduggery said, but maybe he wants to use it to catch a soul.
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Scapegrace was pretty sure thats what happened anyway. He couldnt remember all of it.

He remembered Sanguine taking him to one side, and telling him that hed made a few calls and asked a few people, and nobody could vouch for Scapegrace as a remorseless killer of unparalleled skill, like hed claimed. Scapegrace had tried to explain then that, fair enough, he hadnt actually killed anyone yet, but it was only a matter of time, and if Sanguine and Scarab could just give him a chance, hed prove himself worthy to be included in their plans.

At least, thats what hed planned to say. He dimly remembered getting as far as Fair enough and thennothing.

Sanguine had killed him.

He opened his eyes, in a dark and dank dungeon, and looked up to see his Masters face.

Finally, Scarab said and it was the greatest word Scapegrace had ever heard uttered. Finally. Here is my loyal companion, never to leave my side. Scapegrace smiled as he lay there.

Stop grinning, Scarab ordered. You look deformed.

Sorry, Master, Scapegrace said, sitting up. Why was he calling Scarab Master? He didnt know, but it seemed so right, so he just continued. Master, whats happened to me?

Youre dead, Master Scarab said. You lied to us, Scapegrace. Youre not a killer. Knew it from the moment I saw you.

Was it because I fell off the chair?

It doesnt matter what it was. But because you lied to us, wasted our time, made us rethink some of our plans, we decided to put your death to good use. We killed you and brought you back. Do you know what you are?

Very lucky?

Youre a zombie.

Scapegrace laughed. No, Master. Not me.

Scarab took a knife from his pocket and stabbed it through Scapegraces arm. Scapegrace stared.

You feel no pain, Scarab continued.

Oh.

Your corpse is being sustained by magic.

Im aIm a zombie.

Yes.

Amam I like that White Cleaver person?

Ive been in prison for 200 years. I have no idea what youre talking about. You are, to be blunt, a fairly basic zombie. Youre not one of those fully reanimated, self-healing zombies. Youre a lower class. Best I could do with the stuff I know.

Oh, I do appreciate it, Master.

Shut up. Do you know anything about zombies?

Not really

You have no magic. The magic you did have is being used to keep your body moving and your brain thinking  I wouldnt imagine much magic is required for that particular feat.

I wouldnt say so, sir.

The advantage of being such a basic zombie, however, is that you can pass on your condition with simply a bite. See, I want you to go out there and recruit.

Recruit?

One bitell do it. These people you recruit do not need to be sorcerers  in fact, it would be best if they werent. The thing is, youre the only one who can bite, you get me? None of the others, and I mean none, can even taste human flesh.

Why cant they?

Because Im telling you they cant. You are the only one wholl be immune to its effects. Theyll be sustained by trace amounts of magic, though theyll decompose faster than you will. The thing is theyll want human flesh. Theyll need human flesh. Youve got to make sure they dont get any.

You can count on me, Master!

Scarab sighed then looked at him. Youre going to be killing folk, Mr Scapegrace. Youre finally going to be the killer you always dreamed of being. Do not mess this up.
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Have you heard anything about Sanguine?

Skulduggery asked. Has he been spotted at all since Ive been away?

He vanished, Valkyrie said. We didnt know if he was dead or alive. I got him pretty good with Taniths sword, right across the belly. I suppose a bit of me actually thought Id killed him.

Well, you didnt.

I dont know whether to be disappointed or glad.

Pick glad. Youve got plenty of time to regret the things you havent done yet.

Imnot sure what that means.

Take it home with you and think about it.

I will, thanks. So, anyway, we have no way of knowing when Sanguine stole the Soul Catcher.

That is annoying, Skulduggery murmured. Still, its not our concern.

She frowned. What?

Its not our case. Why should we worry about what someone like Sanguine does? Im bored with all of them. I need something new. I need a new mystery, with new people.

And so where are we going?

That snivelling boy said the Sanctuary Detectives are worried about a vision one of their Sensitives had. That sounds intriguing, doesnt it?

Does it?

It does. It sounds new and exciting. I wonder if theyve seen the end of the world. I love end-of-the-world visions. Theyre always so graphic.

I dont like visions at all.

Really?

I dont like things being inevitable.

Ah, but visions of the future are not inevitable. The very fact that someone sees a vision of what will happen automatically changes what will happen. Granted, sometimes these changes are too infinitesimal to notice, but they are still changes. I find the whole thing quite fascinating to be honest. After all, youre working against the natural course of events. You are working against your own destiny every time.

Thats one way of looking at it.

Thats my way of looking at it, Skulduggery said happily. Give me a few minutes and that way will change.



Even at this time in the morning the tattoo parlour was open. The low buzz of the tattooists needle greeted them the moment they stepped through the door. They climbed the narrow steps, passing all the photos of tattooed body parts.

The parlours only customer was a fat man lying face down on a tilted table. The skinny tattooist with the shaved head and the Dublin football jersey looked up from his work and a grin broke across his face.

Skul-man! he exclaimed as he rushed forward to shake his hand. How is this possible? Last I heard you were trapped on a dead world overrun by evil trans-dimensional superfiends!

Skulduggery nodded. Just got back.

Thats awesome, man. Thats really great. So did you get me anything?

Likea souvenir? Skulduggery asked doubtfully.

Doesnt have to be anything big. A rock, maybe, or a twig. Just something from an alternate universe, you know? Itd be something to show the kid when hes older, tell him it was an early birthday present from his Uncle Skulduggery.

Im sorry, Finbar, I dont have anything.

Thats OK, thats OK. I suppose I could just give him any old rock, couldnt I? Hed never know that it wasnt from an alternate universe. Hed be so happy. I can just see him, bringing the rock into school, showing his little friends, carrying it around with him everywhere. I used to have a pet rock when I was a kid, but it ran away. At least, my mother said it ran away, but I think my dad just picked it up one afternoon and threw it out the window. I went looking for it, but Finbars voice cracked. They all looked the same, you know? They all looked the same He narrowed his eyes. Hey, Skul-man  you wearing a new head?

Yes, actually, Skulduggery said, sounding very pleased. What do you think?

Oh, man, I like it. Dont get me wrong, I liked the other one, but this is justbetter looking, yknow? The cheekbones are higher.

Skulduggery looked at Valkyrie, his better-looking head tilted at quite a smug angle. She sighed then gestured to the fat man on the table. Is it OK to be talking about, um, business stuff with?

Oh, dont worry about him, Finbar said. He came in as soon as we opened, asked for a growling panther on his shoulder blade. He fainted the moment I started.

A growling panther?

Yep.

Then why are you giving him a tattoo of a kitten?

Finbar shrugged. Im just in a kitten kind of mood, yknow? So if youre not here to give me a present, why are you here?

Have you had any particularly weird or unsettling visions lately? Skulduggery asked. Weve been hearing about

Darquesse, Finbar said immediately.

Valkyrie frowned. Darkness?

Darquesse, with a q and a u pronounced like a k. Its causing a stir in the Sensitive community, let me tell you. And if that many psychics are having the same dream, you know its got to be trouble. Ive been having these really freaked-out visions. They come to me day and night, and theyre sodisturbing. Its like watching a horror movie without eyelids. Cant even blink.

Who or what is Darquesse? Skulduggery asked.

Darquesse is the sorcerer who destroys the world, Finbar said. And I mean she levels it. Ive seen cities flattened, like a nuke had gone off. Everythings burning. I see little snippets as it happens. This woman in blackMevolent was nothing compared to this kind of evil.

Do you know when this will happen? Valkyrie asked.

I dont, but I think Cassandra Pharos may have some idea. The visions are coming to her pretty vividly for some reason. I can take you there if youd like. Sharon and my kid are at her cult meeting, so Im not doing anything for the next few hours.

Sharons in a cult?

Yeah, its one of those funny ones that try to get the women members to sacrifice their husbands at every full moon or something. I dont know if thats an appropriate atmosphere to bring a kid into, but everyone needs a hobby, am I right?

Valkyrie didnt quite know what to say to that, so she nodded to the unconscious fat man. And its OK to leave him here?

Hell be fine, Finbar said, grabbing his jacket. Will we take your car or mine?

Skulduggery tilted his head. Do you have a car?

Nope.

Then well take mine.

Probably wise. I think Ive forgoten how to drive.



They left the city and for most of the journey Finbar lamented the fact that his psychic powers could not ascertain who would win the All-Ireland Championship. What good were psychic powers, he asked, if they couldnt tell you who was going to win the Gaelic football?

They drove on until they came to a cottage, surrounded by nothing but fields and meadows and hills, rolling back as far as they could see. A light headache pressed against Valkyries temples, but she did her best to ignore it.

Cassandras one of the best Sensitives around, Finbar said as they got out of the Bentley. Skul-man knows her, am I right?

You are, Skulduggery confirmed.

Cassandras a nice old bird, Finbar continued, leading them to the cottage, and she has all these fancy little doodads that help her with her psychic mojo stuff. Wait till you see the dream whisperers, Val. Theyre like something out of Blair Witch.

Valkyrie didnt know what a Blair Witch was, but before she could ask the cottage door opened and a woman appeared. She looked to be in her fifties, and her long hair was grey and hung loosely around her shoulders. She wore a faded dress and a light cardigan.

Cassandra, Skulduggery said, a smile in his voice. Youre looking well.

Youre a liar, Cassandra Pharos said, but I dont care. Its good to see you again.

Cassie, Finbar said, this is Valkyrie Cain.

Ive seen you in my dreams, Valkyrie, Cassandra said. But in my dreams youre older than you are now. Thats a good thing.

Oh, Valkyrie said. Right.

Cassandra ushered them into the cottage and closed the door behind them. It was an almost perfectly ordinary cottage. It had rugs, it had a sofa, a TV, a bookshelf, a guitar in the corner and doors leading off into the other rooms. But what set it apart from any other cottage Valkyrie had been in were the dozens of little wooden figures hanging from the rafters.

Each one was about the size of her outstretched hand and was made up of bundles of twigs, bound with strips of black ribbon. Two arms, two legs, a torso and a head. Cassandra saw her looking.

My abilities dont work the same as Finbars, she said. Mine require a lot more effort for significantly lesser results. For me, glimpses of the future can come during meditation, they can flash into my head without warning or they can come in dreams. I have all sorts of tools of the trade to help me, from every culture and country. She took a twig figure off a shelf. This is a dream whisperer. Dreams that you forget, that drift from your mind when you wake, they collect. They keep them as long as they have to, and when its time, they tell you about them. You have to be really quiet to hear their whispers though, which is why I live all the way out here.

Valkyrie did her best to look interested and not creeped out. Cassandra was making it sound like the little figure was alive.

Cassandra smiled and held it out. Take it, she said. You look like you have interesting dreams.

Valkyrie hesitated then took it. Thank you. Itslovely.

It didnt have any features, no mouth or eyes, but she could still feel it watching her. She smiled tentatively and put it carefully in her coat pocket.

Cassandra led them to a narrow door and they followed her down into the cellar. In stark and unpleasant contrast to the cosiness of the cottage, the cellar was an ugly room of cement brick walls and harsh lighting that made Valkyries headache jab at her. The floor was a large metal grille and beneath the grille, coals. Rusted old pipes ran from a red wheel, up the wall and across the ceiling. Sprinklers protruded from the pipes and hung down half a metre below the protected lights. In the middle of the floor was a single straight-backed chair. A yellow umbrella lay beside it.

This is the Steam Chamber, Cassandra said as she sat in the chair. This is where I can project what Ive seen into images. Sometimes its hazy; sometimes its clear. Sometimes there is sound, sometimes not. At the very least, you can get an idea of whats in my head. Before we begin, however, you have to understand something. This future youre about to see is not set. You can still change it. All of you can.

Even though Cassandra was speaking to all three of them, Valkyrie had the distinct impression that the comment was directed solely at her. Suddenly she wasnt altogether certain she wanted to see what Cassandra had to show her.

Why havent you gone to the Sanctuary with this? she asked. You and Finbar must be better than any psychics they have on the staff. They could probably use the help.

I dont talk to The Man, Finbar scowled. The Man keeps me down.

In what way? asked Valkyrie, genuinely puzzled.

Finbar hesitated. General ways, he said at last. Justgeneral ways, keeping me down, oppressing me.

Were not too fond of the Sanctuary, Cassandra told her gently. Any establishment as big and as powerful as that is rife with corruption. I suppose were still activists at heart, even after all these years.

Damn The Man, Finbar said proudly.

Now then, Cassandra said, to business. Skulduggery, if you wouldnt mind?

Skulduggery looked at Valkyrie. This may get a little warm.

He clicked his fingers, summoning flame into both of his hands, and then he tossed the fireballs at the ground. They fell through the grille and he gestured, and the flames spread out and started to burn with the coals.

Cassandra closed her eyes and stayed like that for a minute or two. Valkyrie wanted to ask if she could open the door at the top of the stairs to let some air in because Skulduggery hadnt been lying. It was getting uncomfortably warm down here.

Without opening her eyes, Cassandra reached down, picked up the umbrella and opened it. She rested it against her shoulder, open above her head, and she nodded.

Im ready.

Finbar turned the little red wheel on the wall and Valkyrie heard the water gurgling through the pipes. She stepped back as a few drops started to fall from the sprinklers, and Skulduggery moved her back three more steps just as the full spray came on. Valkyrie stood with her back to the wall, the spray just hitting her boots. The water passed through the grille, hissing as it hit the burning coals, and steam began to billow.

Cassandra sat in the middle of the room, her yellow umbrella doing its best to keep her dry, and then she was lost from sight. The steam was thick like mist, like fog, getting denser with each passing moment. Valkyries head was pounding by now.

She heard Finbar turn the wheel again, though she couldnt see him, and the sprinklers turned off. The steam, however, stayed.

Someone moved in front of her and Valkyrie reached out then pulled her hand back sharply. There was another figure behind it and there was movement to her right. They werent alone in here.

Someone stepped up beside her and she whirled, lashing out, and Skulduggery caught her fist in his gloved hand.

Youre not in any danger, he said.

There are people in here with us, she whispered.

Watch, he responded and led her away from the wall, towards the middle of the room.

She turned her head as a figure ran through the steam towards her. She dodged back, but the water had made the metal grille slippery and her boot slid. She stumbled and Ghastly Bespoke ran at her, his body scattering in the steam right before he hit her.

Valkyrie spun, aware of Skulduggery standing beside her, completely calm.

Think of it as a hologram, he said, projected on to the steam. None of this is real.

There were buildings now, on either side of them, and a road at their feet. The road was cracked and the buildings were ruined. It was a dead city, dead or dying, and she heard muted shouts in the distance. A figure approached, striding through the street of steam, a gun in his hand. Skulduggery. His black suit was torn.

The real Skulduggery nodded. At least Im still looking well

The image of Skulduggery disappeared. And then a sound. Someone screaming in the distance and a gunshot. Somewhere near the back of the Chamber there was a flare, like a fireball being thrown. The sound was coming from everywhere, from beside and below and behind and above, and it was the sound of a battle being fought.

Dark figures were visible now, around the edge of the room, and they were struggling, running and leaping. Some of them carried weapons and Valkyrie recognised the silhouettes of Cleavers.

There was a shadow in the steam in front of them, throwing Cleavers back like they were little more than an annoyance.

Valkyrie backed up until she was beside Skulduggery. What are we seeing?

The future, he said slowly.

The images cleared and a new figure drifted into being. Valkyrie saw herself, a few years older than she was now.

The Valkyrie in the steam was taller, and her bare arms were lean and muscled, like Taniths. A tattoo swirled from her left shoulder to her elbow and she wore a black metal gauntlet on her right hand. Her legs were strong, the black trousers clinging to them. Her boots were scuffed, splattered with blood.

Ive seen this, the Valkyrie in the steam said, her dark hair whipping across her face. I was watching from She turned her head and looked straight at where Valkyrie was standing. there.

Valkyrie couldnt move.

This is where it happens, her older self continued, sadness in her voice.

Stephanie!

Two people, in the distance, sprinting this way. The older Valkyrie shook her head slowly. Please dont make me watch it again.

As if her prayer was answered, the older Valkyrie disappeared, the two people came closer and Valkyries heart plummeted. Desmond and Melissa Edgley ran through the steam.

Skulduggery held her back against the wall. This hasnt happened yet, he reminded her quietly.

Her parents stopped running and looked around, and the dark figure Valkyrie had glimpsed earlier stepped out behind them.

No! Valkyrie screamed and Skulduggery held her tighter as they watched her parents turn.

Darquesse, Finbar whispered.

The shadow called Darquesse raised her arm and black flame engulfed the steam images of Valkyries parents, turning them to ash before they could even scream their agony.

Valkyrie went cold as a fresh billow of steam took away the image. The sound faded and the steam became clouds. Valkyrie looked down and saw a city below her.

A wave of vertigo hit and she staggered, standing on nothing but air, miles above the ground, but beneath the city she glimpsed the metal grille of the Chamber. She took a breath and willed herself not to throw up. They were in the same room. They hadnt moved. They were not standing in mid-air.

There was a blackness spreading across the city and engulfing the surrounding countryside, as if the grass and the trees were suddenly dying, as if all life was being snuffed out in a wave that spread out and just kept on spreading. Within seconds the land beneath them was dead.

Then the city went away and they were in the Chamber, and the steam was quickly dispersing. Valkyrie realised for the first time that her face was wet with sweat and her hair clung to her scalp.

Cassandra walked forward, shaking the water off the yellow umbrella. This is the future as I have seen it, she said. But the future can be changed. Come. You look like you could do with a glass of water.

They followed her up the stairs and Finbar, who hadnt said anything for the past few minutes, wandered into the other room. While Cassandra went to the kitchen, Valkyrie looked at Skulduggery. Her headache pounded. It hurt to even move her eyes.

My parents were there, she said quietly.

We can change it.

Her voice shook. My parents, Skulduggery.

He laid a hand on her shoulder and his voice was soft. Youll save them.

You saw what I did. I let them die.

No. She let them die. Not you.

She is me.

Not yet.

Theres no use. She saw what we saw, she knew it was coming and she still just stood there and let Darquesse kill them. Thats whats going to happen.

No, Valkyrie. Youll find a way to save them. I have faith.

My head hurts.

Cassandra came back, handed her a glass of water that she only took a sip from, and a folded leaf, the kind Kenspeckle had, to numb the pain of the headache.

I can only imagine how hard that was to watch, Cassandra said. But this is about more than you, and more than your parents. This is about everything.

The end of the world, Finbar said, rejoining them. He looked tired. Thats the bit I saw in my vision  the darkness spreading across the planet. I didnt see the other stuff. He looked at Valkyrie. I didnt see you and your folks. Im sorry.

Were not dead yet, Skulduggery interjected. Well, I am, but the rest of you have a bit to go.

You know as well as anyone, Cassandra said, that visions of the future are subject to change and to interpretation.

Skulduggery turned to Cassandra. Do you have any idea of a time frame? When is all this going to happen?

I dont know. Valkyrie looked three or four years older than she is now, but we cant be sure. The only thing we know for certain is that Darquesse is coming, and shes coming to kill us all.

Skulduggery put on his hat, dipping it over his eye sockets. Not if we kill her first.
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[image: Image Missing]alkyrie had to go home. The moment they left Cassandras cottage, she knew she had to go home, to see her parents, to make sure they were OK. She was trying so hard not to let Skulduggery see how badly she was hurting, or how much she wanted to cry. She barely said anything on the drive back to Haggard.

She called the reflections phone and arranged to pick it up as it made its way home from school. It got in the back seat and didnt ask any questions. They pulled in a few miles later and Skulduggery got out of the car while Valkyrie and her reflection switched clothes. Ten minutes later they arrived in Haggard. The reflection sneaked around back to hide in the bushes while Valkyrie walked in the front door. It was an unusual sensation she realised, not to be coming in through her bedroom window.

Mum, she called, dumping her schoolbag in the hall, Im home.

For three long seconds there was nothing but a dreadful, heavy silence, and then her mother appeared in the doorway to the kitchen. Smiling. Safe. Alive.

How was school? she asked and Valkyrie bounded forward and hugged her. Her mum laughed. That bad, huh?

Valkyrie laughed in return and hoped it was convincing. She hugged tight and then forced herself to break it off, moving immediately to the fridge to hide the tears that threatened to spill on to her cheeks. School was fine, she said, as brashly as she could. School is always fine. Nothing interesting ever happens there.

She opened the fridge, took a breath, and when she was composed, she shut the fridge door and turned. How was your day?

Full of adventure and drama, her mum said. I just got back myself. Im expecting your father home any minute.

Hes finishing work early? He never finishes early.

Her mum shrugged and they heard the front door open.

Is she back yet? Valkyries dad asked from the hall, as he stumbled over something, probably her schoolbag. Yes, shes home, she heard him mutter. He walked into the kitchen and Valkyrie hugged him.

You told her? he asked.

Nope, her mum said. Shes just in a hugging mood.

Valkyrie stepped back. Told me what?

Her father looked down at her. You grow taller every day, you know that?

She made herself keep the smile. Suddenly she didnt want to get any taller. She didnt want to grow any older. Being taller and older and stronger meant being closer to the time when Darquesse would come for them. She wanted to stay the same height and age forever.

We have news, her mother said, wrapping her arm around her husbands waist.

Valkyrie frowned. What?

Weve decided to get a pet, her dad announced.

Valkyrie laughed, and it was a real and genuine laugh. After everything that shed had to deal with over the past few months, having something so gloriously normal and fun as a new pet took on unimaginable levels of comfort. Plus, shed always wanted a pet.

Can we have a dog? she asked. And not one of those annoying yappy dogs. Hannah Foley has a Chinese Crested dog that doesnt have any hair, and it looks like the little guy who hangs out of Jabba the Hutts ceiling. I dont want one of those. I wouldnt be able to take it for walks without being embarrassed for it.

Her dad frowned. Youve seen Star Wars? When did you see Star Wars? Ive been trying to get you to watch it for years.

Valkyrie hesitated. Tanith had made her sit down and watch the movies over the course of one weekend. It had been an educational experience.

I like the lightsabres, she said.

Were not getting a dog, her mother told her, bringing the conversation back to where it started.

We cant get a cat, Valkyrie argued. They dont do anything except plot against you and multiply like Gremlins.

Were not getting a cat either.

Can we get a snake?

No.

Please? I can keep it in my room and Ill feed it mice and things and I wont kill it.

No snakes, no hamsters, no rats, no guinea pigs.

Valkyrie smiled hopefully. A horse?

How about something a little smaller? her dad said. Like, I dont know, a brother or a sister?

Valkyrie looked at them. What?

Her mothers smile widened. Im pregnant, sweetheart.

It took a moment, and when that moment was over, Valkyrie found herself leaping across the room and hugging her mother and screaming Oh my God! over and over. Then she thought that she might damage the baby, so she jumped back and leaped for her father and hugged him, and he laughed.

And later, in her room, tears came to her eyes when she thought of what kind of danger this child would be born into.
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[image: Image Missing]here is a very particular process one goes through to become a zombie. Scapegrace didnt go through it because he was raised from the dead by magic, but after a little bit of trial and error he finally figured out what the process entailed. The person he was recruiting needed to be bitten while still alive, so that the infection had time to spread through the system. Scapegrace was hesitant to bite at first, as he was worried how it might look. He had initially planned to just go after attractive females, but quickly realised that this wouldnt be too time-efficient.

His first successful recruitment had been in Phoenix Park. The recruit was a middle-aged man out for a stroll. Scapegrace had waited until there was no one else around and then slipped out from his hiding place. He leaped on the man and dragged him into the bushes, where he bit him. The man tried struggling, but the infection was surprisingly fast acting, and within sixty seconds, the man was dead. After a few moments, however, his eyes opened again and he was looking up at Scapegrace.

Am I in heaven? he had asked.

Dont be stupid, Scapegrace snapped.

Sorry, the man said and got up.

Scapegrace had looked at his first recruit. A shabby specimen if ever there was one, who seemed to wear a permanently dazed expression on his face.

Whats your name? Scapegrace asked.

Gerald, said the man.

Scapegrace pondered. Gerald the zombie just didnt have that fear-inducing ring to it. Im going to call you Thrasher, he said.

Thrasher blinked. All right, he said uncertainly.

Scapegrace nodded. Thrasher was a good name. Thrasher would be his right-hand man in the new zombie army he was building for his Master.

Come with me, Thrasher, Scapegrace said, leading the way and liking the sound of it.

He had done a lot more recruiting that afternoon. In Phoenix Park alone he recruited Slasher, Crasher, Dasher and Basher, then they all took Crashers van and he recruited Slicer, Dicer, Wrecker and Boiler. Boiler signified the end of Scapegraces new name strategy, and from then on he just called them Zombie One and Zombie Two, things like that. He had more on his mind than thinking up stupid names for his zombies.

He had brought them back to his Masters castle, and the first problem to arise was that none of the other zombies seemed to respect Thrashers authority. It was too late to demote him now though. Such an act would be seen as weak leadership. The recruits needed to see Scapegrace as infallible, much like a pope or a politician. Scapegrace couldnt admit that appointing Thrasher as his second-in-command had been a mistake, and instead hoped that Thrashers head would fall off or something.

The second problem was that Scapegrace was starting to smell, but he was confident that new plans he had set in motion would take care of it. There might even be a cream out there that would help. He had taken to wearing car fresheners around his neck, tucked beneath his shirt.

Scapegrace walked the stone corridors, heading for the room which housed his new zombie army. He put on a fierce expression, opened the door and walked in.

They were chatting among themselves, telling jokes and laughing. Thrasher was standing at the edge, trying to laugh along with them, but seemed unsettlingly happy to see Scapegrace when he walked in. He went up to him and stood to attention.

Good evening, sir! he said. Idiot. Were all here, sir!

Of course youre all here, Scapegrace responded, annoyed.

Sir, one of the men was asking about food, sir.

Scapegrace made a mental note not to refer to the zombies as an army again. Thrasher was letting it go to his head and it wasnt very scary at all. Horde would be better. His zombie horde. Much better.

What about food? Scapegrace grumbled.

He was wondering what it is we eat, sir.

We dont eat anything, Scapegrace answered. Were sustained by magic. We dont need food.

I shall inform the men, sir! Thrasher turned on his heel and faced the zombies. May I have your attention! he shouted.

A zombie from the back said, Go to hell, Gerald.

Thrasher looked like he was about to cry. Scapegrace was now seriously regretting his recruitment process.

We dont eat anything, Thrasher said, trying to keep a brave face while his lower lip quivered. The zombie horde stopped talking among themselves and looked at Scapegrace.

We dont eat? Slicer asked. What, nothing?

Not even brains? Zombie Eleven asked.

Nothing! Scapegrace told them. Under no circumstances are you to eat! Not even one tiny little bite! Is that understood?

They nodded sullenly and Scapegrace turned to the door. Before hed even reached it, they started bickering among themselves about what would taste better, brains or flesh. These were not the slavering, mindless creatures of the undead he had hoped for. These were not fearsome in the slightest. His zombies bickered. Scapegrace left the room quickly, closing the door lest the sound of bickering drift to his Masters ears. He hurried back the way he had come, trying his best not to panic.

He didnt want to disappoint his Master. He had been so looking forward to presenting his zombie horde and getting the recognition he sought, the praise he longed for. Maybe even a hug. But it wasnt going to happen. His Master would take one look at the horde and recognise instantly what a petty bunch of failures they were, and what a grotesque disappointment Scapegrace himself was.

Scapegrace reached the small room that served as his personal quarters, hearing the low gentle hum. He opened the rotten door and quickly stepped in, closing it behind him. One advantage of the new recruits was that their credit cards could still be used, and Scapegrace had ordered Thrasher to buy him a place to rest.

Like a coffin? Thrasher had asked, wide-eyed and stupid-looking. Scapegrace had hit him, told him not to ask insolent questions, to just do what he was told, and Thrasher had scurried off, nearly crying yet again. But now that Scapegrace thought of it, he quite liked the idea of having a coffin of sorts. He reckoned it was actually pretty nifty. He hadnt told his Master about it, and he did feel terrible about that, but he needed this. He didnt want his body to fall apart, and until he figured out a way to stop any decomposition, the giant freezer would just have to do.

Scapegrace opened the lid and climbed in. He had to curl up to fit, but apart from that it was pretty comfortable. He closed the lid and darkness consumed him. Comforted by the darkness and the hum of power, he lay there and thought about all the ways he could kill the girl.
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[image: Image Missing]ve always thought, Skulduggery said as he drove, that Skulduggery would be an excellent name to give a baby.

Well, Valkyrie said, nodding slowly, Ill be sure to pass on the suggestion. But what if its a girl?

Skulduggery, Skulduggery said.

Boy or girl, the same name?

Yes.

I dont think my parents would go for the name Skulduggery, if Im being honest. If its a girl, they might decide on Stephanie Number Two because theyll probably never see me again.

Youre such a pessimist.

Were about to walk into the Sanctuary, where they all want to arrest me.

You did break the law.

I was rescuing you.

He shrugged. I was happy where I was.

Dont talk to me any more.

I still havent thanked you properly for rescuing me, have I?

Nope.

I will, he said and nodded.

They parked at the rear of the Waxworks Museum and got out.

Theyre not going to arrest you, Skulduggery said as they walked through the door. They might glare at you and say angry words, but they wont arrest you. Well, they might arrest you. Theres a good chance they will. But the important thing is that Ive done nothing wrong.

For once.

Skulduggery led the way through the darkness and Valkyrie frowned. Her Necromancer ring was cold. Skulduggery murmured something and took out his gun. The Sanctuary door was open and the Phil Lynott figure was lying motionless on the ground. It didnt look up as they crept by. Skulduggery headed down the stairs first, Valkyrie right behind him. There was blood smeared on the wall.

They stepped out into the Foyer. Cleavers lay dead. Valkyrie couldnt tell how many there were. Theyd been torn to pieces.

Skulduggery motioned to the open door ahead and they moved to it quietly. A sorcerer was crumpled in the corridor beyond, a gaping hole in his chest. They went through, sticking to the walls, not making a sound. The Sanctuary was eerily, unnaturally quiet.

There was a dead vampire around the next corner. Its bone-white body had almost been cut in half by a Cleavers scythe. Valkyrie had never had the opportunity to study one of these animals close up before  not without fighting for her life at the same time. It was male, and bald, and its wide mouth was open, a red pointed tongue lolling out over its jagged teeth. Its black eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling.

They moved on and saw another vampire, its head cut off. Beside it lay a sorcerer Valkyrie had once chatted with. His face had been ripped apart by a swipe of the vampires claw. He was dead too.

Skulduggery motioned to her then pointed down an adjoining corridor, towards the holding cells. She nodded and they changed course. Her mouth was dry. She realised she was terrified. Every new corridor held more dead bodies. An army of vampires had come through here  for all they knew, an army of vampires was still down here.

They turned a corner and Davina Marr spun towards them, her eyes wild. Skulduggery waved and her gun flew from her hand. He pushed and she shot back off her feet and hit the wall. He kept his hand splayed, holding her there.

What happened? he whispered.

Marr opened her mouth to shout and Skulduggery whipped his hand to the side. Marr hit the opposite wall and fell to the ground, unconscious.

Valkyrie resisted the urge to kick her as they passed, and they continued on to the holding cells. Skulduggery stood guard while Valkyrie released Ghastly and Tanith. Moving quietly, Tanith hugged Skulduggery and Ghastly shook his hand.

Welcome back, Ghastly said, speaking softly. Now what is going on?

Vampires.

What?

We dont know how many are still here, so move out and keep it quiet.

They moved quickly back the way they had come then broke right. Tanith picked up a Cleavers fallen scythe. They passed the open doors into the Repository, the closed door into the Gaol and turned left. In the corridor ahead of them, Thurid Guild was propped up against the wall. He was clutching his arm, which was obviously broken. Blood ran from a cut above his eye.

He saw them and shook his head sharply. They froze. His eyes twitched left.

A vampire padded into view, its mouth smeared with the blood of others. It approached Guild and he shrank back. It sniffed him and growled. Guild raised his hand to push the air and the vampire swiped, almost lazily, and the Grand Mages fingers fell to the floor. Guild screamed and the vampire moved in. Skulduggery whistled through his teeth.

The vampire swivelled its head, its black eyes widening when it saw all the fresh meat on offer. It forgot about Guild and bounded towards them.

Valkyrie, Skulduggery and Ghastly pressed against the air and the vampire hit an invisible wall. It snapped and clawed and roared, but there were no gaps to get through. Skulduggery held out his other hand and Valkyrie felt the air shift, as another invisible wall closed in on the vampire from behind. Skulduggery closed his hand gently, trapping the creature. The vampire lifted off the ground, squirming and flailing, but unable to free itself.

Stay here, Skulduggery muttered, tossing his revolver to Ghastly before moving back to the holding cells, taking the vampire with him.

They crossed to Guild and Tanith helped him to his feet. He was sweating and his teeth were chattering. Valkyrie knew well the signs of someone going into shock.

Get his fingers, Tanith told her as she helped Guild hobble down the corridor, Ghastly leading the way.

Valkyrie blanched. Doing her best not to gag, she picked up the three pale fingers and held them away from her as she followed the others. She dropped one and stepped on it.

Damn, she said.

Why is she saying damn? Guild muttered, too weak to look around. What is she doing?

Tanith glanced back to see Valkyrie hopping on one foot, trying to work the finger out from the grooves on the bottom of her boot.

Nothing, Tanith said, shooting her a glare before turning back.

Once again holding all three fingers, Valkyrie hurried after them.



The Cleavers were on their third sweep of the Sanctuary by the time Guilds fingers were reattached. The final tally was fourteen dead vampires, plus one live vampire in a holding cell, and seventeen dead sorcerers. Nine Cleavers had died. The injured were brought in and quarantined as the Sanctuary doctors worked to rid their systems of the infections brought on by vampire bites. Three more died on the operating tables while Valkyrie was standing there.

Against the doctors orders, Guild left the Medical Bay as soon as he was able. His broken arm was in a sling and his damaged hand was wrapped in a glove designed to speed up the healing process.

It was Dusk, he told them as they walked the blood-splattered corridors. We thought he was still imprisoned in Russia. They didnt bother to tell us hed escaped two weeks ago. Billy-Ray Sanguine burrowed into his cell apparently, and they fought their way out. The Russians didnt bother to tell us that either.

So Sanguine and Dusk are working together again, Skulduggery said. But why? What happened here?

Dusk planted explosives on the door and led the way in. Ive never seen so many vampires. They came like a wave, swarmed over everyone and just kept coming.

Dusk hadnt shed his skin? Skulduggery asked.

Guild shook his head. He was still human. He let the vampires come at us, but he broke off to the north wing, to the Repository. I have people down there now, trying to ascertain what he was after.

There was a curse and they turned to see Davina Marr pointing her gun at them, fury in her eyes. Step away from the Grand Mage, she demanded.

Guild shook his head. Put down the gun, Detective.

Sir, these people are fugitives! Pleasant and Cain were working with the vampires! They assaulted me!

They were not working with the vampires, Guild said, and as much as it pains me to admit it, they saved my life. Theyre free to go, Detective Marr. Put down the gun. That is an order.

Marr blinked and lowered the weapon. The Desolation Engine, she said dully.

What?

Dusk took the Desolation Engine. Were doing a visual search now, but it appears to be the only item thats missing.

Whats the Desolation Engine? Valkyrie asked.

Essentially, its a bomb, Ghastly said. It obliterates everything within its radius, wipes it all out. These days it would be called a Weapon of Mass Destruction.

It was only ever used once, Tanith said. Back in, when was it, 1498? A town outside of Naples. Every living thing, every building, tree and stone, was obliterated.

Valkyrie frowned. Why is there a bomb in the Repository?

Thats a very good question.

Its been made safe, Guild said. It cant be activated. It was kept here because its the only one of its kind. The Engine is useless to whoever has it.

Youre sure about that? Skulduggery asked.

Positive. Its a paperweight now.

That may be so, but theres a reason Dusk went after it.

Then get it back, Guild said. Do what you need to do to find them and stop them. You will have access to every resource we have for the duration of the investigation. He sighed. Pleasant, I dont like you and the idea that you were going to spend the rest of your existence on a world of Faceless Ones really warmed my heart these past few months. My wife was saying to me just the other day how shes noticed a spring in my step lately. That was because I thought you were gone forever.

I missed you too, Thurid.

But its time to set my personal loathing of you to one side. Weve just witnessed a massacre, and we need to catch those responsible and make them pay.

You seek revenge, said Skulduggery.

I seek retribution.

Skulduggery looked at him and nodded. Valkyrie and the others followed him as he walked away. Marr glared at them with fury in her eyes and they left her to whatever argument she was about to have with her boss.

Im only going to be telling you the absolute minimum about what Ive been doing these past eleven months, Skulduggery said to Ghastly and Tanith as they reached the Foyer and climbed the stairs, so dont bother prying.

Fine with me, Ghastly said.

A little prying would have been nice, Skulduggery mumbled. They passed through the Waxworks Museum and emerged into the chill night air to find Fletcher standing beside the Bentley. His arms were folded.

You abandoning me? he asked crossly as they neared. Is that whats happening? I do what you need me to do and then you discard me, yeah?

This really isnt the time to be petty, Valkyrie said, frowning at him.

On the contrary, Skulduggery said, this is an excellent time to be petty. Fletcher, we didnt bring you with us because we didnt want to risk you.

Fletcher narrowed his eyes. SoIm still on the team?

Of course you are, Skulduggery said happily. Apart from anything else, youre the only one who can guarantee that we escape any more vampires that we come across. Youre going to prolong all our lives, my boy.

I am?

You are. You, Fletcher Renn, are good for our health.

Fletcher beamed.

Youre like our own little vegetable, Skulduggery continued and Fletchers smile disappeared.

I need my sword, said Tanith.

Ill take you to it, Skulduggery said. Valkyrie, take Fletcher and go and see China.

Fletcher frowned. Im not a bus.

Skulduggery ignored him. If anyone has heard rumours abut Sanguine or Dusk, she has. The fact of the matter is that Sanguine doesnt do anything for free, so if there is someone paying his bills, we need to find out who that is, and what he wants with both the Desolation Engine and the Soul Catcher.

Or what she wants, Valkyrie added.

Thats a good point, Skulduggery said. This might be the first move Darquesse makes on her road to destruction. If it is, then were in a lot of trouble.

And if it isnt?

Lets face it, he admitted, were probably still in a lot of trouble.
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THE MAN WHO KILLED ESRYN VANGUARD

[image: Image Missing]alkyrie and Fletcher appeared in Chinas library. It was late at night and there was nobody around. Fletcher didnt say anything as they walked and she knew he was thinking about Skulduggerys dismissive attitude towards him. Fletcher didnt talk much about his parents. She knew his mother was dead, but he rarely mentioned his father. Was that why he could be so insecure and intimidated by Skulduggery? Was Fletcher harbouring a secret need for a father figures approval?

She led the way across the hall and knocked on the apartment door. China bid them enter. Valkyrie turned to Fletcher.

You stay out here, she said.

He frowned. Why?

Because Chinas probably still weak after being shot and she doesnt need the both of us in there. Also every time youre around her you make a fool of yourself.

Not every time.

Youre staying out here.

I think youre confusing me with a dog.

Stay.

He looked annoyed so she left him to it and stepped in, closing the door behind her.

China walked in from the bedroom and Valkyrie stared. China looked awful. She was too pale and her eyes looked bruised. She moved stiffly and wore a silk robe tied with a sash. Still beautiful, unnaturally so, but sick. For the first time Valkyrie saw China in a moment of weakness and she didnt know what to say.

Your silence says it all, China said, a faint smile on her bloodless lips.

Im sorry.

Nonsense. She sank into a chair with an audible sigh. Take a seat, Valkyrie. You reaction is refreshing. Most people do their best not to catch my eye and prattle on like nothing is different. Now then, you were at the Sanctuary?

Valkyrie sat. Yes.

It was raided I hear. By vampires.

News travels fast. It was Dusk who led them.

Him again.

He stole the Desolation Engine.

I thought that had been made safe.

It has been, so we dont know why he took it.

China shifted in her seat and grimaced.

Valkyrie hesitated. Are youOK?

Ill survive. This is what happens when you invest all your magic into healing a bullet wound. Its not pretty. Tomorrow I should be back to normal.

Should?

China waved a delicate hand. You worry too much about people who mean nothing to you.

Valkyries eyes widened a fraction, but China still noticed.

Oh, Im sorry, she continued. I didnt mean to sound so cold. What I meant was there are others who would deserve your sympathy much more than I. Fletcher, for instance. That boy is always getting himself into trouble. How is he?

Hes fine I suppose. Hes out in the hall.

My, you have him well trained.

China, do you think I dont like you?

Chinas smile was gentle. No, my dear, Im sure you do. You shouldnt, but Im sure you do. Youve got a big heart. Thats not a compliment by the way. Thats a flaw in your character.

Ill work on it.

Thats all I ask.

Sanguine is back. He stole a Soul Catcher from the Necromancer Temple and hes working with Dusk.

That is interesting, but Im afraid I cant help you with Dusk. My ongoing inquiries about Sanguine, on the other hand, have finally borne fruit. What do you know of the assassination of Esryn Vanguard during the war?

Just that he was a pacifist and the guy who killed him got out of prison a few days ago.

At the time of his death support for Vanguard and his ideas was coming from soldiers on both sides of the war. Id always despised the man  this was when I was a supporter of Mevolents, you understand, and I know that Mevolent did not appreciate Vanguards attempts to broker peace.

He suspected that Vanguard was working for Eachan Meritorious, in an effort to rob Mevolents troops of the will to die for him. A reasonable suspicion, I think you would agree.

So he sent Dreylan Scarab to kill Vanguard.

I had turned my back on the Faceless Ones by this stage, but yes, from what I can gather, Scarab was dispatched to eliminate the problem. An arrow, dipped in poison, while Vanguard was addressing a hall full of supporters. It happened so fast nobody had time to do anything. Vanguard was dead within seconds. The crowd, and bear in mind these were all sorcerers, swarmed the area, hunting for the killer, but Scarab was gone. Skulduggery found him a few days later, and with Guilds help, he arrested him.

Valkyrie frowned. Guild?

Guild was one of Meritoriouss most trusted men. He oversaw certain departments within the Sanctuary and his duties included direct interaction with the investigators.

I didnt think Skulduggery and Guild were ever friends.

Oh, they werent, China smiled. They hated each other from the very start, for reasons I wont go into here. But they worked together on occasion.

So they arrested Scarab and he was sent to an American prison. Where does Sanguine come into this?

It took a long time for me to come across this little piece of information, so I hope you understand how much of a sacrifice it is to part with it for free.

It wouldnt be for free, Valkyrie said. Youd have my undying gratitude.

Free then, China sighed. Scarab had a son, Valkyrie. You are trying to find out who is pulling Sanguines strings? Id look no further than his father.

Scarab is Sanguines dad? Valkyrie stood. This isThis is huge.

Quite.

China, Im really sorry, I have to go. If I have some spare time, maybe I can stop by later to see how you are.

By this time tomorrow Ill be back to my usual self. But your concern  while pointless  is noted. Of course, if our positions were reversed

I know, Valkyrie smiled. Youd do the same for me.

China arched an eyebrow. Im sorry? Do I look like I make house calls? You may leave me now.

Thank you, China, Valkyrie said and turned to go. Oh, one more thing. Ghastlys faade. Its great.

China smiled. He seems to like it, doesnt he? It took me long enough to devise, but I think its worth it.

Me too, smiled Valkyrie then hurried out to the corridor.

Well? Fletcher asked grumpily.

We have the connection, she told him, and immediately his grumpiness vanished and he took her hand.

They appeared in Ghastlys shop. It was dark, so they turned on the lights and waited for Skulduggery and the others to get there. Valkyrie crossed her arms and looked at Fletcher.

What? he asked innocently.

Youre dying to say it.

Dont know what you mean.

Theyre still on their way back from the Sanctuary. Weve been to Chinas, found a very large piece of the puzzle and were here before them. Say it.

Im sorry, Valkyrie, I really dont know what you want me to say.

She waited.

Although, he began.

Here it comes.

Teleportation is clearly the best power to have and you should all be really grateful that Im on your side. Why anyone would still be using cars, I have no idea. Is it pride? Is it because Skulduggery doesnt want to admit how useful I am? I dont think Im appreciated as much as I should be, thats all.

Right.

We were getting on fine without him, you know.

We really werent.

We were doing OK. It wasnt a disaster. No one got killed.

A few people got killed.

But not any of us, he said, exasperated.

Anything else you want to complain about before he gets here?

Fletcher laughed. What, do you really think Im scared of him? Im not scared of him. But since you brought it up, yes, there is one thing. Im older than you. I should be the one giving you orders.

Yeah, no. Thats not going to happen.

I have more world experience.

At doing your hair.

What is everyones problem with my hair? My hairs cool.

He kept talking about his hair until Valkyrie told him to shut up. A few minutes later Skulduggery and the others got back and Valkyrie told them what shed learned.

Its too neat to be a coincidence, Skulduggery agreed. Well, all right then. That means we have our big boss. Scarab is released, he has an emotional father-son reunion with his psychopathic offspring and they recruit Dusk, maybe Remus Crux, and whoever else happens to be around and holding a grudge against society.

So what does Scarab want? Tanith asked as she lovingly cleaned her sword.

My guess is he wants revenge, Skulduggery said.

For what? He committed a crime and he was punished for it. If he was going to take these things personally, he shouldnt have killed Vanguard in the first place.

Ah, Skulduggery said, thats the thing. You see, I dont think he did kill Vanguard. Its something Ive suspected for a while now.

Ghastly stared. Butyou arrested him.

Because all the evidence pointed his way, Skulduggery nodded. It was only later than I began to suspect that the evidence was rather too easy to come by.

Scarab was framed? asked Valkyrie. Hes innocent?

Not entirely innocent. Or even remotely innocent. He was Mevolents top assassin, remember. But, as regards this particular crime, yes, I believe he was innocent.

You have a theory then?

Naturally.

So who framed Scarab? Who killed Vanguard?

Skulduggery hesitated. I actually have a horrible feeling that we did.
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CRUX

[image: Image Missing]emus Crux dreamed of gods without faces and girls without heads. He dreamed of a vast forest of dead trees, of screaming things hunting him. He saw things in his dream that he recognised as pieces from his old life. They passed him by and he watched them go and didnt miss them.

He woke.

He had told Dusk how to breach the Sanctuarys defences, and where to go to get what they were after, and now the vampire was back, mission accomplished, and Crux felt not one shred of remorse. People that had once been his colleagues had just been killed and he didnt care. They were heathens, unbelievers, enemies of the Faceless Ones.

Dreylan Scarab was a heathen too, but he was a useful heathen. He served a purpose. Crux viewed Scarab and his little Revengers Club as a conduit to get him where he needed to be. Once they had fulfilled their usefulness, Crux would either abandon them or kill them, whichever was easier. But for now, they wanted the Sanctuary to fall almost as much as he did, and so he was content to go along with their plan.

He could be patient. He could wait. Hed get his chance. The girl had killed two of his Dark Gods after all. The girl had to pay for that and she had to pay for the legacy she had inherited.

Crux knew the legend well. The Faceless Ones had ruled this world until the first sorcerers, the Ancients, constructed the Sceptre to kill them and drive them out. Once the Faceless Ones had been banished, the Ancients fought among themselves like the petty insects they were, until only one of them was left alive. Valkyrie Cain was descended from the last of them.

It was now time for her to pay for the crimes of her ancestors.
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THE PLOT THICKENS

[image: Image Missing]anguard had noble intentions, Skulduggery said, his voice filling the space between them all. His dream of peace was a dream that inspired a great many people who were sick of the war, people on both sides. Someone once said about him that he had seen what he was capable of, what we all were capable of, and it frightened him. So he tried to save us.

He believed the answer was to allow Mevolent and his lot to worship the Faceless Ones openly, as a religion. He was certain that, given time, they would learn to curb their ruthlessness and to behave withcivility.

Meritorious didnt agree. He didnt trust Mevolent or any who stood with him. And while Vanguard had started out as a lone voice, preaching understanding and acceptance, it was a voice that echoed and carried. Soon it was a roar.

The dream of peace, you understand, is a dream that comforts everyone except the soldier on the battlefield. He cant think about peace. He cant hesitate. The soldier lives in the war. In combat, war is his mother, his friend and his god. To believe in anything else is suicide.

I think Meritorious came to the conclusion that the voice that started it all had to be silenced. It was getting too dangerous. Too many people were starting to believe that there was an easy way out. Too many soldiers were starting to have doubts. Meritorious needed them fighting Mevolent, not dreaming of peace.

But this is all guesswork, Ghastly said. Skulduggery, I had my issues with Meritorious, but he was a good man. What youre suggesting here is cold-blooded murder.

I know, Skulduggery said. And something like that, if it got out, would tear the Sanctuary apart. Which is why he would have assigned the job to Thurid Guild.

Ghastly took a seat  heavily. Of course. Guild headed the Exigency Programme.

Whats that? Fletcher asked.

Exigency Mages are highly trained individuals used for covert strikes against the enemy, Skulduggery said. Assassination. Sabotage. Dirty tricks. Its not pretty, what they do, but it is necessary.

They tried to recruit us, Ghastly said. Skulduggery, me, a few others. We were an independent unit in the war. Guild tried to recruit us, but we didnt like what he was asking us to do. He looked up. So you think Guild assigned the job to one of his guys?

Skulduggery nodded. It makes sense. Meritorious needed an assassin who could completely disappear afterwards and Guild would have volunteered his people. Hes always been brave like that.

Do you know who it was? Valkyrie asked.

No. Every single shred of evidence pointed to Mevolents men and Scarab in particular. By the time it registered that this was all too neat, too easy, wed already captured Scarab and thrown him in prison.

You could have said something.

Skulduggery didnt answer.

Lets say youre right, Tanith said. Lets say Meritorious and Guild orchestrated Vanguards assassination and framed Scarab. For 200 years Scarabs been sitting in his cell. After being cut off from his magic for so long, he would have started to age again, right? So hes an old man, hes out and hes angry. He has his psycho son and their nutball gang, and theyre looking for revenge. So they steal a Desolation Engine that wont go off and a Soul Catcher. How does this help them get their revenge?

And who are they going to get revenge on? Fletcher added. Meritorious is dead.

Theyll be going after Guild, said Skulduggery, so we should warn him. Theyll probably be after me too, but you dont have to warn me. I already know. As for what they want with the things theyve stolen, I havent worked that out yet. But I will.

On the plus side, the more people Scarab has, the greater our chances are of finding one of them. Crux was last seen in Haggard  maybe hes still there, trying to find a way through Chinas perimeter.

I know the area, Tanith said. Ill take my bike, have a look around.

And I know of a couple of bars Sanguine used to frequent when he was here last, Ghastly said. Theyll still be open, even this late. I can ask if hes been in recently.

Skulduggery nodded. Take Fletcher with you  youll get through it faster. Unfortunately, we know next to nothing about Dusk. The vampire I took to the holding cell isnt co-operating, which isnt much of a surprise, and his kind are impervious to most kinds of psychic reading.

Then just get Valkyrie to ask her vampire mate, Fletcher said.

Skulduggery turned sharply. Her what?

Valkyrie glared at Fletcher and he blushed.

Uh, didnt sheShe didnt tell you?

I didnt tell him, Valkyrie said, her jaw tight.

Skulduggery looked at her. You have a vampire friend?

He set up the meeting with Chabon, she explained. I was never alone with him. Tanith or Ghastly were always

Skulduggery whirled on them. You knew about this? You knew she was meeting with a vampire and you allowed it?

We had it under control, Tanith said.

You never have a vampire under control! Skulduggery roared. It could have killed her! For what? For a chance to get me back? You should have left me there!

Tanith looked away and Valkyrie lowered her eyes, her face burning. Only Ghastly kept his gaze level.

It was a risk, Ghastly said, as calm as ever, but it was a risk we decided to take. And now that she has made contact with this vampire, we should consider using him to try and find Dusk. Its only logical.

Skulduggery didnt move for a moment.

Agreed, he said at last, all anger gone from his voice. Valkyrie, would you be able to arrange that?

She nodded slowly. These abrupt changes of mood were becoming unsettling.

Excellent. If were lucky, one of those three possibilities will lead to Scarab. Call if you find anything out. Valkyrie?

She led the way out of the shop. The night was cold, but at least it hadnt started to rain yet. They walked to the Bentley.

I could have said something, Skulduggery told her.

What?

You said I could have said something, once I realised Scarab had been framed. I was agreeing with you.

So why didnt you?

They reached the car. He unlocked it, but they didnt get in.

When the war started, he said, I was flesh and blood. I was a father and a husband first, and a soldier second. When Serpine killed my family, killed me, that changed. I came back a soldier. The war was all I had.

I didnt like Esryn Vanguard and I didnt agree with him. I saw him as a weakening influence that we couldnt afford to tolerate. If he continued to make his speeches, to try to negotiate with Mevolent, I truly felt we would have lost the war.

I found out, a few years later, that Meritoriouss suspicions had been correct. Mevolent planned to accept the peace that Vanguard was preaching then move his people into position and strike against his enemies in one bloody night. I happen to take some comfort from that  the knowledge that what Meritorious did was, essentially, the right thing to do.

So you approved of him ordering the murder of an innocent man?

We were fighting a war, Skulduggery said. Harsh decisions had to be made every day. This was one of them.

The first raindrops of the night fell. Valkyrie didnt move.

I have done terrible things in my life, Valkyrie. Things that haunt me. Some of those things I had to do. SomeI didnt. But I did them anyway. For my sins I should have stayed on the other side of that portal, where I belonged. I should have been hunted and tortured until my bones turned to dust. But you came into hell and you brought me back. I may disappoint you, but you have never disappointed me. And you never will.

He got in the car. A few seconds later she did too. They drove.

She slept in the Bentley, seat back and using her coat as a blanket. When she woke, just after dawn, her dream slipped away from her and she sat up.

Bad dream? Skulduggery asked.

Was it? I cant remember.

Sounded like a nightmare from all that muttering. Not that you could be blamed for having nightmares.

Valkyrie frowned, the dream too far gone now, dispersing even as she grasped for it. Dont know, she said. It was an odd one though, I can remember that much. Did I say anything embarrassing?

Nothing that could be used against you.

She smiled thinly and looked across the street to the storage facility. Any movement?

Not yet, but it takes a few minutes for a vampires human skin and hair to grow back. He should be out soon, if hes even in there at all.

Valkyrie readjusted her seat. This is where hes got his cage set up.

Why did he help you? Vampires arent known for being nice.

He hates Dusk. He wont tell me why, but he hates him. He helped us because we put Dusk in prison. Dusks stay didnt last too long, but Caelan still appreciated it.

The door of the facility opened and Caelan stepped out. For a moment Valkyrie didnt make a sound. She hadnt realised he was so good-looking. His new skin was so fresh it practically glowed with health and his black hair shone. She watched him walk to a car parked nearby, then stop. He turned his head and looked directly at her. Skulduggery got out and she followed.

Be nice, she muttered as they walked over.

Im always nice, Skulduggery responded.

Dont point your gun at his head.

Oh, he said, that kind of nice.

Caelan greeted them with a nod. He didnt waste time mentioning the obvious  that she had got Skulduggery back. Neither did he waste time looking for an introduction. He just stood there and waited for them to start speaking.

I dont like you, Skulduggery said.

OK, Caelan said with a single nod.

I dont like vampires as a rule, Skulduggery continued. I dont trust them. I dont trust you.

Valkyrie sighed. I told you to be nice.

Well, I havent shot him yet.

She rolled her eyes and said to Caelan, We need your help finding Dusk.

Im sorry. I wouldnt know where to find him even if I wanted to.

But youd know people who would know, yes? Skulduggery asked. Other vampires, like the ones who stormed the Sanctuary last night and slaughtered twenty-nine people. I wonder, were you locked up in your cage the entire night, Caelan? Or did you slip out for a snack?

Caelan looked at him slowly. My cage is time-locked, programmed to open only at dawn.

Youre a vampire with a conscience, is that it?

No, sir, Caelan said. Im a monster, just like you say I am. I lock myself up at night because if I dont, someone like you will come and hunt me down. And someone like you will eventually find a way to kill me.

Valkyrie stepped between them and Caelans eyes came back to her. They were as dark as her own. Maybe darker. Caelan, I know you helped me out with Ghabon, and I know you dont owe me anything, but we need to find Dusk and stop him.

I keep to myself.

I know.

His eyes flickered away, to her shoulder. I can ask Moloch. But I cant go alone.

Well come with you.

He nodded. I cant promise that hell have anything useful for you, or even that hell agree to see us. But really, hes the only one who might talk to me.

The other vampires dont like you? Skulduggery asked. Why is that?

Caelan hesitated. In our culture its forbidden for one vampire to kill another.

You killed another vampire?

Yes, sir. I did.

Why?

Caelan shrugged. He had it coming.
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LAST VAMPIRE STANDING

[image: Image Missing]he tower blocks rose from the cement like dreary canyon walls, oppressive in stature and depressing in structure. Built in the 1960s, most of the towers had been demolished decades later in an attempt to get rid of the drugs and crime that had seeped through, permeating everything. Six of the seven Ballymun Flats had been flattened, the Sheriff Street Flats had been torn down, the Flats at Fatima Mansions redeveloped and replaced. By the time Dublin City Council got round to the Faircourt Flats, however, they had run out of money.

Towers, thirteen stories high, of tiny apartments stacked side by side. No grass. No trees. One little shop, defaced by graffiti. Rusted shopping trolleys and old mattresses.

The gleaming Bentley parked beside a burnt-out husk of a car and Skulduggery, Valkyrie and Caelan got out. Skulduggery clicked on the car alarm and they followed Caelan through a rubbish-strewn tunnel, as grey as the sky it was blocking. They emerged on the other side and walked across a concrete square to a stairwell that stank of human waste. They passed no one.

The elevator was broken and the climb to the top burned the muscles of Valkyries legs. Skulduggery and Caelan didnt even notice it.

Still they passed no one.

They reached the top, where every second door was paint-flecked steel, with the locks and the bolts on the outside. Heavy bars criss-crossed the windows.

Caelan hammered his fist against one of the steel doors and they waited. There was the click of a lock being undone on the other side and the door cracked open. A young woman looked out. She was pale and sweating, her eyes red-rimmed and jittery.

Were here to see Moloch, Caelan said and the woman licked her lips, glanced behind her and slipped out. Valkyrie watched her hurry away, arms wrapped around herself.

Valkyrie followed the others into the apartment. It was unfurnished. There were grooves in the walls, long and deep, and more scratches on the back of the steel door. This was where a vampire lived  where a vampire raged and fought to leave. There was another steel door in the living room, leading into the next apartment. In much the same way as China had knocked down the walls in her building to accommodate her library, the vampire Moloch had expanded his living space to accommodate both sides of his nature.

In this furnished apartment they found Moloch. He may have been handsome once, but the years had turned his sharp features cruel. His hair was thinning and his eyes burned with intelligence. He wore tracksuit bottoms and a white T-shirt, despite the cold, and he sat on the couch, hands laced behind his head, master of his domain.

You scared away my breakfast, he said in a thick Dublin accent. His eyes drank in Valkyrie. But it looks like youve come with a healthier option. Theres a syringe on the table beside you, love. One pint of your blood is all Ill be needing.

Its an interesting set-up youve got here, Skulduggery said, ignoring his comment. Let me guess. The other tenants provide you and your brethren with nourishment, while you protect them from the drug dealers and petty criminals. Am I about right?

You sound like you disapprove, Moloch said. But isnt it better than vampires going around killing mortals? This way we dont have to be the hunters and they dont have to be afraid.

Someone should have probably told that to the girl who ran out of here.

The first time is daunting, Moloch shrugged. But enough about our situation. Id heard you were gone. The story I heard, you were pulled into hell and you were gone for good.

I was, Skulduggery said. Im not any more.

Moloch cracked a smile. The skeleton detective, standing here in my own home. Imagine that. All this time weve managed to keep a non-existent profile. You didnt even know we were here, did you? So whats next I wonder? You send the Cleavers in?

Theyre looking for Dusk, Caelan said.

Moloch blurred from the couch and then Caelan was gone from Valkyries side. There was a crash and she whirled. Moloch had Caelan by the throat, pressing him up against the far wall.

You led them here, Moloch snarled. You led them to my home, you ignorant pup. I should rip your head off right now.

Skulduggery had his hands in his pockets, seemingly unperturbed by the possibility.

We forced him to bring us here, Valkyrie tried.

Moloch tightened his grip and Caelan kicked uselessly, but then he released him. Moloch turned.

Valkyrie Cain, he said, wiping the spittle from his lips. Two years ago you killed my Infected brothers. You led them into the sea, so I hear.

I jumped into the sea, Valkyrie responded. Its not my fault they jumped in after me.

You misunderstand, young one. Im thanking you. If theyd been allowed to turn, one of them would probably have gone on a rampage through the city, or been caught on camera, or been seen doing something. It would have been disastrous for us.

Creating new vampires is an art form. The Infected have to be contained, trained, taught how to behave. Theyre not zombies, for Gods sake. But Dusk views them as an army, not family.

He sent fourteen fresh vampires into the Sanctuary last night, Skulduggery said.

Is that so?

You didnt hear?

I sleep late. What makes you think Ill help you anyway? Were not all tortured souls like Caelan here pretends to be. I dont work with sorcerers. And I sure dont work with Sanctuary agents.

Youve been wondering how to solve a problem like Dusk for a long time. Every morning youve been waiting for an opportunity to come knocking on your door. Well, we knocked.

Moloch considered. Behind him, Caelan stayed flat against the wall, staring at the back of Molochs head like he was boring a hole through it.

Moloch pulled back the rug, revealing a steel trapdoor. It was big and round, and looked heavy, but Moloch opened it without difficulty. Valkyrie and Skulduggery stepped to the edge and peered into the gloom.

Its where we keep them, Moloch said. Youd be surprised how many people living in these buildings want to be like us. Strength, speed, long life and no magic required. Just a bite. Or maybe you wouldnt be surprised. Poverty, unemployment, no prospects, no self-respect  what else is there to aim for? The point is, being a vampire is just like any other attractive employment opportunity  there are a lot of people applying for a small number of places.

So whenever we need more, we gather the applicants together, take a little bite and dump them down this hole. For two days they fight among themselves. Whoever is left at the end, once the infection is complete, joins the family.

And the rest are slaughtered along the way, Skulduggery said.

Darwinian in its simplicity, dont you think?

How does this help us find Dusk? Valkyrie asked.

One of my potential brothers down there was not infected by us  he was infected by one of Dusks vampires. He saw their lair before he managed to escape and come here.

She frowned. How do we ask him?

Youre going to have to do that in person, Moloch said, and moved. He crashed into Skulduggery, sending him hurtling off his feet. Caelan came forward and Moloch threw him across the room, then he grabbed Valkyrie.

By killing those Infected, he snarled, you did us a favour. Thanks for that. But I cant let that crime go unpunished.

She raised her arm, but he was already pushing her and she cried out as she fell into the hole. She twisted as she fell, hands out against the darkness, dropping through another hole in the next apartment. She felt pressure on her palms as the floor rushed to meet her and she pushed against the air. Her descent slowed and she got her feet under her, landing in a crouch.

Dim light drifted from low-wattage bulbs, illuminating faded wallpaper, ratty carpet and not much else. Shed fallen from the thirteenth floor, through the twelfth, and now she was in the eleventh. Moloch had already closed the trapdoor above her, sealing her in. Valkyrie focused and tested the air, feeling movement around her. She was not alone.

She stepped back against the wall, saw a gap that had been knocked out of it and slipped through. There was another gap ahead, and through the murk she saw yet another beyond that. Every apartment on this floor was clumsily linked together, and by the looks of it, every door and window was bricked over.

No, she told herself, not every door. There would be one door, undoubtedly steel and locked from the other side, that allowed the last vampire standing to get out of here.

She just had to find it.

There was a snarl, somewhere to her left. A flurry of movement and a man darted into the light, and she pushed at the air and caught him just as he jumped at her. She spun, gripping the shadows and punching them into the chest of the woman coming up behind her. Then she ran.

She jumped through a hole in the next wall, straight into the arms of another Infected. His mouth was open, sharpened teeth diving for her throat. She slammed her forehead into his face and he howled in pain and dropped her. She staggered, dazed, knocking against a small table. Her hand found a lamp and she swung it into his head. The light exploded and darkness swarmed around them, but she was already pushing by him.

There were three Infected waiting for her. She clicked her fingers and set fire to a sofa, then sent it hurtling towards them. The Infected dodged out of the way and she ran by, through a door into a dark kitchen, out through the wall, tripping over herself and stumbling into the next apartments bedroom.

Something rushed her and for a moment she flew through empty space. The wall smacked into her and as she fell, she saw the man lunging at her again. She tried to push at the air, but he grabbed her wrist. He squeezed and the pain brought her to her knees. His other hand lifted her and he whirled, sending her through into the living room. She landed on a table, scattering whatever junk had been piled on top of it, and rolled off.

Another one grabbed her. Valkyrie jammed her forearm into his mouth as he tried to bite her, forcing his head back, and with her free hand she sent a half-fist into his throat. He gagged and fell away, and a weight landed on her. She went down and a fist cracked against her cheek and the world spun. She covered up as the Infected sent punches raining down on top of her, her coat sleeves absorbing much of the punishment. The others would be coming. If she stayed down for any length of time, theyd be all over her.

She clicked her fingers and thrust a handful of flame into the Infecteds face. He screeched and recoiled. She pushed at the air and he was flung back, crashing his head into the wall. She got up. Through the gloom she saw more of them running in. This wasnt going to work. Skulduggery could have battled his way to the door, but she wasnt Skulduggery. She needed a new plan.

Stop! she shouted.

Amazingly, the Infected stopped.

Im not here to fight you, Valkyrie said loudly and clearly. Im not here to hurt you or compete with you. Moloch sent me down here to talk. He wants one of you to help me. Do you understand?

They looked at her like she was food, but they stayed where they were. Somewhere in the darkness an Infected growled.

I need to find Dusk. One of his vampires infected one of you. You were brought to his lair. I need to know where that is.

Somewhere to her right, there was another growl.

If you dont help me, she continued, glaring at them, youre all going to burn. Do you hear me? Moloch has no time for vampires who disobey him.

She figured about half of them were growling now and she was seriously regretting this plan. Her back was to the wall and they were gathered in front of her, ready to rip her apart the moment she said the wrong thing.

My name is Valkyrie Cain, she shouted over the noise. You may have heard of me. I killed twenty of you two years ago and Ill kill twenty more today and I wont think it too many.

The growling stopped.

Im not down here for the good of my health, so Im going to ask just one more time  which one of you knows where Dusk is?

She saw them glance at each other, and then one of them, a girl with a shaved head, stepped forward. She pointed at the unconscious Infected on the floor, the one Valkyrie had burned.

He does, she said.

Valkyries shoulders sagged. Youre kidding me.

He was talking about it earlier, before we were thrown down here.

Did he happen to mention where he was brought?

Not that I heard.

Anyone? Did he mention it to anyone?

No one answered. One of them started to growl again.

Wheres the door? she asked quickly, before she lost them completely. The steel door out of here, Moloch told me to find it. Where is it?

The skinheads eyes were once again locked on to her, but she managed to nod her head to the next apartment over.

OK, Valkyrie said, preparing herself. OK.

The first Infected came at her like a bullet, and she sidestepped and slapped her fist into his back, sending him into the wall behind her. The skinhead girl charged and Valkyrie kicked her knee then kneed her face. She whipped the shadows at the next Infected who came close and sent a wave of darkness into another. She clicked her fingers and threw fireballs and manoeuvred over to the unconscious man.

The moment there was a break in the attacks, she squatted down and lifted him by his collar. She snapped her palms, sending his ragdoll body across the room, knocking down the Infected like bowling pins.

Hands reached for her as she ran after him. The air shimmered and she cleared a path, reaching him and dragging him through the hole in the wall. She glanced over her shoulder and saw the outline of a door in the darkness. Now all she had to do was hold them off until Skulduggery did what he tended to do  arrive in the nick of time.

The unconscious Infected murmured.

Hey, she said into his ear. Moloch wants to know where Dusk is.

He groaned. She slapped him across the face, hard.

Where is Dusk? Where were you taken?

A castle, he muttered, as a dark shape came through the hole and collided with her.

They went sprawling in the mess on the floor. She grabbed a chunk of debris and smacked it into the face of her attacker. She rolled, now she was on top, and punched him with her left, and it felt like her hand had broken. She got up and he kicked her legs from under her.

Light flooded the room as the door opened behind her and hands grabbed her. Suddenly she was being hauled out.

No! she cried. That one knows where they are!

She was outside now, pressed against the concrete railing, looking out at the other tower blocks and the grey sky and the eleven-storey drop beneath her. She spun round to tell Skulduggery to get the Infected man shed burned. But it wasnt Skulduggery.

Dusk lifted her and threw her over the railing.
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[image: Image Missing]he tower tilted away from her, and then there was nothing but the grey sky and the sound of wind rushing in her ears.

The other towers veered into view then the ground swept in and out again, and Valkyrie was turning over as she fell. There was the sky and heavy clouds and her hair, and a shape, Skulduggery, dropping towards her. She turned again and saw the ground and his arms wrapped around her.

Their plummet slowed and now they were merely drifting. Then they stopped and Skulduggery let her put her feet on the ground.

Are you OK? he asked.

She couldnt answer. She could barely breathe. She just gripped his shoulder to make sure she didnt fall over.

There were people looking at them. The ordinary tenants of the building had stepped out of their apartments and they were looking down at them silently.

Dusk, she managed to say. Hes up there.

The only floors that didnt have a line of people at the balconies were the eleventh and the thirteenth, but now she could see movement on the uppermost floor. People were climbing over the railing. Eight of them.

They let themselves go.

They fell gracefully, three stories at a time, balcony to balcony, pausing only momentarily before allowing themselves to continue down. Then half of them sprang, propelling themselves away from the building, and the others waited a heartbeat and then dived. All eight vampires flipped and landed in a perfect circle surrounding Skulduggery and Valkyrie.

The vampires smiled at them, not even out of breath.

Moloch came down last, carrying something big over his shoulder. He got to the fourth-floor balcony and let it drop. It tumbled and spun as it fell, and she saw that it was Caelan. He hit the ground hard and lay there, unconscious and bleeding.

Moloch landed. The ring of vampires parted and he walked through.

Give Dusk to us, Skulduggery said.

Hes already gone, Moloch responded.

Skulduggery nodded, considering what he was going to say next, and then his gun flashed from his jacket and Moloch batted it from his hand. Another vampire caught it. One of them laughed.

You wont kill us, Skulduggery told Moloch.

Really? Moloch said. Why not?

Because you wont be able to. And then we will come back with an army of Cleavers and tear these towers down around you. We want Dusk.

Ive helped you all I can, Moloch shrugged.

Helped us? You tried to kill Valkyrie.

No, I didnt. I put her in a situation where she might die, yeah, but I didnt try to kill her. Did you get what you needed, young one?

Valkyrie met his eyes. He just said a castle.

There you go then. He was brought to a castle. Thats a clue, isnt it? I mean, how many castles are there around here? Not that many, Id wager.

When we take down Dusk, Skulduggery said, were going to take down everyone who stands with him.

The amusement left Molochs face. We dont stand with him, skeleton. He made us an offer and if certain things go certain ways, well be considering it. If you happen to take him down before that, so be it.

Then what was he doing here?

Requesting some of the Infected to bring home, to replace the lads lost in the Sanctuary raid. Apparently, he cant afford to be waiting the two nights it takes to turn vampires on his own.

And did you give him your Infected?

Of course not. He wasnt exactly happy about it, but there you go.

Skulduggery held out his hand to the vampire with his gun. Moloch nodded assent and the gun was returned. Skulduggery slid it into his holster.

Were going to be watching you, he said.

Of course you are, Moloch replied, bitterness in his voice. At an unseen signal, the eight vampires left them, walking silently from the square. Take Caelan with you when you leave, Moloch continued. Hes used up any good grace I have left. Tell him never to come back here.

Skulduggery nodded and they watched him go.

Theyd left Caelan at the storage facility, and he had limped from the car without looking back. Valkyrie felt bad  hed been hurt because of them after all. But they couldnt bring him with them to see Kenspeckle Grouse, not with the Professors vampire phobia at an all-time high lately.

They parked at the back of the old Hibernian Cinema and walked in. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, the pain from the hand Valkyrie had broken while punching was shooting through her. She cradled her arm as she followed Skulduggery up on to the stage and through the door projected on to the screen.

They took the first corridor to their right, almost bumping into Clarabelle. She held two long test tubes, one in each hand, both filled with a clear liquid.

Hi, Clarabelle, Valkyrie said. Is the Professor in?

Clarabelles eyes were moving between the test tubes. Safe, unsafe. Safe, unsafe. Left one safe, right one unsafe. Left safe, right unsafe. She looked up and smiled brightly. Hello, Valkyrie! Hello, Skulduggery! I havent seen you in ages!

Well, Skulduggery said, Ive been

Its been weeks, hasnt it? Clarabelle continued and laughed. Its probably only been a few days, but it feels like its been weeks! Id take that as a compliment if I were you!

Ill try, Skulduggery murmured.

Clarabelle looked back at the tubes. Left safe, right unsafe. Safe, unsafe.

Whats that youre holding? Valkyrie asked because she had to  there was really no way around it.

Oh, these? beamed Clarabelle. Theyre nothing.

Oh.

Theyre not really nothing though. Its just another of the Professors experiments  you know how he is. But the important thing to remember is not to drink either of them. Thats what he told me. He said above all else, do not drink. So I asked him, if I did drink, which one would be worse for me? And the Professor said dont drink. And I said yes, but if I did, and he said why would I, since hes just told me not to? But I said yes, I know that, but just say I did drink one of them, which one would be worse for me? And he said the one in my left hand.

But thats the safe one, Valkyrie said.

Sorry?

You were saying left safe, right unsafe, just a moment ago.

Are you sure? Are you sure it wasnt the other way around?

The left one is the safe one, Skulduggery said. Thats what you were chanting.

Clarabelle frowned. I dont really know my right hand from my left hand though.

Skulduggery pointed. Thats your left hand.

But this is the unsafe one.

Are you sure?

Practically. Ill check.

Before they could stop her, Clarabelle sipped from the tube in her right hand. She sloshed it around in her mouth, swallowed and nodded. Yes, she said happily.

Was that the safe one? Valkyrie asked.

No idea, Clarabelle said and walked on.

Kenspeckle Grouse hurried into the Emergency Room ahead of them. They walked in after him. He was brushing his white hair, his back to them. He saw them enter in the mirror he was using.

I dont know why I bother, he grumbled. I never neaten my hair. I just move it around on my head.

Hello, Professor, Skulduggery said.

I heard you were back. Kenspeckle turned. He was wearing slacks, a blazer and a yellow bow tie. I said to myself, its only a matter of time before he arrives in here, Valkyrie beside him, with another injury for me to fix. What is it this time, Valkyrie? Broken arm?

Just the hand.

Oh, thats much better, he said scornfully. He picked a leaf from a bowl on the table and folded it. Open, he ordered. She opened her mouth and he popped it in. He examined her hand while she chewed and immediately the pain lessened. Pleasingly, it also blocked off another headache that was threatening to emerge.

We passed Clarabelle, Skulduggery said. She drank from one of the test tubes she was holding.

Kenspeckles head drooped. That girl, he said. One of these days shell learn. I dont know what shell learn, but shell learn and it will be a good day.

Is she in any danger?

He started searching drawers. Not really. Both tubes contain mineral water. Youd be astonished how many times Ive given her water and told her it was something else and not to drink it. She always drinks it though. Always. Its a compulsion. He showed them a huge uneven bowl that looked like it was made in an idiots pottery class. She made this for me, as a token of her appreciation for employing her when nobody else would.

Its nice, Valkyrie lied. Colourful.

It was meant to be a mug, Kenspeckle told her. How big does she think my mouth is? I could fit my whole head in there, for Gods sake. It doesnt even have a handle. And look at this. He put the bowl on the table and it tilted drastically. Its so off balance its in danger of falling off a flat surface.

He poured various liquids and powders into the bowl and checked his watch.

Valkyrie frowned. Are you going out? she asked.

Kenspeckle started stirring. The bowl rocked rhythmically. I am.

Youre all dressed up. You never get dressed up. Are you? Do you have a date?

Why do you sound so surprised? Because Im old, is that it? Because Im an old man and old people shouldnt go out on dates? Because we dont need love or companionship, and we dont get lonely? Is that it? Is that why youre so surprised I have a date?

No, she said. Its because youre really grumpy.

Ah. Yes. I am rather grumpy. But what can I say? Some women like that.

What women?

Women with low expectations.

So you have a date now? Its not even lunchtime. Where are you going?

Bingo.

Bingo?

Bingo. Everyones playing it apparently. He motioned Valkyrie over and nodded to the bowl, which was now full of brown sludge. Put your hand in, he said.

She did so. It was cold and gritty sludge.

Keep it there for three or four minutes, until the tingling stops. Do not flex your fingers, do you hear me? Once youre done, wash your hand in the sink. And wash it well  I dont want you ruining the towel. There will be some mild bruising, but by this afternoon you wont even know it was broken.

Youre going?

I have a date, Valkyrie.

Right. Yes. Sorry. You go on, Ill be fine.

Your medical opinion means so much to me, you have no idea. Detective Pleasant, please make sure she doesnt break anything else while shes standing there.

Ill do my best.

Thats all I can ask.

He bowed to them both and swept from the room.

Hes in a good mood, she said.

He is, Skulduggery agreed. Its disconcerting.

And a little gross.

That too.

Her phone rang and she answered with her free hand. It was Fletcher. She told him where they were and Fletcher said he was going to get Tanith. A minute later Fletcher and Tanith appeared beside them.

Tanith arched an eyebrow at Valkyries sludge-covered hand that she was washing in the sink. What happened?

Vampires, Valkyrie said. We learned that Dusks lair is a castle.

How did you do? Skulduggery asked.

I couldnt find Remus Crux anywhere near Haggard, Tanith told them, and none of the seals had been broken, so he hasnt been trying to break through.

Myself and Ghastly went looking for friends of Sanguine, said Fletcher. Turns out he doesnt have any. Cant say Im surprised.

So our only lead is a castle, Skulduggery said. Well, at least it is a lead.

Then they heard Clarabelle shouting for help. She ran in.

Theyve taken the Professor! she cried.

Valkyrie and Tanith gripped Fletchers arms and Skulduggery put a hand on his shoulder.

Outside, Fletcher, he said and then they were standing in the rain beside the Bentley as Billy-Ray Sanguine threw Kenspeckle into the back of his car.

Something moved overhead and Skulduggery grunted and went flying over the bonnet of the Bentley. A man landed in front of them and immediately flipped, catching Tanith with a kick that sent her crashing back into Fletcher.

Springheeled Jack whirled to Valkyrie, smiling. He doffed his hat and leaped backwards when she pushed at the air. He dropped on to the top of Sanguines car and slid in through the open window, and the car sped out of sight.

The Bentley beeped as the alarm deactivated and the locks sprang open. Fletcher and Tanith got in the back seat and Valkyrie clicked her seatbelt into place. Skulduggery turned the key and stomped on the accelerator. The Bentley roared out on to the road.

They followed Sanguines car round the corner, swerving to avoid an oncoming van. The roads were slick with rain and the back of the Bentley swung wildly, but Skulduggery kept it under control. They overtook a car on the inside and then overtook another by crossing to the opposite lane. Half a dozen drivers blasted their horns as Skulduggery nudged the Bentley back into their own lane, and now there was nothing between them and Sanguine except a whole lot of road.

Fletcher, Skulduggery said, can you teleport over? Grab the Professor?

Fletcher stared at the car in front, gripping the headrest of Valkyries seat.

Its moving too fast, he said. A moving targets too hard.

The speed piled on. Valkyrie never had any idea that the Bentley could go this fast. They were gaining and they were gaining easily.

The car in front took a right and took it hard. The tyres squealed as the car drifted sideways, but Sanguine was good and with a sudden burst of speed it leaped onward.

Skulduggery turned the wheel and tapped the brake, his hand working the gear stick, and the Bentley growled in appreciation. He straightened the car out and brought it to a roar again and Valkyrie felt herself being pressed back into her seat. The streets whipped by. She saw Springheeled Jack open the passenger door of the car in front and move out slightly. He looked down at the road passing beneath him, like he was judging their speed.

Fletcher leaned forward. What the hells he doing? Hes not going to jump, is he?

But he didnt jump. Defying all laws of inertia and velocity, Jack planted his foot on the ground and simply stepped out, and now he was standing on the road as they hurtled towards him.

This is not good, Skulduggery murmured.

Jack leaped before the Bentley hit him, landing on the bonnet without even swaying. He looked down at them, his ragged coat flapping in the wind and his hat staying on.

If there is one thing I cannot abide, Skulduggery said, pointing his gun out of the window, its hood ornaments.

Before he could fire, Jack stepped up on to the roof.

Ive got him, Tanith said, handing her sword to Fletcher and opening the window. Moving with unerring grace, she slid out of the car.

We cant do this, Valkyrie said, glimpsing the astonished faces of people they passed. Were in public, for Gods sake! People can see us!

But Skulduggerys attention had returned to closing the gap on the car in front. They swerved on to a side street and the Bentley roared. They were gaining again.

Jack crashed on to the bonnet and Skulduggery muttered a curse, craning his neck to see around him. Valkyrie watched Tanith step off the roof. She kicked Jack and he rolled off the side of the car, but as he fell, his fingers found purchase, and for a moment he clung on to the door, his malformed face pressed against Valkyries window.

And then he hauled himself up out of sight and Tanith joined him, their feet heavy on the roof.

Please stop standing on my car, Skulduggery said softly.

There was a moment of sudden silence and then Taniths boots passed over the windscreen, kicking. Jack followed. He stepped from the roof to the bonnet, his right hand closed around Taniths throat, lifting her up and holding her out before him.

Valkyrie watched in horror as Jack held Tanith over the side of the car, the ground rushing beneath her. He looked down at Valkyrie and as he did so, he let go.

Valkyrie screamed Taniths name as Tanith dropped, but the Bentley sped on and she didnt see Tanith hit the road.

Skulduggery put his hand out of the window, his fingers moving, and ahead of them the air started to ripple. Jack turned, realised what was happening, but was unable to prevent it. The Bentley passed through the wall of air, but Jack slammed into it and it knocked him back.

Valkyrie spun in her seat, and managed to see him land on both feet in the middle of the road, but the Bentley was already rounding another corner.

Shell be all right, Skulduggery said, not even waiting for Valkyrie to ask. Tanith Low has fallen off more cars than youve ridden in.

He wrenched the wheel to the right and the Bentley fishtailed a little, then the tyres found their grip again.

The car in front wasnt doing so well. It veered off the road and pedestrians jumped from its path as it mounted the kerb and crashed through an iron gate. The car jolted and spun, and the gate pinwheeled over it and hit the ground. Skulduggery slammed on the brakes.

The car ahead had stopped, its bonnet crumpled and thick grey smoke billowed from its engine. Valkyrie saw movement.

Hes getting out, she said, unbuckling her seatbelt and kicking open the door. Instantly she heard the siren.

She ran by a teenage boy, his eyes wide and his mouth open, raising his phone to take a picture, and she snatched the phone from his hand and leaped over the mangled gate. She ran to the ruined car, pushing at the air to clear the smoke from her sight, but the car was empty. She glimpsed Sanguine, dragging Kenspeckle around the corner of a building.

She grabbed Fletchers hand and pointed. There!

And then a Garda squad car braked sharply behind them.

They froze. She could tell that Fletcher was fighting his natural instinct to teleport. Her eyes flickered to Skulduggery. They all had their backs to the Garda, but Skulduggery had lost his scarf. If he turned, theyd see what he was.

Get down on the ground! one of the cops shouted. She watched them out of the corner of her eye as they advanced cautiously. They werent armed.

Put down any weapons you are carrying and get down on the ground! the second cop ordered.

Valkyrie didnt move. Skulduggery raised his hands above his head. She heard the clink of handcuffs. She saw the first cop reach for Skulduggery and Skulduggery spun, grabbing the cops hand and twisting it. The one behind Valkyrie suddenly had a baton in his hand, but she whirled, kicking his feet from under him as he went to help his colleague.

Skulduggery wrapped an arm around the first Gardas throat and applied the choke. Valkyrie pushed the air and the second Garda went skidding along the ground. He hit Sanguines car and groaned.

There were more sirens, getting louder.

Skulduggery laid the unconscious cop on the ground and all three of them walked quickly to the car. Valkyrie took the battery from the teenage boys phone and tossed the phone back to him. They got in the car and sped away  pulling in sharply to the side of the road as three squad cars passed. They got back to where they had last seen Tanith and slowed. The street was empty.

Valkyrie pulled her phone from her pocket and called Taniths number. After a few rings, the call was answered.

Ello, my lovely, Springheeled Jack said, a smile in his voice. Tanith cant come to the phone right now, on account of her bein so unconscious. If youd like to leave a message

Let her go, Valkyrie snapped.

Ill make sure she gets it. Ave a nice day.

The phone went dead.
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[image: Image Missing]carab laid the Desolation Engine on the worktable in front of Kenspeckle Grouse. It was relatively small for such a destructive weapon, resembling a stone hourglass about the length of Scarabs hand. There were two glass vials within the stone frame, both of them half-full of a calm green liquid.

Professor Grouses voice was strained when he spoke. And what do you expect me to do with this?

I want you to fix it, Scarab said.

So you can use it to kill thousands of innocent people? No.

Professor, Im not going to waste our time. Im not going to tell you that I was framed and imprisoned for a crime I didnt commit. Im not going to tell you how I watched my youth slip away from me while I was in that cell. Im not going to tell you about the anger or the need to see my enemies suffer. Im not going to tell you any of that.

Really? Grouse asked. Because it sounds like you just did.

Youd die before youd help me, Professor. I know that full well. But you have the skills, the talent and the knowledge I need, and the only thing thats stopping you from doing what I askis you.

And so your plan is?

Its quite simple. If you wont change you mind, Im going to change it for you.
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[image: Image Missing]uild narrowed his eyes at their approach. Im starting to regret my decision, he said. A car chase? In broad daylight? Maybe Marr was right. Maybe you should all be locked up.

Maybe you should give Detective Marr something worthwhile to do, Skulduggery said. Right now Ghastly is checking out every castle within a two-hour drive of here. Im sure hed appreciate the help.

Oh, yes, because a source you will not divulge told you that Scarabs base is probably a castle. Thats all you have to go on?

We work with what we have, Thurid.

Well, do you have anything else?

We have motive, Valkyrie said. Scarab wants revenge on the people who framed him.

Guild looked at her. What are you talking about? he said at last.

You guys killed this Esryn Vanguard bloke, Fletcher told him. You didnt want him weakening your side or stopping the war or whatever it was you were scared he was going to do.

Thats ridiculous.

Valkyrie held his gaze. You had one of your Exigency Mages assassinate Vanguard, and then you framed Scarab for it and locked him away without a proper trial.

Guild snarled at Skulduggery. Youre supposed to be investigating Scarab, not me. Youre wasting valuable

If we want to anticipate Scarabs moves, Skulduggery interrupted, we need to know the truth. Is he coming after you, or both of us, or everyone? If he did kill Vanguard, then all we have to do is put you in protective custody for a year or so. Hell get bored, or die, and itll all be over.

But if he didnt kill Vanguard, we have bigger problems. And we need to know what they are now.

Well, why dont you work on the assumption that we have bigger problems and take it from there? said Guild.

Did Scarab kill Vanguard?

This is not

Did Scarab kill Vanguard?

No, Guild snapped.

Meritorious ordered the assassination, Valkyrie pressed.

It was a necessary move to make, Guild said.

Vanguard was on your own side.

Vanguard was on no ones side but his own.

That didnt make him an enemy.

Im not going to stand here and explain our actions to you. We did what had to be done and if there are ramifications, Ill deal with them when this particular crisis is over. Are we agreed? Excellent. So now that you know all of Scarabs grievances, youre going to catch him, yes?

It brings us a step closer, Skulduggery said. But our main concern is that Desolation Engine.

Its deactivated, Guild said. Useless. Why would that be of concern to us?

Because theres only one man alive who could possibly fix it and Scarabs just kidnapped him.

Guild paled. Grouse could repair the Engine?

The mans a scientific genius. He could do anything. The question becomes, of course, will he repair it? And I really dont think he will. I think hed rather die than be responsible for hurting people.

You had better be right.

But we dont want him to die, Valkyrie said angrily. If anyone dies, it should be

Guild looked at her and she shut up.

Will he be tortured? Fletcher asked, his voice quiet. I know you people do a lot of that kind of stuffBut the Professors an old man. He wont be able to take it. It was bad enough he was in a car crash.

Valkyrie frowned, the thought suddenly striking her. Why was he in a car crash? Why were they in a car at all? Sanguine could have just grabbed him and tunnelled away with him. Why did they take a car?

I was wondering that myself, Skulduggery said. The only explanation I can think of is that maybe he was trying to lead us somewhere.

A trap?

Thats the only thing that makes sense.

Then its a good thing he crashed.

It has been reported on the news, Guild snapped. It is in no way a good thing any of this happened. If the worst comes to pass, if Grouse does repair that Engine, what will Scarab use it for? To kill me?

If he just wanted to just kill you, he could have done it when Dusk came in with his vampires. He might see the Sanctuary, as a whole, as being responsible for his imprisonment.

Then that is why he wants the Engine. He wants to destroy this place.

Maybe, Skulduggery said, then looked up suddenly. I know why they stole the Soul Catcher.

You do?

I know how theyll make Professor Grouse help them. I even know where at least one of them will be tonight.

And you figured all that out while we were standing here talking?

I am a detective.

So what do they want with the Desolation Engine?

Its probably what we think  they want to destroy this place. But I dont know that for sure.

When you do know something for sure, Guild sighed, would you be kind enough to tell me? Im quite looking forward to the day when you become useful.



They walked to the Bentley.

Fletcher, Skulduggery said, I want you to help Ghastly find the castle were looking for.

What are you two going to do?

Never mind that, Valkyrie said. Why did Sanguine steal the Soul Catcher?

Skulduggery unlocked the car. Have you ever heard of Remnants?

Are they a band? Fletcher asked.

Remnants are dark spirits, beings infused with absolute evil. They lost their bodies long ago, so when theyre able, they possess the living  sharing their memories, absorbing their personalities and hijacking their bodies. They are a plague. The last time they struck, in 1892, they took over an entire town in Kerry and burned it to the ground. The Sanctuary asked the Necromancers for help in constructing what would basically be a giant Soul Catcher inside a mountain in the MacGillycuddys Reeks. The Necromancers didnt want to help so the Sanctuary did the best they could. The townspeople were led there, the giant Soul Catcher somehow, miraculously, worked and the Remnants were torn out of them.

Where are the Remnants now?

Trapped. Hundreds of them, its impossible to say exactly how many, were then transferred to a room they cant escape from. If they ever got out, they would ravage this world, moving from host body to host body, building up their strength, building up their army.

If Sanguine traps one of them in the Soul Catcher, Valkyrie said, could he put it in Kenspeckle, use it to take over his mind?

I think thats his plan, Skulduggery said. The Remnant will have all the Professors memories and skills, but it wouldnt be him not really. It certainly wouldnt have his conscience.

Wheres this room then? Fletcher asked. I can probably get you there faster.

Not this time, Fletcher. You can only teleport to places youve already been, and this room in particular has a tendency to move around a lot.

Valkyrie frowned. What does that mean?



Fletcher went off to help Ghastly, and Skulduggery and Valkyrie drove out of the city. As they drove, he told her all about the Midnight Hotel.

It was run by a sorcerer named Anton Shudder, an old friend of Skulduggerys who fought alongside him during the war with Mevolent. Dissatisfied with the various Sanctuaries around the world, which he felt had grown too powerful and bureaucratic, he had built the hotel as a refuge for those who operated outside of official boundaries. His guests were often outcasts or outlaws or sometimes even out-and-out criminals, but as long as they obeyed the primary rule of the hotel, all were welcome.

The primary rule, Skulduggery said, was simple: no violence against any guest. If a fight did break out, Shudder himself would fight on behalf of the victim, whoever it happened to be. And no one, apparently, wanted to go up against Shudder.

He must be pretty good, Valkyrie said, if everyones afraid of him. Is he Elemental or Adept?

Adept, Skulduggery said. If youre lucky, youll never have to see what he can do.

They drove on and Valkyrie tried to pin down something that had been bugging her for the past few hours  a nagging feeling in the back of her mind that wouldnt go away. They arrived at a clearing in woodland, but she still had no idea what this stray thought might be. Skulduggery parked the car and they got out.

You had better hold on to me, Skulduggery said.

She clung to him and they rose up off the ground, away from the road and into the air. They passed over the tops of the trees, her feet rustling the branches lightly. Skulduggery kept them on course, and every so often she thought she heard him talking to himself, words that the wind whipped from his lipless mouth before they reached her ears.

They drifted down to a clearing, landing gently.

What are we doing? Valkyrie asked. Wheres the hotel?

Any second now, he answered, checking his pocket watch. He put it away.

A moment later the ground in the clearing rumbled and a building grew.

Wooden beams sprang from the earth and concrete seeped from the grass and hardened. The walls blossomed around the foundations, and inside Valkyrie saw rooms being born and tables flowering. A second storey grew and then a third, and the walls sprouted a roof that joined in the middle. Glass dripped from the tops of windows and formed panes, and doorways grew doors. The last thing to grow was a sign that said The Midnight Hotel.

Every twelve hours it grows in another location around the world, Skulduggery said, and everyone inside is transported with it. He could have called it the Midday Hotel, I suppose, but Midnight sounds so much better, dont you think?

I do, Valkyrie said, a little stunned. She followed him inside.

There was a reception desk and maybe two dozen hooks on a board behind it for the room keys to hang from. Beside the board there was an open door that led to a backroom. There was a lamp and a ledger on the desk, and a single pen.

They walked through into the common room. A couple of old chairs, a sofa and a low table were arranged around the fireplace, for guests to come down to in the evening and relax. There was a bookshelf along one wall and a door that led somewhere, possibly the kitchen or the dining area. A woman came down the stairs, ignored them and walked out. They went back to the reception desk. A man stood there now  tall, with long black hair, dressed like a funeral director. He smiled gently.

Hello, my friend, he said to Skulduggery. Providing you are not here to bother my guests, it is good to see you.

Likewise. Valkyrie Cain, this is Anton Shudder, the owner and manager of the Midnight Hotel.

Shudder bowed his head to her. It pleases me to meet you, Valkyrie. Ive heard stories.

Good stories or bad stories?

All stories are good stories, he smiled, even the bad ones. What can I do for you?

Were here to check on the Remnants, Skulduggery said.

Shudder took a moment to react. I see, he said eventually. Are you here to count them?

We just want to make sure theyre still where theyre supposed to be.

You have reason to believe they wouldnt be? Shudder asked, stepping out from behind the desk.

Dreylan Scarab is out of prison, Skulduggery said as they followed him up the stairs. Hes got himself a little gang of like-minded killers and we think they want to set a Remnant free.

And you think they have managed this without my knowing?

I dont underestimate my enemies.

And yet you seem to underestimate your friends. Shudder looked back at Valkyrie. Twenty-four rooms, the walls, doors and windows reinforced physically and magically. There are seals around the perimeter, guarding against certain types of undesirables. I make it a point of offering the best protection to my guests. There is one room, however, that is different from all the others.

They stopped outside a door on the second floor, marked 24.

This is where I keep the Remnants, Shudder said. Theyve been here for over a hundred years and theyve never managed to escape. This door hasnt been opened in a century and it wont be opened for a century more. Theyre not going anywhere.

Skulduggery took off his hat and brushed imaginary lint from the brim. These are some very resourceful people were talking about, Anton.

In that case they will try and they will fail. I would offer you the room across the hall, to make sure nobody gets in, but I am fully booked and expecting another guest at any time.

If its all the same to you though, well stick around for a few hours.

By all means.

Shudder led them back down and into the reception area, where they found Billy-Ray Sanguine standing at the desk.

Skulduggerys gun leaped into his hand, and Sanguine laughed and backed away, hands up.

Dont shoot! he cried in mock horror. Im unarmed!

Skulduggery didnt say anything. The gun didnt waver.

Sanguine lost the laugh. Hey, Im serious now. Dont you shoot me.

Youre under arrest, Skulduggery said.

Sanctuary agents have no jurisdiction in the Midnight Hotel, Sanguine said. Aint that right? I checked the rules before I came.

That is correct, said Shudder.

Makes no difference to me, Skulduggery said coldly. I can throw you out of here and arrest you then just as easily.

You cant lay a finger on me, Sanguine smiled. Youre Shudder, right? Mr Shudder, I believe I have a reservation at this fine establishment for one whole night. The names William-Raymond Sanguine. Billy-Ray to my friends.

Shudder went to his desk and looked in the book, then raised his eyes to Valkyrie and Skulduggery. He is a guest, he confirmed.

Not yet he isnt, Skulduggery said, moving to Sanguine. Shudder stepped between them.

Skulduggery, this man is a guest of the Midnight Hotel. As such he is under my protection. Please put away your gun.

Skulduggery didnt move for a moment then, slowly, his gun slid back into its holster.

Shudder turned to Sanguine. Do you have any bags, Mr Sanguine?

Just this one, the Texan answered, nudging a small case at his feet.

Is that where youre keeping the Soul Catcher? Valkyrie asked.

Valkyrie, Im sure I dont know what you mean. All Ive got in my case is a change of underwear and a good book to read. He turned to Shudder. Now then, lets make this official. Where do I sign in?
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THE SIT-DOWN

[image: Image Missing]he common room was empty except for Valkyrie and Skulduggery, who were sitting at the round table. Most of the hotels guests were gone for the day, leaving the place quiet. That changed when Sanguine came downstairs, whistling a tune. He saw them, waved and came over.

May I? he asked, indicating one of the empty chairs. When they didnt object, he sat. Valkyrie saw her darkened reflection in his sunglasses.

Well, now that were sittin here, he said with a flash of white teeth, I cant think of anythin interestin to say.

How about you tell us where youre keeping Kenspeckle Grouse and Tanith Low? Skulduggery suggested. And then where exactly you plan to detonate the Desolation Engine, assuming you manage to get it repaired? After that, we can go wherever the conversation takes us.

And if I dont? Will you beat it out of me?

With pleasure.

The proprietor will not stand for violence in his hotel, Sanguine reminded them happily. I checked with him and he is a stickler about this. If you go after me, hell go after you. Aint that great? Aint that just the greatest rule you ever heard?

Im sure my friend will make an exception in this case, Skulduggery said.

Maybe. Maybe not.

Wheres Tanith? Valkyrie asked.

Shes safe, Sanguine answered. Relatively unharmed  though I feel I must state for the record, I voted to have her killed immediately. Good thing for her our little Revengers Club is a democracy. By the people, for the people.

Thats what youre calling yourselves? Skulduggery asked. The Revengers Club?

It has a ring to it, dont you think? Its not as sinister as the Diablerie, but heck, we dont want to bring back gods or destroy the world. We just want a little payback.

Valkyrie sat forward. What do you want? Scarab is doing this because he thinks he was framed. Crux is doing this because hes insane. Dusk is holding a grudge against me because of his scar. Why are you doing this?

Sanguine inspected his fingernails. I got my reasons.

Oh, Skulduggery murmured. Of course.

Valkyrie looked at him, but his attention was focused on Sanguine.

A few weeks ago, you burrowed in and out of the Necromancer Temple, he said, but later, when you broke Dusk out of prison, you only burrowed in. You had to fight your way out. You could have snatched Professor Grouse without a fuss, but you didnt. You bundled him into a car and you drove. Whats wrong with you, Billy-Ray?

Sanguine grinned. You cant expect me to reveal all my secrets before the

Youre hurt, Skulduggery interrupted and Sanguines jaw clenched. My guess is the wound Valkyrie inflicted on you at Aranmore Farm last year is causing you more trouble than youd anticipated. You hurt yourself when you stole the Soul Catcher, didnt you? Maybe you tore something up inside. Is that what happened? You tried breaking Dusk out quietly, but you just couldnt face using your power for the return journey. Thats why youre looking for revenge  because Valkyrie stole your magic from you.

Sanguine lunged at Valkyrie, but Skulduggery caught his wrist and kicked the chair from under him. Sanguine went sprawling and Shudder walked into the room.

Is everything all right here? he asked in his quiet voice.

Billy-Ray fell off his chair, Skulduggery said. Billy-Ray, are you OK down there?

Sanguine stood, his face tight. He brought his chair back to the table. Im good, he said. Just clumsy, is all.

Shudder looked at them all for a moment then came forward and sat. You may continue your conversation, he said.

Sanguine turned sideways in his chair, resting one elbow on the table. Is there a rule against threats? he asked.

No, said Shudder.

There a rule against the promise of a violent death?

There is not.

Well, OK then. Sanguines eyeless gaze fell upon Valkyrie. Im goin to kill you. You cut me right across the belly with that damned sword, an I couldnt go to no big-shot professor to get stitched up. I had to go to some back-alley moron who talked the talk, but when it came to walkin the walk, he barely got faster than a shuffle. Im fairly certain he made things worse. He said give it a few weeks to heal and I gave it a month, but when I went burrowin, it was like my guts were on fire and the smoke was collectin in my lungs. Now, I cant go back and demand he fix me up on account of the fact that hes already dead, an so the only person I have left to blame is the little brat who cut me in the first place.

It was self-defence, Valkyrie said.

That aint no excuse. Fact is that makes it worse. If youd just let me kill you when I wanted to kill you, we wouldnt be in this situation. This whole thing is your fault.

Your logic is impeccable, Skulduggery said. Then what about Springheeled Jack? What is his motivation for revenge?

Sanguine gave a shrug. Jack is doin what Jack does  causin mischief. He just wants to cause more of it, on a wider scale, and he wants to get rid of anyone whod try an stop him.

But why the Engine? Why go to the trouble of working to repair a bomb of that magnitude if all you want is revenge on a few select individuals?

Now that, Sanguine said, his smile returning, is the secret part of our secret plan.

Why are you here, Mr Sanguine? interrupted Shudder. I make it a point not to pry into my guests private lives, but Skulduggery has indicated that youre here for a Remnant. If thats true, we may have a problem.

Well, Sanguine said, it is true, so what kind of a problem do we have?

Shudder sighed. I have twenty-three rooms in this hotel that people are free to use. The twenty-fourth room, however, is off-limits to everybody.

I had heard this, yeah.

Even if you were able to use your powers, Shudder continued, you wouldnt be able to enter. The twenty-fourth room is more secure than any prison cell. Its why I was asked to keep the Remnants here in the first place.

Im sure that is true, Sanguine nodded.

There is no window and only one door into the twenty-fourth room and there is only one key for that door.

I get it, yeah.

And I keep it on me at all times.

I guessed you would.

And yet you still plan to take a Remnant with you when you leave.

I have to be honest here  yeah, I do. Its a nice subtle little plan. Youll like it. Without goin into specifics, when the time comes, Im fully expectin to either be given the key or to take it from your cold, dead hand and just let myself in.

I see, Shudder murmured. You should know thats very unlikely.

Its unlikely now. When the time comes, itll be pretty likely, believe me. He glanced at his watch. An the times approachin

Valkyrie detected movement outside the window. She went to it and looked out. There are people out there, she said.

Skulduggery and Shudder joined her. People were approaching from all directions  dozens of them. Valkyrie saw dried blood on their clothes. They got closer and she realised how pale they were, how dishevelled. Some of them stumbled as they walked. Their faces were expressionless.

Zombies, Skulduggery said. Zombies at the door. This is your version of subtle, is it?

Sanguine stood up from the table and grinned.

The dead cant pass through, Shudder said. They can stay out there until they rot and this hotel will move on at midnight. I fail to see how any of this would make me open the door to the Remnants.

Well, said Sanguine, thats because you dont have all the facts. You got your security mojo workin, keepin out undesirables like the walkin dead, and all thats great. But see, the problem with security symbols is that theres always a way round them. And that whole magical alphabet thing has always been a bit of a hobby for my daddy. Hes no expert, but he knows which symbol cancels out what symbol, yknow? All those zombies out there? Theyre all got this symbol carved into their smelly, rottin skin. He handed a crumpled piece of paper to Shudder. What dyou think? Think itll do the job?

Shudder examined the paper and his eyes narrowed. He didnt respond.

You know its enough for those pesky critters to come stormin in here, dont you? Sanguine continued. So heres my offer, Anton. You open that door for me, you let me get what I came here to get and Ill call off the zombie horde.

Shudder looked at him then out of the window. He shook his head. No.

Sanguine sighed. Thats the wrong move, buddy. Itll be a bloodbath once they get started.

We can hold them off, Shudder said. What do you think, Skulduggery?

Should be fun, Skulduggery responded. Valkyrie here has never held off a horde of zombies before. Itll be good experience for her.

Oh, joy, she muttered.

You people, Sanguine said. Always so eager to die heroic deaths. I dont want any blood on this suit, so if you dont mind, Ill be headin outside now. Wouldnt want to be caught in here when the carnage starts.

He turned to go and Shudder punched him. Sanguine spun and fell back, nearly tumbling over a chair.

What about your no violence rule? he said, rubbing his jaw.

No violence towards guests, Shudder clarified. You are no longer considered a guest.

Skulduggery walked towards him and Sanguine straightened up.

You can punch me all you like, he began and Skulduggery said, Oh, good, and hit him. Sanguine tripped over the coffee table and fell backwards to the ground.

It wont do no good! he barked. Them zombies are comin in an theres nothin you can do to stop it!

Call them off, Skulduggery said.

Sanguine spat blood and grinned up at him. Shant.

Call them off or Ill hurt you.

How much hurt can you deliver in thirty seconds? Because thats how long you have. Theyre goin to come in here and youre goin to fight em off, and can you guess which one of yous goin to fall first? My moneys on the girl. Theyre goin to tear her apart. Theyre goin to eat her alive and Im goin to watch and itll be a show I aint never goin to forget.

A tune filled the air  a terrible, shrill version of Patsy Clines Crazy.

Thatll be them now, Sanguine said, taking out his phone. He moved slowly, like he expected Skulduggery to start kicking him. Instead, Skulduggery gestured and the phone flew from Sanguines hand towards Valkyrie. She caught it, pressed the answer button and held it to her ear.

Uh, hi, said a man. She knew the voice from somewhere. Uh, we may have a slight problem. It was Vaurien Scapegrace. Of course. It stood to reason hed be involved in this. The others kind of, they ate someone. And I know you said not to, but they did it without me knowing soBasically, theyre acting kind of weird and Im wondering what I should do.

Valkyrie covered the mouthpiece and looked at Skulduggery. Its Scapegrace, she said. Hes outside with the zombies and he says theyre acting strangely. He says they ate someone.

Sanguine sat up, all colour gone from his face. They what?

Skulduggery tilted his head. Eating people is what zombies tend to do.

Not these guys, Sanguine said. Let me talk to him.

Not a chance, Valkyrie said.

Sanguine got to his knees. You have to let me talk to him. I swear to God, you have to. If I tell em to attack, you can shoot me, OK? But I need to talk to him.

There was panic in his voice, a real fear, and Skulduggery hesitated then gave a nod. Valkyrie tossed Sanguine his phone.

What do you mean they ate someone? he said into it. Whod they eat? No, I dont want to know his damn name. I just want to know if it was someone livin. Oh, you idiot. Oh, you moron. My father told you. He said one thing above all else  do not let them taste human flesh and what did you do? What did you do? Exactly. Youre a moron. Youre lucky youre already dead.

Sanguine hung up, put his phone away and looked at them.

Slight change of plans, he said. I aint goin outside.

And why is that? Skulduggery asked.

Sanguine got to his feet, both hands held open in front of him. You keep those zombies from eatin people an theyre fine. They rot, an they smell, an they get dumber an dumber as they go on, but they do what theyre told. But you let em get one mouthful of human flesh, from a livin human, and they go native. The only thing on their minds right now is killin an eatin a whole lot of people. Now obviously, that was the threat I was plannin on usin against you, but I kind of figured Id be well out of the way before any of this flesh-eatin actually took place.

So youre stuck in here, Shudder said, with us.

Sanguine tried a smile. Aint it ironic?
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MID-AFTERNOON OF THE DEAD

[image: Image Missing]heyre coming closer, Valkyrie said, backing away from the window.

Skulduggery took his gun from its holster and looked at Shudder. How many guests do you have here right now?

Five, he said, all upstairs in their rooms.

You should go tell them to prepare. Any of them who want to help us, theyre welcome. Anyone else should barricade their door.

Shudder nodded and disappeared up the stairs.

There were hands on the window, pressing and knocking against the glass. Valkyrie saw a face, wide-eyed and uncomprehending. The zombie saw her and snarled. Skulduggery swept his hand slowly and the bookcase slid in front of the window.

They turned the table on its side and laid it against the door in the reception area, then jammed the couch against it to hold it in place. The hotel didnt have a back door, and there wasnt much they could do to barricade every window on the ground floor except pull the curtains shut. At least now the zombies couldnt see their movements. Shudder came down the stairs with a small, thin woman and a balding man.

We have two volunteers, he said. Mr Jib is an Elemental and Miss Nuncio is an Adept.

Glad to have another Elemental in the mix, Skulduggery said to them. Miss Nuncio, what Adept discipline have you studied?

Linguistics and etymology, she said.

Skulduggery paused. Languages?

Miss Nuncio nodded. I can speak every mortal language ever spoken.

Well, pardon me, Sanguine said, but how in tarnation is that goin to help us fight off a pack of bloodthirsty zombies? You goin to throw dictionaries at em or just talk em to death?

Mr Shudder said you could use all the help you could get, Miss Nuncio said rather primly. Just because I decided not to devote my life to the study of hurting people does not mean I cant be useful.

Youre a pacifist, Sanguine groaned.

Im a realist, sir. And if a pack of bloodthirsty zombies, as you put it, want to eat me, I will defend myself, you can be certain of that.

Goin to get stuck in a zombies throat  that your big plan?

Sanguine, said Valkyrie, shut up. Youre the only one down here who cant use any magic, so you really cant afford to dismiss those who can.

He looked at her. I hate you.

A window broke. Then another. They moved into the common room. There were two windows in here. One was blocked by the bookcase, the other by nothing more than a curtain. A zombie was trying to crawl through the second one. They watched the curtain writhe like it was alive, and then it parted. The zombie was halfway through and it looked up. It growled and reached for them, so Skulduggery shot it.

Go for the head if you can, he said. Burning them works, but it takes a lot longer. Break their legs to slow them down. Dont let them bite you.

Ive never fought zombies before, Mr Jib said. Ive fought every other kind of creature, but not zombies. Always wanted to, though.

Here at the Midnight Hotel, Shudder said quietly, we aim to please.

Two more zombies were struggling through the window and Skulduggery shot them both. The bookcase was shaking now. Another window broke, somewhere at the back of the hotel.

Ill take care of it, Shudder said grimly, and moved out of the common room. The hotel door was being given a pounding.

Sanguine picked up a table and smashed it against a wall. He pulled one of the legs from the resulting mess and threw it to Miss Nuncio, who hefted it in both hands. The second leg he threw to Mr Jib, and the third he kept for himself.

Glaring at Sanguine, Valkyrie clicked her fingers and summoned a flame. Sanguine muttered something and gave her the fourth leg.

Come on, Mr Jib called to the zombies outside. I dont have all night.

Dont taunt the zombies, Skulduggery said disapprovingly.

Mr Jib laughed and moved up to the window. These guys are harmless, he said. The stenchll kill us faster than they will.

A hand reached in, closed around Mr Jibs wrist, and he was jerked forward.

Hey, no, wait, he said and then he was yanked out through the window before Skulduggery or Valkyrie could reach him. He didnt even have time to scream.

Oh my God, Miss Nuncio said.

Do you get many of your linguistics sorcerers eaten alive then? Sanguine asked lazily.

The hotel door burst open, shoving the sofa and the table back, and the zombies came spilling through.

Skulduggerys gun roared, again and again. Zombies stumbled and fell, and Skulduggery reloaded while Valkyrie hurled fireballs. A flaming zombie came stumbling and Valkyrie cracked the table leg against its head. It hit the ground and tried to get up, but the other zombies trampled over it.

The bookcase toppled and Miss Nuncio was at the window, battering the zombies who were trying to crawl through. One got past Skulduggery and Valkyrie then charged at Sanguine. Sanguine cursed and lost the table leg, and the zombie pushed him back against the wall. Sanguine swung punches to no effect, then his hand closed around its throat. He pushed with all his strength, keeping those biting jaws away from him. He twisted and the zombie was forced up against the wall. The wall crumbled and its head sank through. Sanguine stepped away, leaving the puzzled zombie stuck there.

Skulduggery was out of bullets. He dropped the revolver and curled his hands. The air closed around the nearest zombie and it froze, gurgling slightly, before Skulduggery swept his arms wide and its head flew from its body.

Valkyrie punched a hole through a zombies chest with her shadows. It staggered forward and she ducked under it, bringing the shadows back and turning them sharp. They sliced through the zombies ankle and it toppled over. She hefted the table leg in both hands and used it like a baseball bat on the next one to get near. It stumbled over its fallen friend and knocked a third one down. They werent too bright, these zombies.

A big zombie rushed her and wrapped its arms around her. Its mouth was on her shoulder, trying to bite through. The table leg fell from Valkyries hand as she was taken off her feet and carried backwards. She hit the wall beside the door to the kitchen, and the big zombie tried to take a bite out of her face. She raised her arms sharply, loosening its hold on her, and dropped to the ground. It moaned something, pitiful and disappointed, and she pushed at the air and launched it away from her.

She got up and Sanguine came crashing into her. They both went sprawling into the kitchen, the zombie who had thrown him following them in.

Valkyrie was the first up. She grabbed a massive meat cleaver from the worktop and hurled it. The back of the cleaver smacked into the zombies head and bounced off. She hurled another knife and this time it was the handle that hit. Sanguine stood, fixed his sunglasses, looked around for his straight razor and saw the zombie reaching for him. He yelped and ducked, but it grabbed his jacket.

Valkyrie ran up behind it, whacking a frying pan into the back of its knee. It went down and Sanguine pushed the hand that had grabbed him into the wall. The wall solidified and the zombie moaned, trapped there.

Valkyrie and Sanguine stepped away, well out of its reach, and looked at each other, and for a moment it was merely in appreciation of a job well done. And then it turned to something else.

Sanguine swung a punch and Valkyrie ducked under it and thrust her shoulder into his gut. He grunted and fell back, but grabbed her as he went, throwing her to the floor. She rolled and hit the wall as he stooped for the straight razor, but a flick of her hand sent it spinning away from him. He growled and kicked her as she lay there. She folded her body around the kick and lashed out with one of her own, catching him in the side of the knee. He yelled as he went down. She got up and jumped over him, but he snagged her ankle and she fell.

Valkyrie rolled and came up and Sanguine sprang at her. She tried flipping him over her hip, but he was too big and too heavy. She turned into him and his hands gripped her throat. Her elbow shot up between his arms and found his chin. His head rocketed back and his mouth hung open and his grip loosened. She punched a fistful of shadows into his chest and Sanguine was flung backwards. He hit the wall and dropped to the floor. The trapped zombie reached out for him, but it was just too far away. It moaned again.

Valkyrie heard Miss Nuncio scream and she ran out of the kitchen.
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Moving slowly, he picked himself up. He figured two, maybe three ribs were broken, thanks to the girl and that damned ring of hers. He tried not to dwell on the fact that hed had his hands around her throat, but had failed to kill her. He was already angry enough as it was.

He found his razor beneath the stove. His ribs bit into his side when he bent to retrieve it, but when it was in his hand again, he felt better.

He left the kitchen, stepping over the bodies of zombies. He made sure the girl and the skeleton were otherwise occupied, then hurried to the back of the hotel. A zombie reared up before him, but he shoved it back against the wall. The wall crumbled and he pushed the zombie halfway through and the wall grew solid around it. This was what his magic was reduced to  the magical equivalent of opening a door, but being unable to pass through it. He snarled and continued on. Speaking of doors

Anton Shudder had been busy holding off the zombies at the back of the hotel. He was on his knees on the floor, head down, exhausted, and all around him were pieces of the dead.

Did we do it? Shudder asked weakly.

Sanguine approached without speaking and kicked Shudder in the face. The kick lifted Shudder off his knees and threw him backwards. Sanguine howled and clutched his ribs. Every move he made sent bullets of hot pain ricocheting around his body. Gritting his teeth, Sanguine staggered over, dropped to his knees and searched for the key.
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[image: Image Missing]kulduggery took a long splinter of wood from the ruined table and impaled the last zombies head with it. He looked across the room at Valkyrie. Between them was a sea of body parts. Some of it moaned and some of it writhed, but most of it lay still and didnt make much of a fuss.

Miss Nuncio was dead. She had been holding four of them back and had slipped in the gore. The zombies had descended on her, biting off chunks as she struggled and screamed, cursing them in twenty different languages before falling silent. The only good thing about her death was that there wasnt enough left of her to come back to life.

Valkyrie was covered in blood. Her arms were so tired she couldnt lift them, and her legs were so tired it was all she could do to stand without falling over.

Im going to check on Anton, Skulduggery said and left the room.

Every chair or sofa or seat in the place was in pieces. There was nowhere to sit down. Dragging her heavy feet, Valkyrie crossed the common room, heading for the chair behind the reception desk. All she wanted in this world was a shower and a lie-down. That, she reasoned, wasnt too much to ask.

She got to the reception area and two more zombies barged in. Valkyrie dropped back and clicked her fingers, summoning a flame into her hand. She was about to call for help, but stopped when she saw who it was.

Vaurien Scapegrace glared at her, and the middle-aged zombie beside him did his best to look annoyed.

My arch-enemy, Scapegrace snarled.

Valkyrie frowned. Me?

You may have killed my savage brethren, he continued, but youre facing the Killer Supreme now, and Im new and improved.

Scapegrace, Im really tired.

I dont feel pain, Scapegrace said, ignoring her, I dont feel pity and I dont feel He hesitated. Bad. I wont feel bad, I mean, about killing you, which is whats going to happen very, very soon indeed.

Do you want to, like, go away and rehearse that a little more?

How dare you speak to the Killer Supreme in such a manner! the middle-aged zombie screeched in a sudden and dramatic fury.

Listen to me, she said to them, you dont want to be involved in this. Scapegrace, look at what theyve done to you, for Gods sake. Theyve turned you into a monster.

Ive always been a monster, Scapegrace told her, but now, finally, my physical form reflects my inner darkness.

You smell terrible.

Thats the smell of evil.

Its like rancid meat and bad eggs.

Evil, Scapegrace insisted.

Where are they holding Tanith and the Professor? she asked. You have a chance to help us end this. Maybe we can help you  maybe theres a cure forbeing a zombie.

We dont need a cure, the other zombie said.

Thats right, Scapegrace nodded.

Were happy the way we are.

Happy with the power, Scapegrace clarified.

Very happy, just the two of us, and theres nothing wrong with us either. Its very natural in fact. Nothing to be ashamed of

Thrasher, said Scapegrace, shut up.

Okey-dokey.

We are not going to betray our Master, Scapegrace said. I joined the Vengeance Brigade for one reason and one

Im sorry?

Youre sorry what?

The Vengeance Brigade? Thats what youre calling it?

Whats wrong with that?

ItsNothing. Its grand. Sanguine called it the Revengers Club, thats all.

Club sounds stupid, Scapegrace said defensively. Brigade sounds better.

Actually, said Thrasher, a brigade usually consists of two to five army regiments, so maybe it isnt really that accurate.

Scapegrace glowered. But the Vengeance Regiment doesnt have the same ring to it.

Well, that wouldnt be accurate either, Thrasher told him, seeing as how a regiment is composed of a number of battalions. It could be the Vengeance Battalion, I suppose, but really a battalion usually has around a thousand soldiers in it, and there arent a thousand people in your group.

How about the Vengeance Squad? suggested Valkyrie.

That might work, Thrasher nodded.

I prefer Brigade, Scapegrace snapped. And now Ive lost my train of thought.

You were about to tell me where Tanith and the Professor are being held, said Valkyrie.

No, Scapegrace said, Im pretty sure I was about to start killing you.

Dont even try it.

Ive dreamed about nothing else for the last two years.

You need better things to dream about.

Valkyrie Cain, welcome to death.

That is such a stupid thing to say.

Scapegrace ran at her and Valkyrie threw the ball of fire shed been holding for the past few minutes. Scapegrace was instantly enveloped in flame. He wheeled around, screaming.

Master Scapegrace! Thrasher yelled, horrified.

Valkyrie frowned. I thought he couldnt feel pain.

Scapegrace immediately stopped screaming and running about. He just stood there and continued to burn.

Youre burning quite easily, she said. Is that a zombie thing or something?

He has been using an awful lot of skin creams lately, Thrasher mused. Maybe the mixture is especially flammable.

Valkyrie waved her hand and the fire went out.

You havent seen the last of me, Scapegrace said without enthusiasm, as he turned and walked out of the hotel, leaving a trail of smoke behind him. Thrasher gave her a parting growl and quickly followed the trail out of the door.

The aroma of charred flesh forced Valkyrie to go looking for Skulduggery. She found him in the back room, helping Shudder to his feet. The walls were decorated with bits of zombie.

Shudder did this? she said, stunned at the sheer violence of what she saw. Alone? Without a weapon?

Technically, Skulduggery said, Anton is a weapon. Or at least his gist is.

Whats a gist?

Its the bad part of me, Shudder said, speaking like every word was painful. When I need it, I let it come out. Every time I do, however, it takes me a little longer to recover. He frowned. Sanguine was here. He came in and He grasped his sleeve and yanked it up. There was a metal band on his forearm, and hanging from it was a short link of a cut chain. He has the key.

Valkyrie followed Skulduggery up the two flights of stairs. They got to the twenty-fourth room. The door was closed and the key was in the lock.

He has it, Skulduggery said.

How do you know? He might still be in there.

Skulduggery shook his head. He didnt set one foot inside that room. He opened the door less than a centimetre and the nearest Remnant was sucked into the Soul Catcher. If hed stepped in, theyd have swarmed him and then theyd have swarmed the hotel. After that, theyd have gone on and swarmed the country. We failed.

So now what?

Now we find Scarabs castle before Kenspeckle repairs the Desolation Engine. I know someone who might be able to help us  its a long shot, but what isnt these days? Weve run out of options. Skulduggery turned the key until they heard the lock clicking into place, then he withdrew it. And we kick the living daylights out of anyone who stands in our way.
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[image: Image Missing]carab released the Remnant, then quickly stepped back and shut the door. He went to the next room, where Billy-Ray had set up the monitor, and watched Professor Grouse. He could see the anger in his face as the Remnant, little more than a sliver of shadow, flitted about from corner to corner. The Professor knew what was coming, but he didnt cry out or start to plead. Scarab respected that.

Once it had satisfied its curiosity about its surroundings, the Remnant turned its attention to the old man chained to the wall. The Professor kept his eyes on the Remnant as it darted in and out of his line of sight. It came close and the Professor jerked away instinctively. It was playing with him.

It whipped by him again and the Professor cursed at it. Then it struck. It darted to his open mouth and the Professors eyes widened in panic as the Remnant forced its way down. His throat bulged, then the bulge moved and disappeared. Kenspeckle Grouse went limp.

Billy-Ray shook his head. Hate those things, he muttered.

Scarab walked back into the room and Professor Grouse looked up.

You know why youre here, Scarab said. We went to a whole lot of trouble to get you out of that room you were stuck in. If you do what we want, well release you after. If you dont, well put you back where we found you and collect one of your brethren. Im sure the next one we bring here will welcome a chance for freedom. What do you say?

I dont trust you, Grouse said in a voice that picked over the words like a carrion bird picking at meat. The Remnant inside him was unused to speaking aloud.

Well, said Scarab, I dont trust you either. But we are in a situation where we can help each other. As you know by now, were hoping that the old man youre wearing like a bad suit has the all the knowledge and know-how we need. Does he?

Oh, he does, Grouse said. Oh, I do. And I have so much more.

Then do we have a deal?

The old man looked at him and a smile drifted across his face like a seeping wound. We have a deal, Mr Scarab.







34
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[image: Image Missing]avina Marr went up to the counter and told the dim-looking boy what kind of sandwich she wanted, then repeated her order slowly, using smaller words. He finally nodded and went away, and she just knew he was going to get it wrong. Thats what she despised about mortals  their ineptitude. Their casual ignorance. Their downright stupidity.

She couldnt say any of this out loud, however, not as an agent of the Sanctuary, and certainly not as its Prime Detective. It was part of her job to protect the mortals, to keep them safe from the dangers posed by the magical community. But was she still the Sanctuarys Prime Detective now that Skulduggery Pleasant was back? Instead of doing her job, tracking down the vampire that had led the raid on the Sanctuary, Marr had been relegated to checking out castles as per the skeleton detectives request. Such a task was so far beneath her it would have been almost laughable if it wasnt so humiliating.

She became aware of the man standing beside her, but she didnt look at him. Youre late.

I had to make sure you werent leading me into a trap, the man responded, his golden eyes scanning the menu above them. Forgive me if Im sceptical, but you have already turned us down twice. Why the change of heart?

Im seeing things clearer.

The dim-looking boy came back, checked her order and went away again.

Guild isnt fit to run the Sanctuary, she said. Hes making stupid mistakes. Shirking his responsibility.

We heard he demoted you.

The heat rose in her face, but Marr kept her voice even. Temporary reassignment, she said. Just one of his recent errors of judgement.

So youll help us then?

Yes.

We had Mr Bliss in line to take over, the man told her. His death has meant a drastic change in our plans. I hope you realise that.

How drastic? she asked.

Were going to destroy the Sanctuary, he said, and take over whats left.

The dim-looking boy returned with her sandwich. It was completely wrong, but she wasnt hungry anyway. She paid for it and collected her change, catching the mans eye as she turned.

Suits me, she said and walked out.
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MYRON STRAY

[image: Image Missing]he house had a face.

The two large windows on the first floor peered down at the Bentley as it drew to a halt. The paint was like dried skin, cracked and peeling back, and the front door was open like a great gaping mouth. It would have been creepy, Valkyrie reflected, were it not for the drawn blinds that gave the face a half-asleep expression. As it was, it looked as if it was caught in the middle of a giant yawn.

Once upon a time, Skulduggery said, Myron Stray was an information broker, much like China is today. He was respected too. Until it all fell apart for him.

What happened? Valkyrie asked.

Mr Bliss found out Myrons true name. Myron and Bliss never got on  always at each others throats. One night, in a pub in Belfast where they were supposed to be planning how to take down Mevolent, they got into an argument. I wasnt there, but the way I heard it, Myron was taunting him, goading him, and Bliss just sat back in his chair and then very calmly, very quietly, said, Laudigan, leave. Myron went white as a sheet, apparently, and walked out. Mr Bliss just smiled.

Laudigan is his true name?

Indeed it is. Something like that spreads like nothing youve ever seen. And just like that, Myrons life, the life he had built up for himself, was over. He dealt in information and now anyone could use that name to control him, make him give up his secrets or lie to their enemies. His friends left. The woman he was living with walked out the very next day. His life fell apart.

Thats terrible.

I suppose it is. But taunting Mr Bliss  that was Myrons mistake.

But you stayed friends with him, right? With Myron? When everyone else abandoned him?

To be honest, we were never really friends. And even if we had been, I wasnt around in those days. I was sick of the whole thing. I was sick of the war and I just wanted it to be over. By the time I came back, and I heard what had happened, there wasnt a whole lot I could do to help him out, even if I had wanted to.

But youre hoping that he still hears things, arent you?

China is still recovering  she could have missed something important. We dont have the luxury of waiting for her to get better, so yes, were forced to scrape the bottom of the barrel. And if theres one place where Myron is at home these days, its the bottom of the barrel.

They got out of the car and Valkyrie followed Skulduggery through the broken gate and up the cracked path to the house. They peered in through the open door. The damp walls were covered with faded green wallpaper, bleached in places by the sun. The floor was bare, but the stairs were carpeted. Whoever had owned this house in the 1970s had obviously tried to match the stairs with the wallpaper, but the best they could manage was an ugly carpet the colour of bile. Skulduggery rapped his knuckles on the doorframe and Valkyrie heard movement from deep within the house.

A moment later, Myron Stray appeared. He wasnt too tall, wasnt too slim, and wasnt too good-looking. In fact, he wasnt too anything. He was pretty average in a pale, unshaven kind of way.

Skulduggery, he said. You havent darkened my door in an age.

Ive been away.

I heard. This must be Valkyrie Cain then.

Valkyrie smiled and held out her hand. Myron turned away.

Come on in, he said.

Valkyrie took an instant dislike to the man. They followed him into the kitchen. The table was a mass of pizza boxes and wine bottles, and dishes were piled up in the sink. Substances that may once have been food had long since dried and hardened to the plates, and each and every cup Valkyrie saw had fuzzy mould creeping over the brim. The air was stale, and flies tapped and buzzed against the grimy windows.

I like what youve done to the place, Skulduggery said eventually.

Myron took a can of beer from the fridge and cracked it open. I always wanted someone to come up with a Mary Poppins trick, didnt you? You know, just click your fingers and dishes wash themselves and the floor mops itself and all that stuff? Itd save me a bundle on housekeeping.

Valkyrie frowned. You have a housekeeper?

I was making a joke. This ones not too smart is she, Skulduggery?

All pretence at being civil left Valkyries face, to be replaced by open and obvious hostility.

Not like your last partner, Myron continued, sitting at the table, the one who died. How did he die again? I cant quite remember.

Horribly, Skulduggery said.

He died screaming your name, didnt he? Now heres where things get a little fuzzy. When he was screaming your name, was he calling for help, or was he cursing you?

A little bit of both I would imagine. Myron, I dont appreciate you insulting my partner. I would have leaped to her defence, but Valkyrie is more than capable of fighting her own battles. Valkyrie? You can respond however you wish.

Thank you, Valkyrie said, smiling thinly. In that case, we came here to ask you a few questions, Myron, and thats what were going to do. You dont mind if I call you Myron, do you? He opened his mouth to utter a lazy reply, but she cut him off. Thank you. I didnt think you would. We need to know anything youve heard concerning Dreylan Scarab and any possible base of operations.

Myron looked at her for a long time. Im afraid I cant help you.

And Im afraid Im going to have to insist. I could continue calling you Myron, you see, or I could switch to your other name. What was it again? The name that makes you do anything youre told?

Myrons eyes turned hard and he looked at Skulduggery. You promised me you would never use my true name against me.

Yes, I did, Skulduggery said, crossing his arms and leaning back against the wall. And I wont. Unfortunately, you were rude to my partner and friend, and she made you no such promise.

Valkyrie pulled a chair from beneath the table, wiped the seat and sat. I read somewhere, she said, that you can protect your true name. Isnt that right? Theres a way to seal it so it cant be used against you? Why didnt you do that?

Myron licked his lips. It was too late, he said stiffly. That only works if you seal the name before its used.

I see, she nodded. But you didnt even know what it was, did you? And Mr Bliss did. And you annoyed him. I cant possibly imagine how, seeing as youre just so nice and polite, and such fun to be around.

Myron put his beer can on the cluttered tabletop and glared. You want to know if Ive heard anything? I heard about you. Both of you. Sensitives are talking and theyre saying that some freak called Darquesse is going to kill you. I for one cant wait. Skulduggery, weve never really liked each other, and girl, I have certainly not taken a shine to you, either. If you ask me, the sooner this freak gets to you, the better.

We heard about those visions, Skulduggery said calmly. But I wouldnt sound too pleased about it, if I were you. Darquesse kills us, yes, but she kills everyone else while shes at it. You may have missed that bit.

Myron rubbed the bristles on his jaw and didnt respond.

We want to know where Scarab is hiding, said Valkyrie.

I dont know where. No one knows where. That bunch of psychos he has with him dont let things slip to friends, because they dont have any friends. Nobody knows where they are.

We know that theyre in a castle somewhere, Valkyrie said.

Well, why didnt you say that at the start? Myron snapped. I didnt pay this any attention when I heard it, but theres been a lot of activity around Serpines old place recently.

Serpines castle has been sealed off, Skulduggery said.

Well, they must have found a way to unseal it then.

Skulduggery stood and put on his hat. He took a roll of cash from his coat pocket and left it on top of an upturned fried chicken bucket on the table. Thanks for your help, he said.

My pleasure, grunted Myron.

Skulduggery tipped his hat and walked out. Valkyrie got up to follow him.

Interesting people you hang around with, Myron said, and she looked back at him. Couple of bad habits youre picking up too. Got a pretty smart mouth on you, dont you?

I suppose I do.

Word of warning though. There might not be many people out there who trust me, but there are even fewer who trust your friend. Just something to think about.

He took a swig from his beer can and Valkyrie walked out to the car.
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[image: Image Missing]carab and Billy-Ray walked over to inspect the bomb on the table.

That was quick, Scarab murmured. We had all the materials ready for you, but still, how did you do it so fast?

This one has secrets, Professor Grouse said. The chains that kept him on his side of the room werent bound, but they were enough to slow him down. Who cares? I did the job, didnt I? Didnt I do the job? Now the job is done. Now you release me, yes?

You added the specifications I asked for?

Yes, yes, yes, the Professor replied. It was no problem, not for someone like me. This mind is a wonderful thing. Id be sorry to leave it, if the body wasnt so decrepit.

Scarab didnt know a whole lot about Desolation Engines, but everything seemed to be where it should be.

Were not releasing you, he said. Youre too mischievous. You might tell our enemies where we are.

Grouses smile dropped, very slowly, from his face. Your enemies are my enemies. My enemies are everywhere. Everyone is my enemy. You release me now!

Not goin to happen, said Billy-Ray. But we sure do appreciate the work youve put into this. Assumin our plan goes well, well release you after.

You said now!

Calm down, Professor. We understand how upset you must be, so we have a gift wed like to give to you.

Grouse cocked his head curiously. A gift?

A lovely gift, Billy-Ray said, smiling. One for you to play with to your little hearts content.

The door opened and, with a clang of shackles, Tanith Low was led in.

Our gift, said Scarab, to you.

Grouse clapped his hands and laughed.
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[image: Image Missing]ver the bed there was a sigil painted on to the ceiling and it glowed gently, its power drifting down into Chinas body. She lay with her eyes closed, hands folded on her stomach, her mind attuned to the sigil, manipulating its properties. The ebb and flow of magic raged like a storm-tossed sea, and yet none of that was evident from outward appearances. Instead of a storm-tossed sea there seemed to be a still lake, not even a ripple on the waters surface, exactly the way China preferred it to be.

The sigil stopped glowing and her eyes opened. She sat up smoothly, without hurry. As she dressed, she observed herself in the mirror. She looked pale and weak. Her body was still tired, her magic still exhausted. She wasnt strong enough to do what she needed to do, but it had to be done.

China left the bedroom, took the gun from her desk drawer and put it in her purse. She couldnt risk taking one of her own cars, so she called a taxi and endured forty-five minutes of the taxi driver telling her how much he loved her before they arrived at their destination. The driver wept as he drove away.

China stepped off the cracked pavement and followed a thin trail between a tall rotten fence and a high crumbling wall. The trail was overgrown with weeds and grasses, and it led to a small house, tucked away from prying eyes and passing cars. She knocked on the door and a small man in a three-piece suit answered. His face was a catalogue of disappointments, of cohesion attempted but never achieved. His name was Prave, and his bulbous eyes grew so wide they practically erupted from their sockets and rolled down his cheeks.

China Sorrows, he said in a hushed tone. She had forgotten how nasal his voice was. I knew this day would come. I knew it. Youve come to kill me, havent you?

Now why would I want to do something like that? China asked. She didnt smile at him. He wasnt worthy of her smile. May I come in?

Ive done nothing wrong, he said quickly.

That must make a nice change. Stand aside, please.

Prave did as he was told and China walked in. The house was a hundred years old and she knew it well, for upon completion it had been converted into a church for the followers of the Faceless Ones. Its existence was one of the best-kept secrets in the city, mainly because the man who ran it, Prave himself, was an ineffectual fool who posed no serious threat to anyone. The walls were decorated with the paintings and iconography of the Dark Gods, and the main room contained an altar and a well-worn carpet, where a handful of desperate disciples had kneeled and worshipped and prayed for the end of humanity.

Where is he? China asked, flicking through the book on the altar. It was a particularly battered edition of the Gospel of the Faceless, a moronic book written by a moron in an attempt to rationalise the behaviour of his ilk.

Prave shook his head. I dont know who youre talking about, but even if I did, I wouldnt tell you. You are a traitor and a blasphemer and a heretic.

I seem to be a lot of things. Im looking for Remus Crux.

Prave adopted a look he probably thought was aloof. I dont know who that is. A lot has changed since you started your blaspheming ways, Miss Sorrows. We are a respectable religion now, and should be treated as such. We are tired of this persecution we have been subjected to. We have our rights, you know.

No, you dont.

Well, we should. Were not hurting anyone, nor do we condone the use of violence towards anyone.

So eleven months ago, when the Faceless Ones stopped by for a visit and all those people were killed

Thats different, Prave said. Those people were asking for it.

Youre annoying me now, Prave, so youd better answer. Where is Remus Crux?

Prave remained defiant for two or three seconds then wilted. I dont know, he said. Hes been here a few times, but not with any regularity. He likes to sit around and talk in clichs about how the Faceless Ones are going to smite humanity and turn the world to ash, that kind of thing. He doesnt understand the beauty of what they do  hes just interested in the end result. I thought talking to him would be a revelation  his mind has been touched by the Dark Gods, after all. But no. He holds no insights, no startling truths. Hes justinsane.

I need to find him.

I cant help you. I dont know where hes living. I dont even know the people he knows. From what I can see, Im the only one he talks to, and even then, most of what he says is gibberish.

It must make you question your religion.

Prave glared. Our gods will reward our faith when they return and wipe the heretics from the face of the world.

He didnt know anything of use, and even if he did, she didnt have the strength to get it out of him. China left him standing by the altar and let herself out. She started back down the trail, and noticed a man walking in off the street. His head was down and his hands were in his pockets. He walked quickly. He was ten steps away from her when he looked up.

Hello, Remus, said China.

He didnt bolt as she had expected. He just stood there and looked at her, a deer caught in the headlights, a thief caught in the act.

Youve been a very naughty boy, she said. You tried to kill Valkyrie Cain, and I actually like Valkyrie. You got yourself caught up with Scarab and his plans to change the way things are and I like the way things are. I dont like change  not when Im not prepared for it.

I know about you, Crux said, his voice tight.

You shouldnt have got involved in this. You should have stayed hidden and as far away from me as possible.

I know your secret, he said quickly. And now youre scared. Scared of what hell do to you when he finds out.

Did you tell my secret to anyone else, Remus?

Everyone.

China smiled. Now thats a lie. I dont think you told a soul.

He shook his head. I did. I did. You dont know.

Her hand slipped into her purse. The last eleven months have been hard on you, havent they? Youve had nowhere to go to for help. No friends. No colleagues. Just you and your scrambled little mind. All you needed was to have one lucid momentbut you didnt get it, did you?

Crux licked his lips. Everyone knows what you did. I told them. Theyre all talking about you. Theyre all whispering. China Sorrows, China Sorrows, shes the one, theyre saying. Shes the one. Nefarian Serpine killed Skulduggery Pleasant, but China Sorrows led his family into the trap.

She stepped towards him. Crux clicked his fingers and fire flared in his hands. China pulled the trigger. The bullet ruined a perfectly good purse and then made a mess of Remus Cruxs chest. He fell backwards, fire extinguished, and was already dead when China stepped over his body and walked away.
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THE CASTLE

[image: Image Missing]he last time Valkyrie had seen this castle she had been running from it. They had just rescued Skulduggery and Serpines Hollow Men had been closing in from all sides.

I rescue you a lot, she muttered.

Sorry? Skulduggery said, looking back.

Nothing.

Every ground floor entrance had been bricked up, so they got in through a window on the first floor and worked their way down. It was quiet and cold. Skulduggery went first down the stone stairs, then Fletcher and Anton Shudder. Valkyrie and Ghastly brought up the rear.

The stairs to the basement level were cemented over.

Spread out, said Skulduggery. Were looking for any sign of recent activity.

They split up. Valkyrie went to the back of the castle. Here and there were items of old furniture, dust-covered, standing alone in otherwise empty rooms. She stepped into a drawing room with an ornate fireplace, turned to go, then stopped. She looked at the way the light caught the grooves that had been scraped into the floor in front of the fireplace. She knelt by them, running her fingers along the worn edges. Valkyrie was no expert, but she reckoned that these shallow grooves that curved in a uniform pattern had been here for about as long as the castle had been standing. Something heavy had been repeatedly moved across this area over the years  but had it happened recently?

Valkyrie stepped on to the fireplaces base and ran her hands along the mantle. The right corner was the only spot free of dust and her fingers drifted lightly over the stone. She felt something give and the fireplace rotated silently, swinging her around and through the wall into a cold corridor. The fireplace completed its rotation with a soft click. Valkyrie didnt move. The corridor was dark and made of stone, lit by torches in brackets along the walls. To her left was a thick chain, trundling up from a large gap in the floor through a big hole in the ceiling, like it was part of some huge pulley system.

And no more than two metres away, standing with its back to her, was a Hollow Man.

The torchlight flickered off its papery skin, catching the stitches and the strains where its arms were pulled down by its heavy fists.

Valkyrie tried activating the switch again, but the mechanism was locked. The Hollow Man twitched its head as if it had heard something. Valkyrie reached out to the thick chain and gripped it with both hands. It carried her off her feet and up through the gap in the ceiling. As she looked down, the Hollow Man turned, too late to catch sight of her.

She passed up through the gap and checked around quickly before letting go of the chain. She took out her phone and checked the bars. The signal was blocked. Shed pretty much expected that. She hurried down to the end of the corridor, keeping tight to the wall, doing her best to make sure that her shadow wasnt going to give her away. She reached an intersection and peeked out and saw Springheeled Jack.

Valkyrie dropped back and hunkered down. Three strides took him abreast of her, but he passed without glancing down. Once she started thinking again she counted to ten then added another five before getting up. She peeked out, but he was gone, moving along some other corridor. She crept in the opposite direction, putting as much distance between them as possible. If she had to run from Hollow Men, she figured she could do it, but running from him? She wouldnt get three steps.

She heard a man talking. There was a laugh and it wasnt nice. The further she crept, the clearer the voice became. She still couldnt make out the words. The voice reached its clearest as she passed a door, but when she put her ear to it, she couldnt hear any better. Valkyrie frowned and stepped back, following the sound, her eyes dropping. On the ground beside the door was an opening. A ventilation shaft. She heard Kenspeckles voice, but still couldnt hear what was being said.

Valkyrie got to her hands and knees and peered in. It was dark. Very dark. She flattened herself to the floor and crawled into the shaft. She let her eyes adjust, feeling the thick layer of dust under her hands. She moved forward on her elbows, banging her head against the roof of the shaft and gritting her teeth against the pain. She could hear the words now.

nice of them to give me a plaything, dont you think? So thoughtful. They dont want me getting bored, you see.

Valkyrie moved on, feeling a cobweb break against her face. With a controlled franticness she cleared it away, trying to dam her mind against the images of spiders scuttling in her hair. Ahead of her was a junction, a break in the darkness, where the ventilation shaft opened into the room where the voice was coming from. Valkyrie squirmed up, laid her face against the cold stone and peered in.

Tanith wasnt chained up or shackled to a wall, as Valkyrie had expected. Instead she was sitting in an armchair, hands flat on the armrests, legs crossed. An old man sat opposite in an identical armchair. His white hair stood out in clumps and he had dark rings under his eyes. It took her a moment to recognise Kenspeckle.

Beside both chairs was a small table. On Taniths table were a cup and saucer, and on the table beside Kenspeckle was a teapot and a bowl of sugar cubes. The room was stone, but the armchairs were on a rug and there was a frayed tapestry hanging on the wall. There was a lamp, minus a lampshade, in the far corner of the room. The bulb was broken. It was a feeble attempt at introducing warmth and normality to the stark and bizarre, and it was even more unsettling for it.

Kenspeckle drank his tea and returned the cup to its saucer with a delicate plink.

Taniths face was strained and wet with sweat. Her eyes were unfocused and her body rigid. Valkyrie searched for a shackle or a sign that Taniths powers were being bound, but she couldnt see anything.

There was a small pool of dried blood beside the armrest closest to the ventilation shaft. Valkyrie followed the course the blood would have had to have taken, and noticed for the first time Taniths hands. On first glance nothing was out of the ordinary, but it was as if someone had taken a cloth to them and wiped them quickly and without care, not bothering to clean away all the blood.

Valkyrie saw the way the light hit something metal on the back of Taniths hand, and she realised with a lurch in her stomach that Taniths hands had been nailed to the armrests.

She wanted to cry out and tears came to her eyes. She saw two more nails. They were thick and looked long and old, and had been hammered through Taniths collarbones to keep her upright in the chair. A fifth nail entered Taniths right leg just above the knee and drove down and through her left, pinning them together.

Kenspeckle was talking again, but Valkyrie wasnt listening to the words. She stared at her friend. She couldnt breathe. She was suddenly too hot in the ventilation shaft and it was tight, far too tight, and close. She had to get out. She had to back out the way she had come, and she had to smash down that door and rip that Remnant out of Kenspeckles body. It was the only thing to do. It was the only thing that mattered.

Valkyrie tried moving backwards, the anger churning. It was bubbling, boiling, rising in her throat. She wasnt moving. She couldnt move backwards. Panic mixed with anger and fuelled it, and a small voice somewhere in Valkyries mind told her to calm down, but she wasnt listening.

She moved on, crawling, moving quickly, grunting, not caring if that thing that was not Kenspeckle Grouse could hear her or not. And then there was no more ground and Valkyrie was suddenly sliding downwards. She cursed as she went, trying to snag an intersecting crawlspace, but only succeeded in taking a rats nest with her. The rats squealed beneath and beside her and she lashed out, trying to throw them off. Her head struck stone. Her body twisted.

Below her, brightness and heat.

She tumbled through the gap and fell about a metre. There was another gap directly below it and she reached out instinctively, spreading her arms and legs and jamming herself over the opening, stopping herself from falling through to the room below.

Valkyrie looked down on to a large wooden table, and the partially inflated skin of the Hollow Man that lay upon it.

Another Hollow Man lumbered into view, carrying a bucket of slop and what looked like entrails. It didnt look up and Valkyrie didnt make a sound. It went to the furnace built into the wall, the only source of light in the room, and opened the metal grille above the flames. Spilling some and not caring, the Hollow Man poured the slop into the furnace. Valkyries muscles were beginning to ache.

The Hollow Man picked up a large pair of bellows, its heavy hands clumsy and awkward, and poked the tip through the hole at the top of the furnace. It pulled the handles apart, sucking in the foul gases, and Valkyrie watched it shuffle over to the table. It jammed the tip into the skin and the bellows wheezed, and the skin inflated a little more. The Hollow Man picked up a large needle and sewed, making sure the gases wouldnt escape.

Valkyries arms were trembling. Her legs wouldnt betray her, but her arms were about to go. She looked back down at the Hollow Man as it picked up the bellows and returned to the furnace. She felt something heavy move in her hair and she flinched, her arms giving way. She fell through the opening and hit the table.

She heard the bellows drop and lay flat on her back, holding her breath. The partially inflated Hollow Man lay beside her, blocking her from view. She didnt know how good a Hollow Mans eyesight was, but in this gloom she hoped it wasnt any better than hers.

Valkyrie gritted her teeth when she felt the rat in her hair again. Every ounce of her wanted to tear it away, but she stayed still, even when it crawled out on to her chest. It sat for a moment and then leaped on to the Hollow Mans skin. She heard it jump to the ground and scamper away. A second later she heard the bellows being picked up. She let out her breath and raised herself up a bit, just enough to make sure that she wasnt being tricked.

And then the Hollow Man skin turned its half-inflated head to her.
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HOLLOW MAN

[image: Image Missing]alkyrie grabbed the thick thread that was holding the Hollow Man together and yanked. The sewing came undone and the gas hissed at her as the skin deflated. She tasted the stench and gagged as she rolled off the table, the gas making the bile rise in her throat. She threw up, her eyes stinging and streaming tears.

She felt rough hands on her and then she was hauled off her knees and thrown against the wall. A fist crunched into her ribs and she cried out. Something crashed into the side of her head and she went stumbling, tripping over a discarded chair and falling painfully to the hard ground.

Her eyes wouldnt open. She tried crawling away, but her ankle was grabbed and she was pulled back. She knocked her chin against the floor and tasted blood. She turned over, lashing out a kick at knee-height. Her boot hit the Hollow Mans leg and it was soft, but there was no knee to break. The grip on her ankle was released and she covered up, waiting in the darkness for the next blow. It found its way above her raised knees and below her elbows, dropping straight down on to her belly, and the breath left her. She tried to roll over, but those hands were on her again, those coarse, clumsy fingers, and she was yanked to her feet and sent stumbling blindly. Her hip struck something, the edge of the table, and Valkyrie folded and sank to her knees.

Her eyes opened a crack. All she could see was a blurred murkiness. She closed them. She couldnt breathe. She heard the whispering of papery skin behind her and she launched herself backwards. She collided with the Hollow Man, but shed misjudged the angle and she felt it stagger but not fall. She tucked her head in as she rolled, came up in a crouch, her stomach muscles still not allowing her to straighten. She felt tears on her face and tasted blood and vomit.

She moved, staying low, stepping away from the Hollow Mans footsteps. Her hands were held out in front and she concentrated on feeling the air against her skin. Immediately, she felt the draughts, the heat from the furnace pushing through the room, rising up through the gap from which she had fallen. She stood on something and nearly tripped. The bellows maybe. The furnace was behind her. A blast of heat, uncomfortable on her back.

The air shifted and she felt the Hollow Mans movements, felt it lurching through the streams of clogging warmth, disrupting them as it came. It was close and unsubtle, coming head-on, and she used the air, drawing it in to her and then pushing, hard. It collided with the Hollow Man and drove it back, out of her sensory range. She heard it crash against the table.

Valkyrie rubbed her eyes before attempting to open them. They still stung, but it was bearable. The tears turned everything to a blur. She wiped her face with her sleeve and blinked rapidly. The Hollow Man came into focus. It was on the ground, crawling towards her, its own sewing needle sticking out of its lower back. Its legs were already half-deflated, the green gas slowly escaping through the puncture wound.

Valkyrie stepped sideways to avoid its grab. She went to the chair, righted it and sat with a groan. She worked at getting her breathing under control as she watched the Hollow Man change direction and crawl over. By the time she was taking deep breaths again and her eyes had stopped watering, the Hollow Mans flat, outstretched fingers were centimetres away from her foot. It had stopped moving.

Valkyrie stood and spat, trying to get rid of the foul taste in her mouth. She crossed to the door and opened it, making sure there was no one around, and eased out. As she hurried down the flame-licked corridor, she felt the pain, but ignored it, just like she ignored the part of herself that wanted to hunker down and cry. She focused on the other part, the part that revelled in her triumph. Another fight that shed won. Another battle where she hadnt died.

She moved through the junction and found stairs leading up. She listened for a few seconds, made sure no one was going to surprise her, and ascended. The stairs curled around a thick column of stone like a vine around a sapling. Valkyrie reached the top and kept moving in what she decided was a southerly direction. She came to a corner and Billy-Ray Sanguine rounded it.

He looked at her for a moment, a little surprised, like he couldnt quite place her, and then that white-toothed grin came, but by then she was running the other way. She heard him laugh as she barrelled through a door.

There were shouts now, from all over, and she heard running footsteps, the echoes rebounding along the stone. Valkyrie came to another set of stairs leading up and took them three at a time. There were two Hollow Men at the top. They reached for her, but she slipped by them. She reached a corridor with a window at the end and piled on the speed, hearing someone behind her. Beyond the window was a room, its light spilling through into the darkness. The walls of this room had tapestries. She saw a chandelier. It was the castles main hall. Which meant that this wasnt a window  it was a mirror.

Valkyrie jumped, curling into a ball as she hit the glass. The world fragmented with a crash that filled her head. The main hall was lower than the corridor and she fell through the air, shards of mirror falling with her. She slammed to the floor and rolled, crunching the glass beneath her. She caught a glimpse of Skulduggery and then he was beside her, helping her up, and Ghastly, Fletcher and Shudder were running in.

Somebody cleared his throat. Loudly. They all looked up at the broken mirror. Billy-Ray Sanguine stood in the corridor above them, hands in his pockets. How is everyone? he asked. Hows everyone doin? We should catch up later, all of us, talk about old times and have a laugh. Cant do it now, Im afraid. Bit pressed for time, what with our ultimate masterplan and all.

Come down here, Sanguine, Skulduggery said.

Why, so you can arrest me?

No, said Ghastly, so we can kick the hell out of you.

An elderly man appeared beside Sanguine and Valkyrie knew she was looking at Scarab.

We have guests? Scarab asked.

Yes, we do, Pops, Sanguine replied. Im afraid the girl broke a mirror though.

Well, thats OK, smiled Scarab. I dont believe any of that seven years bad luck stuff anyhow. Heck, even if I did, it wouldnt matter  theyre all going to be dead by tomorrow anyway. Hello there, Detective Pleasant. Been a while.

We want Tanith Low and Kenspeckle Grouse returned to us, Skulduggery said. And then we want you and the others to give yourselves up.

Scarab laughed and Sanguine shook his head, amused.

I like you guys, Sanguine said. I do. You know why I like you? Because youre funny. You look all weird and you say all these silly things. Funny, yknow?

You act as if youre not hopelessly outnumbered, said Scarab, which, by the way, you are. You act like youd stand a chance against the fellas we have with us and all the Hollow Men weve been stitching together  which, by the way, you dont. Thats impressive.

Sanguine nodded. That, and I dont mind sayin this because I know itll stay in this room, is a beautiful thing.

It was a psycho double act they were watching  father and son lunatics. But even so, they were talking too much. Skulduggery felt it too.

I take it youre not going to surrender, he said.

The last time you arrested me, Scarab responded, all humour gone from his voice, you locked me away without a trial. If its all the same to you, Im not going to repeat my mistakes. There will be no prison cells this time. There will be no cover-ups. There will be justice.

Thats why you had Professor Grouse repair the Desolation Engine? You think setting it off will be justice?

Depends who I kill, now doesnt it?

Skulduggery tilted his head. Whats to stop us from putting an end to all of this right now, and kicking the hell out of the both of you while were at it?

Sanguine frowned. Well, were, were up so high He brightened. Oh, yeah and weve got reinforcements.

See, Scarab said, we were planning to use the Hollow Men in our grand finale, but seeing as how you found our base here, well just have to improvise a little. So were going to head off now and no doubt well meet again to, you know, hit each other or whatever it is people like us do nowadays.

Its still hit each other, Sanguine told him.

Well, there you go. You cant beat the classics.

You can try and stop us, Sanguine said, but I have a feelin youll be just a tad busy fending off the army of Hollow Men that are about jump out at you.

At that, a section of wall opened up and a single Hollow Man stumbled out and stood there. Sanguine pursed his lips. A moment passed.

Awkward, he murmured.

Another wall slid open and Hollow Men poured out, dozens of them, and Sanguine clapped his hands in delight and then disappeared from view with his father.

Valkyrie stood beside Skulduggery and Ghastly, and they clicked their fingers and threw balls of fire. The flames caught the skin of the Hollow Men, taking a few seconds to burn through, and ignited the gases within. And still they came, dozens of them, swarming into the hall.

The Cleavers are on their way, Skulduggery said, but we dont have time for this. Anton, we need them taken down fast.

Shudder nodded. He closed his eyes and his fists clenched. Then a head pushed through his chest.

Valkyrie stepped back in shock. The head was hazy, like a ghost, and it was Shudders head, only different. The hair was longer and it had pointed teeth. It snarled as it pushed its way out. Its shoulders came next, then its arms, then its clawed hands. It was dressed in the same shirt and black jacket as the real Shudder. It stayed where it was for a moment then opened its eyes, which were narrow and black. It saw the Hollow Men, its face contorted with effort and it lunged, trailing a blurred stream of light and darkness from its torso back into Shudders chest. It flew to the nearest Hollow Man and slashed, its claws solid enough to rip through the papery skin.

It moved on, the stream that connected it to Shudder lengthening, and it screeched as it went, tearing and ripping through the Hollow Men as they swiped at it. It looped and curled, swooped and whirled, the stream crossing over and under itself. This ghostly Shudder, this gist, was relentless. With each pass its visage became fiercer, and it was no longer so hazy, so transparent. It looked demonic. It looked evil.

Shudder himself grunted. Valkyrie looked at him and saw the sweat on his face, saw the straining muscles on his neck. The stream that flowed from his chest became tight and taut, and the gist screamed in anger as it began to retract. Like a fish on a hook it twisted and writhed, but it could do nothing to stop itself from being pulled back into Shudders chest. The last Valkyrie saw of it was a flailing claw.

Shudder took a heavy step back, his face pale, his breathing uneven. The Hollow Men were gone, nothing more than tatters and a foul smell that made her eyes sting again.

Are you OK? Valkyrie asked.

It takes me a few minutes, Shudder said quietly, to regain my strength.

What was that? Fletcher asked.

Its my gist, he said. Its my anger, my hate, my determination. Its the strongest part of me, but it needs to be carefully controlled. Gists cant be allowed too much time out of the host body.

Why not?

Shudder looked at them. It would take over, and then Id be reduced to something that lived inside it.

Fletcher, Skulduggery said, take Anton outside. Wait there for Marr and the Cleavers. Tell them where we are.

Fletcher nodded, glanced at Valkyrie and disappeared with Shudder.

Lets go, Skulduggery said to Ghastly and Valkyrie.

They used the air to rise to the broken mirror, then touched down and hurried on. There were more Hollow Men here, but they were dispatched easily.

Taniths this way, Valkyrie said, taking the lead. Kenspeckles with her. Hes beenShes hurt.

They ran on, until Valkyrie pointed at a door and Skulduggery blasted it open.

Kenspeckle Grouse leaped to his feet, snarling. Tanith could barely raise her head. Ghastly moved to Kenspeckle and hit him with a right cross. Kenspeckle laughed. He pushed Ghastly and Ghastly hit the far wall. Kenspeckle threw his chair at Skulduggery and used the distraction to get closer. He laughed again as he yanked Skulduggerys arm from his shoulder. Skulduggery roared in pain and Kenspeckle shoved him away. Valkyrie splayed her hand against the air and Kenspeckle went tumbling backwards.

There were footsteps behind her and Davina Marr burst into the room. Do not move! she commanded, gun aimed at Kenspeckle.

Kenspeckle snarled again and turned on his knees, his mouth opening wide. Something bulged in his throat, something that was trying to crawl its way out. If that Remnant got loose in here, it could possess any one of them, or seize its chance to escape, and theyd never get it back. Valkyrie ran forward and kicked, the toe of her boot slamming into Kenspeckles chin. He lifted slightly with the impact and dropped on to his back.

Marr hurried over, shackles in his hand. She cuffed Kenspeckles wrists behind him, sealing the Remnant back inside. Valkyrie looked around, realising there were Cleavers over by Tanith, freeing her from the seat.

This wont hold me for long, Kenspeckle said, spitting blood as Marr hauled him up. Ill get out. Ill come for you. Every last one of you.

Cleavers Marr said, take him away.

Fletcher came in as Kenspeckle was led out.

Fletcher, Skulduggery said, stifling a groan as he fixed his arm into place, take Tanith to the Sanctuary. She needs urgent medical attention.

You got it, Fletcher said, gently placing his hand on Taniths arm. They vanished.

Did you catch Scarab? Ghastly asked Marr when hed picked himself up off the floor.

Marr shook her head. All the major players are gone. All weve come across so far are Hollow Men.

Look what I found, Detective Pennant said as he walked in. He was smiling triumphantly, a strange stone hourglass in his hand. Green liquid sloshed inside the twin vials. Looks like they left without their toy.

Valkyrie stared. Thats the Desolation Engine?

I found a bunch of other stuff, Pennant continued. Bits and pieces, junk really. One of the Cleavers is taking it to the boffins to make them happy. But this  this is the big one.

That bomb is live, Skulduggery said quietly.

Pennant laughed. It cant be live. The old man didnt have time to fix it. Youre talking days of work and he had, what, a few hours?

There are three steps to setting that thing off. Do you see the way the liquid is slightly luminous? That tells us its live. Thats the first step. The second step is arming it. Well know that happens when the liquid turns red and starts to bubble. The third and final step is when its triggered. Detective Pennant, you are two steps away from obliterating us all. Maybe you should hand that over to me.

Skulduggery stepped forward, but Marr took it from Pennant before Skulduggery got near. You may have been granted temporary authority, Mr Pleasant, but I am still Prime Detective and, as such, this is my responsibility. Once it has been declared safe by Sanctuary experts, maybe then I will allow you to examine it. But right now, this is ours.

Pennant strained to look professional, even as he backed away from the bomb.

Fletcher appeared beside Valkyrie and she jumped.

Sorry, he said. The doctors are looking at Tanith now. He saw Pennant and waved. Hi. Didnt I beat you up once? Pennant glared, but said nothing.

You should all return with us to the Sanctuary for a debriefing, said Marr. She hadnt even glanced at the Engine. Standard operating procedure.

But as youve just pointed out, Skulduggery said, were not official Sanctuary operatives, so I think well be skipping that part of things, if its all right with you.

Its not all right with me.

And yet were going to skip it anyway. Please, feel free to tell Thurid Guild that this was all your doing, while we focus on going after Scarab and his lot. And dont worry, when we arrest them, you can tell everyone you did it. We dont do what we do for the glory or the fame or the credit; we do it for the quiet satisfaction of making the world a better place, saving the lives of innocents, and being better than you are.

Skulduggery tilted his head to one side and Valkyrie knew he was smiling.
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WITH GORDON

[image: Image Missing]alkyrie and Fletcher teleported into Gordons house, arriving in the living room where the sun struggled to come in through the windows.

Ill be back in a minute, said Valkyrie, making for the stairs.

Ill come with you, Fletcher said, following.

She turned. Why?

Why what?

Im just going up to the study.

Ill help you.

You dont read.

I read loads. Just not when youre around.

Read down here.

Why cant I come up?

Because the study is a treasure trove of secrets, and somewhere I like to be alone. Its my uncles space.

Whats a trove?

A trove is a collection of valuable objects.

How would you know that?

Its the kind of thing Skulduggery tells me.

You must have scintillating conversations.

They do put this one in the shade. I like the use of scintillating by the way.

I thought youd be impressed. So can I see the study?

You ask that like you think youve argued your point and won.

I havent?

Big words dont win arguments.

She left him and climbed the stairs. The study was the same as shed left it  books on shelves, notes in bundles, awards as paperweights. Valkyrie closed the door and pulled back the false book on the far bookcase, causing the bookcase to swing open. She walked through into the hidden room, the room that contained all of her uncles most secret magical possessions. The Echo Stone glowed on the table, and Gordon Edgley shimmered into existence before her.

Well? he asked. How did the rescue mission go? How is Skulduggery?

Oh, yes, we got him back.

You did? Well, thats wonderful news! Im so happy!

Yeah.

Gordon looked around. Im always in this room. There are no windows in here. He looked back at her. Whats wrong? You look troubled. Are you feeling OK?

Im fine. Ive just got another headache.

Another?

Theyve been popping up over the past day or so. Its nothing. I have this thing, just on the edge of my memory, you know that feeling? Every time I reach for it, it scatters.

I remember the sensation. Highly annoying.

Highly. But thats not why Im here. What do you know about Remnants?

Lots, he said. Fetch me my notebook from my desk. The big one.

Valkyrie went to the study and opened the desk. Masses of notebooks. She selected the biggest one.

Id like to go for a walk, Gordon announced when she arrived back. I havent gone for a walk sincewell, since I was alive really. Ive almost forgotten what the outside looks like. Is it still green?

It really depends where you are. Can you, like, actually go for a walk?

Not on my own, but if you put the Echo Stone in your pocket, I can walk beside you. Itll be fun. Do you remember the walks we used to take?

Not especially.

I cant either, he admitted. I wasnt really a walker when I was alive, was I? I was more of a sitter. He smiled wistfully. I did love to sit.

I remember that.

So? Can we go for a walk? Just around here. Not too far, I promise.

II suppose we could. It cant be for long though  we can only spend a few minutes here.

We? Someones downstairs?

Yeah, Fletcher.

Oh! The mysterious Fletcher Renn!

Valkyrie narrowed her eyes. Dont say it like that.

Like what?

Like youre teasing me.

Gordon laughed. If you take me for a walk, I promise I wont tease you. Hes a Teleporter, isnt he? Send him away for ten minutes. Or lets just sneak out. I havent sneaked out of a window in over thirty years!

I sneak out every dayOK, but just a short walk and Im reading as we go.

Her uncle grinned. Perfect.



They approached the wood on the east side of the house so Fletcher wouldnt see them. It was a surprisingly lovely morning, the rain having taken a break for the day, and warm enough for Valkyrie to have her coat draped over her arm.

Towards the middle somewhere, Gordon said, peering over her shoulder as she flicked through the notebook. There! The next few pages contain everything Ive ever heard about the Remnants. Some of it is anecdotal, some pure, hard fact. Theres more relevant information in those few pages than in any book youre ever likely to read.

I knew youd have something useful.

He went back to looking around as they strolled, and took a huge breath and expelled it.

I dont actually breathe, he said happily, but its a nice habit to have.

Ive always thought so, she agreed, then glanced back at the footsteps in the lawn, at the blades of grass that were slowly springing back into shape. There were only her footsteps though. To the blades of grass and the world around then, Gordon was something less than even a ghost.

He started naming the birds they heard in the trees, and she was pretty sure the last four or five were names hed completely made up. Valkyrie didnt mention it though.

What are you looking for? he asked absently.

Theres a Remnant inside Kenspeckle Grouse and we want to get it out.

Ah. Youll need China Sorrows and her symbols, and a few other bits and pieces. How long has it been inside him? If its possessed him for more than four days, Im afraid that means it has permanently grafted itself to its host. It couldnt leave even if it wanted to.

It hasnt been four days.

Well then, you should be fine. Its all in those notes. He looked up. Do you hear that birdsong, the particularly sweet one? Thats a Wallowing Twite, if Im not mistaken.

Is there anything you dont know, Gordon? Valkyrie asked as she flicked through.

Nothing of any importance.

She sighed. I can see why you and Skulduggery got along so well.

Planet-sized egos do tend to form an orbit around each other. So what does that make you, I wonder?

I have no ego.

Then youd probably be a moon.

Im not a moon.

Maybe even a gaseous giant.

And Im not gaseous. Im the sun, how about that? The pair of you can orbit around me for a change. She closed the notebook. Thanks for this, Gordon. Ill come back when I actually have time for a chat, OK?

Ill look forward to it. Take care of yourself, Niece Number One.

Always do.
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THE EXORCISTS

[image: Image Missing]hey had Kenspeckle tied to a chair in the middle of the room. His wrists were shackled behind him, and Skulduggery was securing his arms and legs with a thick rope. Kenspeckle was grinning at them.

The Remnant inside him wasnt bothering to hide any more. Dark veins spread beneath Kenspeckles suddenly pale skin, turning his lips black and his gums grey.

Youll never get him, Kenspeckle said in a voice that was not his own. Hes mine now and Im not giving him back.

Skulduggery didnt answer. Kenspeckles eyes flickered to Valkyrie and he leered at her. Spittle flecked his chin.

Youll release me, Kenspeckle said. Wont you? After everything Ive done for you? All the times Ive helped you?

Kenspeckle helped me, she said. Not you.

I am Kenspeckle, he said with a little laugh. I have all of his memories, dont I? I might not be the Kenspeckle you knew, but I am Kenspeckle. Valkyrie, please. Im your friend.

Were getting rid of you, Valkyrie said. There was barely enough room in Kenspeckles head for himself  theres certainly no room for a lodger.

The smile turned to a growl. Im going to kill you.

Thats enough, said Skulduggery.

Im going to kill all of you.

The door opened and China came in.

And here comes the witch, Kenspeckle sneered. Going to draw a little symbol, are you? You think thatll force me out? Itll never happen. Im too strong. Too powerful.

China didnt respond. She barely looked at him. Her students had been working in the room for hours before theyd even brought Kenspeckle in. Skulduggery nodded to her and she closed her eyes, and the symbols that had been drawn in the room earlier shimmered into view. Ornate signs and complicated sigils appeared on the walls, swept down to join the patterns on the floor and rose upwards and spread along the ceiling. Kenspeckles arrogance vanished.

This will kill him, he said quickly. You hear me? This will kill the old man.

Dont be ridiculous, China told him. The Mass Expulsion of 1892 left hundreds of people unconscious, not dead. Kenspeckle Grouse will wake up in a few minutes with a sore head and a gap in his memory, but you, my little friend, will be trapped in this.

Skulduggery showed him the Soul Catcher. For all its dreadful connotations, it reminded Valkyrie of nothing more threatening than a snowglobe. You can save yourself a lot of pain by leaving that body willingly, Skulduggery said.

Kenspeckle glared. Im not going back to that room.

This will only take a moment, said China.

The symbols glowed, bathing the room in blue and then red and then green light. Kenspeckle strained against his bonds, cursed all of them and screamed and cried and then cursed them again. China walked around the walls, her fingers touching parts of the sigils, and with each new touch Kenspeckle gave a new scream.

Its coming, China said.

Kenspeckle arched his spine, his body rigid and his head thrown back. Valkyrie watched as the Remnant climbed out of his screaming mouth. She thought she saw arms, and white eyes, and it turned sideways and she could see its jaws. It darted to the ceiling and Skulduggery held out the Soul Catcher. The nasty little thing twisted and writhed and screeched as it was dragged into the globe, which instantly turned black and went dead.

And then it was all over.
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THE NECROMANCERS

[image: Image Missing]reath found them waiting for him in the cemetery above the Temple, dressed simply in their dark robes and talking among themselves. He strode to them, his boots crunching on graveside gravel, his finely tailored coat flapping gently in the breeze. He had never had any time for the false humility the robes represented, a laughable idea that all Necromancers were pure of heart and mind and purpose. He liked nice clothes so he wore nice clothes. In his opinion there was nothing as pure and honest as that.

The conversation faded as the others watched him approach. To Wreaths right was Quiver, a tall man who was almost as thin as Skulduggery Pleasant. Quivers cheeks were sunken hollows and his eyes gleamed from shadowed pockets. He was a man who only spoke when he had something worthwhile to say  quite a rarity in Necromancer circles, Wreath had to admit.

The man on Wreaths left was Quivers polar opposite. He was blandly good-looking, but a little too pale and a little too weak to be truly memorable. Cravens flattering words had elevated him to an unlikely position of power, but as of yet, Wreath couldnt see how this benefited him in any meaningful way. Because he spent all his time agreeing with everything the High Priest said, he never had a spare moment to exert any influence of his own. Wreath couldnt figure him out, and as such, he trusted him about as much as he liked him. Which was to say, not at all.

The High Priest stood between Quiver and Craven, his robes setting him apart. A little more frayed, but a lot more regal. Wreath wouldnt have been surprised if High Priest Tenebrae wore a brand-new robe every day and had a team of sycophants carefully fraying it overnight, purely for effect. The thought almost made Wreath smile.

Tenebrae folded his long-fingered hands inside his voluminous sleeves and tilted his head on his slender neck. He reminded Wreath of one of those ridiculous birds that stand around in water all day  a crane or possibly a flamingo. Whichever one looked the silliest.

Your Eminence, Wreath said, bowing with due reverence. I thought we were going to have this conversation within the Temple walls.

Walls have ears, Craven announced pompously.

No, they dont, Wreath reminded him without gracing him with a glance. Youre thinking of people.

Craven glowered and Wreath ignored him.

I would prefer to discuss this matter outside, Tenebrae said, where we will not be overheard. I believe the Soul Catcher has been retrieved?

Yes, Wreath said. Valkyrie informs me that they need it to transfer a Remnant back to the Midnight Hotel, but once that is done, it will be returned to us.

The Soul Catcher is our property, Craven said to Tenebrae. They have no right to dictate to us when we can have it back. We should demand it be returned to us immediately.

In which case, said Wreath, they will ignore our demand then we will look weak and ineffectual in their eyes.

They cant ignore us! Craven spluttered.

They can and they will. If you were ever to leave the safety of the Temple, you would quickly realise that nobody likes us. They think were untrustworthy and dangerous.

Then they should fear us!

And if we had a history of stepping out into the world, they most assuredly would. But it is widely known that we Necromancers like to stay in our temples with our schemes and our plots, and we really dont like getting our hands dirty. Lord Vile, of course, being the obvious exception.

Traitor, Quiver said softly, in a tone that almost conveyed emotion.

Now is not the time to talk of Lord Vile, said Tenebrae. He was once our Death Bringer, he is not any more and so our search continues. Solomon, you will offer to take the Soul Catcher off their hands once the Remnant is trapped.

Sir?

Tell them you will take it back to the Midnight Hotel yourself, or tell them you want to study the contraption once it has a soul inside it. I dont care what lie you use, just bring me the Soul Catcher and bring me the Remnant. Can you do that?

Of course. May I ask why?

No, you may not, Craven sneered. Wreath shifted his gaze to him and Craven held that gaze for three whole seconds before crumbling beneath it.

The Cain girl, Tenebrae said, changing the subject with no need for subtlety. She knows about the Passage?

Pleasant backed me into a corner, Wreath admitted. It was either tell her or risk losing her.

I remind you, Cleric Wreath, that we do not all share your conviction that she is the one were looking for. Shes far too young for a start.

Shes a natural, your Eminence. Shes taken to Necromancy faster than anyone Ive seen since Vile.

Not auspicious company, muttered Quiver.

Maybe not, Wreath said, but she has the potential to surpass even him. Shes the one weve been waiting for. Im sure of it.

His Eminence is quite correct, however, Craven said, finding his voice again after far too short a time. Shes much too young. Plus, shes entrenched with the skeleton detective. Do you really think you can pry her from his side?

Not easily, Wreath said, but it can be done. Skulduggery Pleasant is a fantastically flawed individual.

Much more than even you know, Tenebrae said. We will need to meet with her, of course. Our encounters in the past few months have been too brief, and we need to accurately form an opinion of her ability.

Of course, High Priest.

Quiver spoke up. If she is suitable, she will have to be monitored closely to be kept on the right path. History cannot be allowed to repeat itself.

Agreed, said Wreath, then hesitated. Your Eminence, if I may return for a moment to the delicate subject of Lord Vile

Tenebrae looked displeased, and Craven stood at the High Priests elbow and copied the look remarkably well. Nevertheless, Wreath continued.

It seems to me that the closer we get to the Passage, the higher the likelihood of stern opposition from non-believers and enemies alike. News will travel and rumours will spread.

Are you afraid of rumours, Wreath? Craven laughed. Are you afraid of idle chatter? Perhaps you are not the man we thought you were. Perhaps you are unsuited to be our representative outside the Temple.

Then who will take my place? Wreath answered icily. You? If all my post required was a staggering expertise at fawning, then youd be welcome to it.

How dare you! Craven practically screeched.

Wreath took a sudden step towards him and Craven stumbled over his own robe to get away.

Enough! growled the High Priest. Solomon, youre concerned that these rumours will reach unwelcome ears, yes?

Yes, sir.

Such a concern is reasonable, but I can assure you, you need not worry. The Necromancer Order is stronger now than it was during the war with Mevolent. We are more than capable of dealing with trouble, should it arise.

With respect, sir, this is more than mere trouble. Forgive the melodrama of what I am about to say, but if the news that we are preparing for the Passage were to reach whatever corner of the world he has secluded himself in, Lord Vile will return to destroy us all.

In that case, High Priest Tenebrae said with a patient smile, we need to be sure that Valkyrie Cain is strong enough to kill him for us, now dont we?
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THE ROAD TO CROKE PARK

[image: Image Missing]alkyrie walked into a room with a massive tub built into the floor. There was a bouquet of flowers arranged in a delicate vase on a nearby table. The huge tub was filled to the brim with mud, and for a moment Valkyrie thought the mud had eyes, which opened as she came in and blinked up at her.

Hey, Val, the mud said.

Hey, Tanith, Valkyrie said back. Youve got something on your face

Taniths mud-covered features broke into a small smile. Ghastly already made that joke when he brought me the flowers.

That was nice of him, Valkyrie said. She pulled up the only chair in the room, and sat. How are your hands?

Tanith raised them for Valkyrie to see. They were heavily bandaged and wrapped in plastic so that the mud wouldnt get in. The Professor says theyll be fine in a few days. The doctors in the Sanctuary soaked the bandages in something I never heard of to heal the wounds. The Professor inspected them the moment I was transferred here. He said theyd do the job. All this mud is for the swelling and the, you know, the trauma. Ill be fine, he says. Hes doing everything he can to make up for it.

He blames himself, Valkyrie said. Even though he couldnt do anything to stop the Remnant, and even though he cant remember one thing about it, he still blames himself.

Im not surprised, Tanith said. I mean, I know it wasnt him that did this to me. But it used his face and it had his voice, and I dont knowI think theres a part of me that hates him for it.

But youre here, frowned Valkyrie. If a part of you hates him, wouldnt you have wanted to stay in the Sanctuary, away from him?

Im a practical girl, Val, and the practical side of my brain pretty much tells the stupid side what to do. So Im cool here.

She shrugged and winced and Valkyrie noticed the bandages on her shoulders.

How are you? she asked.

I just told you.

No, you told me how your injuries are.

All right then, Im doing OK actually. The pain wasnt really any worse than the White Cleaver stabbing me in the back, but the White Cleaver didnt talk, you know? That Remnant thing in the Professor just would not shut up.

Tanith, you were tortured.

Everyone gets tortured these days. Skulduggery was tortured by Serpine, who then turned around and did that red right-hand thing at you. Then Skulduggery was tortured again by the Faceless Ones. I figured it was my turn, you know? Youre not part of the team if you havent been tortured  thats what I always say. Well, Ill be saying that from now on anyway.

Valkyrie stood there, feeling stupid and awkward. Tanith had been put through hell and Valkyrie didnt have the first idea how to talk to her about it. The pain was evident in her friends eyes, no matter how hard she tried to hide it. Valkyrie searched clumsily for the words she needed, but they werent coming to her.

What are they going to do with the Remnant? Tanith asked, breaking the silence.

Weve handed it over to Wreath, Valkyrie told her and Taniths face soured.

Why does he want it?

Well, technically, the Soul Catcher is his and he asked for it back. He just wants to study it for a while, now that it actually contains something. Hell bring the Remnant back to the Midnight Hotel when hes done.

I dont know how you can trust that guy, Val.

Hes helped me a lot over the last year. Hes helped all of us.

Tanith looked like she was about to argue and then there was a beep from somewhere overhead, and she groaned. Just when you get comfortable.

Tanith gripped the edges of the tub and rose out of it, moving stiffly. The mud covered her completely as she reached her arm out. Valkyrie grabbed her elbow with both hands to make sure she didnt slip and helped her into a white bathrobe. Tanith wiped her face clean with a towel.

There was a knock on the door. Valkyrie looked over her shoulder to find Skulduggery standing in the doorway.

Tanith, he said. Youre looking great.

And Im ready to go, Tanith said.

Is that so?

You give me my sword back and Im right behind you.

Before Skulduggery could answer, Taniths left leg buckled and Valkyrie grabbed her as she fell, guiding her to the chair.

Bloody hell, Tanith growled. That hurts.

Tanith Skulduggery began.

You want to know if I learned anything, right? she said, pain lending her words an edge. You want to know if Sanguine or any of them let something slip in all their gloating? They didnt. They kept me shackled in a room and then they gave me to the Professor. Forgive me, but there are patches of the last twelve hours that are a little fuzzy.

They didnt mention any names? Places? Times?

The Remnant in the Professor talked about a lot of stuff. Mainly about how happy he was to have finally found a friend.

Skulduggery nodded slowly. OK. All right, thank you.

But what does it matter? We have the Desolation Engine, right?

We do, but Id have liked to have known their target. If they cant take it down with the bomb, they might try some other way.

Or theyre all running, Tanith said. Lets face it  none of these guys are great team players. Theyre all in it for their own reasons, so the moment the big plan goes wrong, I think theyre going to split.

That is possible. Its also very likely.

If you want my opinion, its over. Now all we have to do is track each one of them down. And I want in on that action, Skulduggery. Springheeled Jack threw me off a moving car. I owe him a few slaps.

The moment youre fighting fit, well call you.

Im ready now.

You cant even walk, Tanith.

An hour or two is all I need.

A few days rest  those were your doctors orders.

Yeah, well, my doctors the one who tortured me for Gods sake. I dont think his opinion really matters, do you?

Valkyrie looked at her boots. Skulduggery was silent.

Fine, Tanith muttered.

Valkyrie, Skulduggery said as he left, we have work to do.

She looked at Tanith. Youre really OK, huh?

Dont start, Val.

Valkyrie hunkered down until she was looking straight into Taniths eyes. Youre my sister, she said. I have another sister or maybe a brother on the way, but youre my sister too. I want you to stay here and get better, and try to accept the fact, with every part of you, that it wasnt Kenspeckle who did this. I want you to be OK. OK?

OK, Tanith said softly. Valkyrie hugged her and kissed her cheek.

Youve got mud on your chin, smiled Tanith.

Yeah, but I make it work.



Ghastly and Anton Shudder were waiting for them in the darkened cinema. Fletcher appeared on the stage, arms crossed and eyes narrowed.

You have a visitor, he said. Your friend the vampires outside. He wants to talk to Valkyrie.

By all means, Skulduggery said. Then, much to Fletchers satisfaction, he said, Fletcher, you go with her. Caelans been banished from vampire society because of us. He might be cross.

Valkyrie glared. I dont need protection.

A vampires waiting for you outside  of course you need protection. Keep it brief. Well be waiting for you.

Fletcher grinned. Valkyrie shot him a look and jumped off the stage. He followed her up the aisle and out of the gloom.

Caelan was standing just outside the door. He turned to them as they approached, his dark eyes on Valkyrie. It was as if he didnt even notice Fletcher beside her.

Hi, she said. Anything wrong?

My home was burned down, Caelan said. My cage was destroyed. Moloch has lifted his protection  the other vampires see me as fair game now.

Oh, God, she said. Im so sorry.

That is terrible, Fletcher muttered.

I have no friends left, Caelan continued, and nowhere to go. I thought you or the skeleton would have a suggestion. I need somewhere secure.

What about the Midnight Hotel?

He looked surprised. ThatThat would be ideal. You know where it is?

I can do better than that  the owner is inside.

A big car pulled in off the street and Thurid Guild got out. He waved his driver away, then strode towards them. By his narrowed eyes, Valkyrie could tell he knew instantly what Caelan was, but he passed them without saying anything and disappeared into the cinema.

Shudder might not want a vampire as a guest, Fletcher said when Guild was gone. I mean, lets face it, not many people like vampires. Take me, for instance.

Valkyrie glared at him then softened her gaze for Caelan. We can ask him, she said. Im sure he wont mind.

Very well, Caelan said. Thank you.

She walked back into the cinema, Caelan behind her, Fletcher stuck like a limpet at her side. Skulduggery, Ghastly and Shudder stopped talking and watched them approach. Guild didnt look around.

Anton, she said, this is Caelan. His home was destroyed and he needs somewhere to stay.

Shudder looked deep into Caelans eyes. Over the hotels history, he said, I have had two vampires stay as guests. I had to kill one of them.

Valkyrie and I are responsible for Caelans situation, Skulduggery said. I would consider it a personal favour.

Shudder considered this, then inclined his head. All are welcome, provided they obey the rules. Ill lock you in before dark and unlock the door in the morning. We should have no problems.

Caelan nodded, saying nothing.

Miss Low could be right, Guild said, resuming their conversation. It might be over. Scarab and his lackeys may have scuttled back under whatever rocks they choose to call home. It is possible.

I dont think so, Skulduggery said. Scarabs an assassin. He never has just one plan, one route to the kill. He has back-ups. I think he has a back-up for this too.

Then the search continues, said Shudder. But now it could be anything, yes? One route has been blocked for him, but we have no idea what the second route could be.

We need to figure out what he was planning to do with the Desolation Engine, Ghastly said. We can work backwards from there.

The obvious target would have been the Sanctuary, Guild said. As it is, our work there has been disrupted immensely following the evacuation. Were only just now returning people to their posts.

Kenspeckle came through the door in the screen, walking quickly. Valkyrie hadnt seen much of him since he woke up, on account of the fact that he had immediately thrown himself back into his work. She knew very well what he was doing. He didnt know how to deal with what the Remnant had done when it was in control, so he had retreated to what he did know how to deal with  treating injured people and dismantling the Engine.

Theres too many pieces, he said, hurrying across the stage to them. Do you understand me? The so-called junk that was found with the Desolation Engine in the castle, theres too much of it.

He saw Caelan and froze. Vampire? he whispered, appalled.

Immediately, Valkyrie grabbed Caelans arm and led him away. He has a phobia about people like you, she told him softly. Would you mind waiting outside?

Not at all, Caelan answered smoothly, and left.

Sorry, Kenspeckle, she said.

Kenspeckles eyes were wide and his hand was clutching something that hung from his neck. She knew it was the vial of saltwater he wore in case of vampire attack.

Professor, Skulduggery prompted. The leftover pieces from the Desolation Engine. Why is that troubling?

I-I dont know, Kenspeckle said. I justIt doesnt make any sense.

A lot of things dont make any sense, Guild said. Such as how you were able to restore that Engine to working order so quickly. We thought it would take you days, if you could do it at all.

Of course I could do it! Kenspeckle snapped, suddenly back to his old self. There was never any question of whether I could do it! They didnt know that of course. They just got lucky by picking me.

I dont care how smart you are, Guild said. Sanctuary experts have examined that bomb for decades and they still have no idea how it worked, let alone how to fix it in a single afternoon.

Of course they dont, you damn fool. They didnt build the thing in the first place, now did they?

They all stared at Kenspeckle. He was flustered. He rubbed his eyes and took a deep breath.

You built it? Valkyrie asked.

He looked at her. What?

Youyou said you built it. The Desolation Engine.

I did? II suppose I did, yes. For a moment he looked so very old and so very frail, and then the irritation returned to his voice. Yes, well, I wasnt always who I am now. No one ever is. Ive spent my entire lifetime becoming who I am. Finally, Im here and Im old. Its depressing, it really is.

When I was a younger man, I was no less intelligent, but I fear I lacked some basic and fundamental sense. My outlook on things was different. My philosophy was different. Different things interested me. The Desolation Engine for instance. I wanted to see if I could build it. It existed in theory, but then it had always existed in theory. It was my goal to turn magic-science theory into magic-science fact. Which was what I did.

I dont think I cared about who would use it, or where, or on whom. These things were immaterial. When I was told about the detonation in Naples, I cant recall being affected by it one way or the other. It worked. I built it, I knew it would work and it did. Project over  start another.

It was only years later that I understood what I had done and took responsibility for my actions. I didnt take the human equation into account, you see. I was all about the magic and the science. Everything elseslipped by unnoticed.

And youve been making up for it ever since, Ghastly said.

Kenspeckle looked even more annoyed. No, no, no, thats not it at all. I merely learned from my mistake and made a decision never to hurt anyone ever again. This isnt about redemption. Im not seeking forgiveness. I did what I did and I will suffer for it for the rest of my life, which is no less than I deserve.

And Im not telling you all this because Im after absolution or your understanding. Im telling you this because I need you to appreciate just how clever I really am. I took an abstract concept of magic-science theory and I made it real. I am very, very clever and I am telling you that something is wrong. There are too many pieces left over.

So what does it mean? Skulduggery asked.

I think there is only one thing it could mean, Kenspeckle said, and it is something that has only occurred to me as Ive been speaking. Its not just about the excess parts, its about the parts that should be there, but arent. I dont think I  or the Remnant within me  only repaired the Desolation Engine that Detective Marr has in her possession. I think Scarab got me to build him an entirely new one.

Skulduggery was the first to speak. Are you sure?

No, Kenspeckle said at once. But there is a very big possibility that Scarab has a second Engine.

Ill alert the Sanctuary, Guild said, taking out his phone.

Do you have any idea of a kill zone? Skulduggery asked Kenspeckle while Guild made the call.

I estimate a lethal radius of 150, maybe 200 square metres, said Kenspeckle.

I cant get through to Marr, Guild said, putting away his phone, but the Sanctuary is being evacuated. Again.

Skulduggery cocked his head. What if the target isnt the Sanctuary? If Scarabs plan was for two bombs all along, hed have two targets. Whats the second target?

Ghastly said, Set it off in a crowded street and were looking at a couple of thousand dead.

Valkyrie frowned. What would be the point of that? Scarab wants revenge on the Sanctuary, not ordinary people.

But attacking ordinary people would be an attack on the Sanctuary, Ghastly argued. Thats what its there for, isnt it? To shield the non-magical population from us?

So you think Scarab is just going to slaughter thousands of innocent people? Kenspeckle asked.

Ghastly turned to him. Why not? The Sanctuary frames Scarab for a crime he didnt commit, and in response, he commits a crime the Sanctuary will never recover from. You think the other Sanctuaries around the world will ignore something like this? Theyll descend on us and devour everything. Theyll tear this country apart and fight over the remains.

It wont be a street, Skulduggery murmured. But it will be somewhere public. Somewhere densely packed. Like asports stadium.

Valkyrie looked at him. The All-Ireland Championship. My dad was trying to get tickets. But thats today. It must have already started by now.

Good God, Ghastly said in a quiet voice. Hes going to kill 80,000 people live on air.

Skulduggery turned to Fletcher. Please, he said, tell me youve been to Croke Park before.

Of course, Fletcher said. The VIP area, mostly.

Perfect. Thats where were going.

And Im coming with you, snarled Guild.
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REVENGE

[image: Image Missing]alkyrie was eleven years old the last time shed been to Croke Park. Her father had taken her to the Dublin Kildare game. She had worn her blue jersey and shouted and screamed and cheered along with the thousands of other people in the stands. The sun had been beating down and she remembered it as a day when everyone around her was smiling and laughing. Shed been buzzing with positivity and had talked non-stop all the way home, a rare feat even back then. Her dad had promised to take her again, but theyd never got around to it.

They teleported on to a wide concrete ramp and immediately Valkyrie was hit by the roar of the crowd inside the stadium. Out here though they were alone, high up off the streets and looking out over Dublin. Fletcher led the way down to a set of doors just as they opened and a security guard came out.

This is the Executive Area, he informed them politely but firmly, in the tone of a man who had already dealt with dozens of people who had strayed from where they were meant to be. VIPs only.

We are VIPs, Ghastly smiled. His faade was up, covering his scars. He walked up to the security guard, reaching his hand into his pocket. I have our tickets here somewhere. Say, you wouldnt have seen some friends of ours, would you? An odd-looking bunch, with an old American man?

Havent seen anyone like that, said the guard, waiting for the tickets to be produced.

Pity, Ghastly said and hit him, catching the guard as he fell. He laid the unconscious man on the ground then rejoined the others as they walked through the doors.

Cream walls and wooden floors, framed photographs and tasteful art. Everything in the VIP area was clean and new and nice and safe. The door to one of the Executive Boxes was open and Valkyrie could see past the people gathered inside to the huge windows that overlooked the stadium. It was packed to capacity  over 82,000 people cheering and singing and waiting to die.

Were going to need a Sensitive with us, Ghastly said as they walked on. We need someone with psychic abilities to sort through this crowd.

Scarabs gang dont exactly blend in, Skulduggery responded. If theyre anywhere, theyll be somewhere like this, away from the masses. We have Caelan coming in on foot. The rest of us will have to split up and search different areas.

We shouldnt be trusting a vampire, said Fletcher.

But you can trust vampire nature, Shudder told him. For whatever reason, Caelan has a grudge against Dusk. You can trust him to see that through.

Fletcher, Skulduggery said, its important you understand this. If you see the enemy, do not engage. You might be the difference between success and mass murder.

Fine, Fletcher responded grudgingly.

Guild, you might want to call in some of your operatives  try to get in touch with Davina Marr again. We could cover a lot more ground with her and a few Cleavers.

Lets try to get this done without her, Guild said.

Youd be willing to risk 80,000 lives just to protect your secret? Shudder asked.

I told Anton the truth about the Vanguard assassination, Skulduggery said.

Anger contorted Guilds features. You had no right to discuss that matter with anyone!

Antons one of us, said Ghastly. Hes not going to use your past indiscretions against you. None of us are. Which is why you trust us to go after Scarabs gang and not Davina Marr.

I knew Vanguard, Shudder said. He was a good man. And yet I can understand Meritoriouss decision. I dont agree with it, and I dont like it, but I understand it. Your secret is safe with me, Grand Mage.

Guild nodded curtly. Valkyrie could see that he didnt like the fact that they now had something to hold over him. From what she knew of the man, he didnt strike her as someone who would be comfortable with trusting other people. By not revealing a secret that could bring him down, each one of them was doing him a favour and he knew it.

They reached the door to the escalators. To their left was a window over the Conference Centre, another Executive Box, an elevator and two wooden doors that stood open wide. Standing in that doorway, a smile on his face, was Dreylan Scarab.

They all stopped  Guild out in front, Valkyrie beside Skulduggery, Fletcher and Shudder to her right, Ghastly to her left. Scarab didnt look at all alarmed.

Arent you a motley crew? he said. Detectives and desperadoes. Outlaws and agents. And so many of you. However can I hope to prevail against your combined might?

Give us the bomb, said Guild.

You have the bomb.

The other bomb.

Ah, Scarab smiled. You figured it out, eh? Of course, you realise this isnt going to end without a battle. You have your motley crew. I have my Revengers Club.

They seem to have deserted you, said Ghastly.

Scarab shook his head. Weve lost a couple along the way, but the big players are around. This is all part of our lovely little plan, you see. Everything weve done, its all about revenge. And when it comes to revenge, timing is everything.

Skulduggery stepped past Guild. Scarab, youre under arrest. Hand over the Desolation Engine, give yourself up and I swear you will get a fair trial.

You slap those cuffs on me and Ill be dead before I get to a cell and you know it. The Grand Mage will have me killed. He might very well have you killed too. And your friends. We know too much, dont we, Grand Mage?

The Detective is offering you a peaceful way out, Guild said. I suggest you take him up on it.

You prepared to give me a fair trial too, Guild?

Of course.

Scarab laughed. For a born liar youre not very good at lying. Youd organised a little welcoming party for my release, hadnt you?

Guild narrowed his eyes. This is getting us nowhere.

A nice band of specially chosen Cleavers, waiting for me when I got out of prison. Lucky for me the warden is no fan of yours, so he let me out a few days early.

Take him down, Guild said to Skulduggery.

Want to know a secret? Scarab said with a grin. I think the American Council is kind of hoping my little revenge plot succeeds. And the Russian Council didnt tell you that Billy-Ray had freed Dusk, did they? Seems to me a lot of folk are hoping I succeed. Everybody whos anybody wants you dead.

Guild stalked forward, clicking his fingers and summoning flame. If you want something done, he muttered.

Oh, good, Scarab said. The fight. He turned and ran, and Guild ran after him.

The elevator door opened behind them and Valkyrie whirled round to see Dusk and Springheeled Jack stepping out. They brought up their silenced sub-machine guns and opened fire.

She dived, glimpsed Ghastly pulling Fletcher to the ground, and an instant later they had disappeared. Shudder dodged behind a pillar. Valkyrie looked at Skulduggery, but he was just standing there, hands out, and she saw the bullets appearing in front of him, coming into view as they slowed.

The gunfire cut off and she peeked out. Fletcher and Ghastly had materialised behind the enemy, and Ghastly had his arm wrapped around Jacks throat. Fletcher grabbed Dusk and they both vanished. Jack squirmed free and kicked out, catching Ghastly across the jaw. Ghastly pushed at the air and the gun flew from Jacks hands. Ghastly smashed a fist into him and kept on pummelling. Three punches sang in a short, sweet rhythm, the fourth knocking Jacks hat off his head. Jack stumbled away, straight into Shudder, whose elbow cracked against Jacks chin. Jack wobbled and went down.

Stop hittin me! he cried. This is hardly fair, now is it? Two of you against me?

Youre the one who came at us with a gun, Ghastly said, standing over him.

But that was for a giggle, Jack tried. I wasnt aimin at you, I swear.

Valkyrie looked back and saw Skulduggery running to catch up with Guild and Scarab.

Besides, Jack continued, we accomplished what we needed to. He looked up at Ghastly. Are you usin a new face cream or somethin? You look different.

Shudder frowned. What did you accomplish?

You got one unpredictable element in your little team, Jack told them with an exaggerated sigh. The kind of power that could mess up everythin. It was our job to take that power out of the equation.

Valkyrie paled.

Wheres Fletcher? asked Ghastly.

Jack grinned. He should be right

A fist of cold granite hit Valkyrie and she went tumbling. Shudder went to leap over her at Dusk, but Dusk threw Fletchers limp body into him. They went down in a heap and Jack sprang, his knee smashing into Ghastlys face, then he leaped off him and landed behind Valkyrie.

He grabbed her, his hot breath in her ear. I got someone whod like to talk to you.

He shoved her at Dusk, who swatted her hand away as she brought it up. He didnt waste time with talk, or threats, or anything as mundane as enjoying the moment. He just sank his jagged teeth into her neck.







45
SEARCHING FOR SCARAB
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The window behind him exploded and Caelan came through, slamming into Dusk and lifting him off his feet. Valkyrie stumbled backwards, tripping over Fletchers unconscious form and falling. Dusk seized Caelan and threw him into the wall, but Caelan came back with a snarl.

Valkyries hand pressed against the wound on her neck. Her blood was warm. She felt it trickling between her fingers. She glimpsed Caelan and Dusk fighting, and even from that one glimpse she could see that Caelan was completely outmatched. No matter how fast he moved, he couldnt hope to match the speed of a vampire like Dusk.

She lay flat. She was thirsty. Her thoughts were muddled. She turned her head in time to see Caelan drop to the floor. He didnt get up. Dusk slipped back to the side of Springheeled Jack.

Ghastly and Shudder closed in, forcing Jack and Dusk to retreat towards the elevator. Jack grinned. Dusk stepped back behind him.

Careful, Jack said, we dont want to hurt each other, now do we? I mean, who knows? After today, well probably be fightin on the same side.

Id ask you what it is youre talking about, Ghastly said, but I really dont care.

Oh, come now, aint it obvious? What do you think will happen when over 80,000 people are murdered live on air by a bomb that could only be described as magic? People are goin to know, aint they? Theyre goin to believe in magic and theyre goin to believe in us. No more hidin for yours truly. Ill be free to walk about on street level, do what I want, kill who I wantItll be a little slice of heaven.

Thats why youre doing this? Shudder frowned. To reveal magic to the world?

Thats why Im doin it, yeah. The others have their own reasons. They want the Sanctuary destroyed; they want the confusion of every sorcerer around the world scramblin for a piece of whats leftI dont know, I didnt really ask them. Were not what you might call a friendly bunch. Aint that right, Dusk?

Thats right, Dusk said from behind him. But I dont care about the Sanctuary or the war youre hoping will start.

Jack nodded. Dusks motives are pure. Hes only interested in revenge. So, mate, did you do it? Did you bite her?

I did, said Dusk.

Then has your thirst for revenge been sated?

Not quite, Dusk said. Valkyrie Cain was only one of the people I sought revenge upon.

Really? You didnt tell me that. Ah well, I suppose this is what you get when you dont talk, am I right? You get surprises. So come on, Dusk, who else is on your list?

You are.

Jack frowned and turned as the elevator doors closed and Dusk was lost to sight. Suddenly alone, Jack turned back to Shudder and Ghastly just as they attacked.

Valkyrie forced herself up, one hand at the wound on her neck, and she ran. The wound was burning, but there wasnt much blood loss. She followed the corridor and took a left, jumping over the unconscious body of another security guard. Skulduggery came running back towards her.

Where is he? she called.

Guild went after him. I lost them both. He started to say something else then grabbed her. Youve been bitten.

Kenspeckle can cure me, right? So long as I get to him in the next few hours, Ill be fine. Dusk bit me and basically spat me back out. Its not even bleeding any more.

Yes, it is.

Well, its not bleeding much.

Valkyrie, you have to listen to me. Go back to Fletcher and get him to teleport you both out.

She pulled away from him. What?

The Desolation Engine could go off at any moment. If it does, it wont care how strong you are or how tough. It wont be something you can fight.

Im staying with you.

Damn it, Valkyrie, if it goes off, I wont be able to save you.

Im not going to need you to save me.

I didnt involve you in all this just so you could die by my side, do you hear me?

You didnt involve me in this  I involved myself. I tagged along after Gordon was killed, I got you to teach me magic, I did it, OK? You didnt have a choice in the matter.

For once, please will you do what I ask?

Not a chance. And the more we argue about it, the less time we have to stop Scarab.

Skulduggery looked at her then wrapped his scarf around his jaw. Hell be among the crowd now, he said. Its the safest place for him now that he knows were after him. Well have to keep each other in sight at all times.

Ill be able to move faster than you. I dont have to worry about a disguise slipping off.

Youve got blood all over you.

She snapped up the collar of her coat. Better? Now come on, we dont have much time.
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[image: Image Missing]uild watched Scarab move in off the steps and take a seat in the crowd. There was a time when an assassin of Scarabs calibre would never have allowed himself to be followed like this, but that time had drifted by while Scarab had been sitting in his cell. Now he was just an old man who thought he had escaped. There was an empty seat beside Scarab and Guild sat in it.

Hello, Dreylan, he said. Dont try to run. I wouldnt want you to embarrass yourself.

Scarabs jaw tightened, but he didnt move from his seat.

Look what I found in the Repository, Guild continued, opening his hand. The copper disc he held was almost as wide as his palm and it had eight thin legs curled up against its underside like a dead spider. Do you recognise it? Im sure you do. You built it, didnt you? How many did you kill with this particular little weapon?

I didnt keep count, Scarab said.

It just attaches to its target, isnt that right? And releases all this awful energy? So, for example, if I were to press it against you, the power it would release would be enough to give you a heart attack a hundred times over, yes?

The eight legs flexed, as if the device had sensed a new victim.

Scarab swallowed. Yes.

The crowd roared and people jumped to their feet around them. Guild and Scarab remained seated.

Wheres the Desolation Engine, Scarab?

In my pocket.

Your near pocket?

Yes.

Guild smiled, carefully dipping his free hand into Scarabs coat. His fingers closed around the bomb and he pulled it out slowly. The liquid within the glass was still a calm green colour. It hadnt even been armed yet. He held it under his jacket, away from prying eyes.

You have caused us so much worry, he murmured. Its a good thing I found you before you did something to actually trouble us.

Youre going to kill me, Scarab said, is that it? Right here?

I think it would be for the best.

Scarab turned his head and looked at him. Do you have what it takes? To look into a mans eyes and kill him? Youve ordered deaths. Youve orchestrated them, facilitated them, covered them upBut have you actually been this close when you murdered someone? Close enough to look into their eyes as they die?

I havent, Guild admitted. But Im curious to find out what its like.

Can I be honest? I wish Meritorious were still alive. I would have much preferred him to do this.

Well, we cant always choose who gets to kill us.

Thats true I guess. I mean, I chose you, but none of these people did.

Im not sure I follow your ramblings, Scarab. Im not going to be killing these people.

Actually, Grand Mage Guild, you kind of are. I didnt have this Engine built to set it off myself, you know. I did it so you could set it off.

Guild laughed. And why on earth would I do that?

Because Im about to tell you to.

Two hundred years of loneliness has cracked your mind, old man. Im not going to kill these people. Im not going to kill myself. Im only going to kill you.

Youll kill me, youll kill these people, but you wont kill yourself. I had the Professor make sure of that. The bombs designed to spare your life and your life alone. I wouldnt let go of it just yet, by the way. Thats when itll detonate.

What are you talking about? Its not even armed.

Once its been in your hand for more than ten seconds, Grand Mage, it arms itself.

Guild frowned and glanced down at the bomb in his hand. The liquid was red, churning and bubbling against the glass. Guilds heart sank into the chasm that his chest had become.

Eighty thousand people, Scarab continued, live on air. Rebroadcast around the world as the moment that changed everything. And the Grand Mage of the Irish Council of Elders is going to be the one held responsible. Its justperfect, dont you think?

Youre insane, Guild said. Ill have it deactivated. Ill

Youll walk out on to that football field, Scarab said, and youll drop the Desolation Engine. And all around you 80,000 people will be disintegrated.

Why?

The crowd roared again.

I never liked Nefarian Serpine, Scarab said as if he hadnt heard Guilds question. Vengeous was a good man. I never got to meet Lord Vile, but I couldnt stand Serpine. Couldnt see why Mevolent put so much faith in him. But credit where its due  he knew how to get to people. Thats how he killed Skulduggery Pleasant. Went after the family, you know? Made him so mad, so full of rage, he didnt stand a chance. Rage clouds the mind. Vengeance can make you blind. Which is why you have to wait, and choose your moment carefully. Timing, as they say, is everything.

And this is your moment? Guild snarled. All I have to do is press this spider against you and this will be the last moment you ever have.

My last moments coming, dont you worry. But no, you miss my point. Serpine knew how to get to people. The family is an effective way of doing this. Im going to reach into my coat now. If I were you, I wouldnt kill me just yet.

Moving slowly, Scarab took a phone from his coat.

You might have to shield the screen from the light, he said as he pressed some buttons  its kind of hard to see the picture.

He held it out. Guild swallowed, hurriedly put the spider back in his pocket and took the phone from Scarab. He angled it out of the glare of the dull sun and saw what he knew he would see  his wife and daughter, bound and gagged.

Theyre OK, Scarab said, looking back at the football game. Unharmed. And theyre going to stay that way too, if you do what I tell you.

Let them go, Guild said, all breath gone from his body.

Billy-Rays with them right now and theyre all watching TV. As soon as you drop the Engine, hell release them. We got no reason to kill them, Grand Mage. Your family never did anything bad to us.

Im not going to kill these people.

Yes, you are.

Youre insane.

Youve said that. Guild, you dont like these people, these mortals. From what Ive heard, you never did. Its time to break the rules, Grand Mage.

I wont do it.

You are not only going to do it, but youre going to do it in the next three minutes or Billy-Ray will kill your wife and daughter.

This isnt revenge. These people never did anything to you. You dont have to do this. You dont even want to do this. You want to make me pay, fine, make me pay. Not them. Not my family.

Its all part of the same plan. With 80,000 deaths, every Sanctuary around the world will be shown just how vulnerable they are. The Sanctuaries shouldve been disbanded after the war with Mevolent ended. We didnt need you Elders setting up your fancy Councils, electing yourselves to positions of authority over the rest of us. I dont like people telling me what to do. I got a problem with it, point of fact. A system like that, well, its open to all kinds of abuse. Miscarriages of justice as it were. Your system failed me and I got put in prison for killing someone I never killed, and because of that, youre going to go to prison for the murder of 80,000 helpless mortals. Lets see how you like spending the rest of your life alone in a cell. Grand Mage, you have about two minutes to walk to the middle of the field there. I think its about time you started walking.

Guild had no breath to form words and Scarab was already looking back at the game. Guild stood, the Desolation Engine heavy in his hand. He thought he could feel it pulsing with a low and terrible life, but he dismissed the idea. The bomb wasnt alive. It had no consciousness, no sentience. It was not an object of evil  it was simply an object. The man who set it off, however, now he would be evil.

There was a gap between where he stood and the tunnel where the officials entered and exited. He could slip through and walk on to the pitch before anyone could even try to stop him. He looked back at Scarab. The old man wasnt even smiling any more. He was calm in the face of impending death. Of course he was. This was what hed been waiting 200 years for.

Guild stepped down from the seats, his eyes fixed on the ground ahead. He didnt want to look up and see the tens of thousands of faces around him. He wished he could block out the noise  the cheering, the chanting, the thunder of living people  and yet if hed had the option, he didnt know if he would. He was a man who was about to commit one of the single most monstrous acts the world had ever seen. Shouldnt he suffer for it? Shouldnt he invite that pain in at the earliest opportunity?

He realised his feet were still moving, that he was getting closer to the officials tunnel, closer to the cameras and the football field, and still no ideas were coming to him. If he didnt think of something now, immediately, in a few seconds he would find himself either committing mass murder or sentencing his own family to death.

Grand Mage, said a smooth voice in his ear, could I have a word with you?

Skulduggery Pleasant took his arm, the bones of his fingers digging into Guilds elbow like a vice, and suddenly Guild was in the officials tunnel, walking through to where it intersected with the main utility tunnel that ran beneath the terraces. He pulled his arm free and turned, sudden panic setting in. Pleasant stood there, his scarf concealing his jaw, his hat pulled low and his gun levelled straight at Guilds gut.

Sanguine has my family, Guild said. You have to let me do this.

Give me the Engine.

Itll detonate when I let go. Wheres Fletcher Renn? He can save you and the others. If you act fast, you can save a dozen people, maybe more.

Pleasant wasnt moving. The lives of your wife and child in exchange for the lives of 80,000 strangers? That seems a tad unfair, doesnt it?

You, of all people, must know that I would do anything to protect my family. At least my walk to the middle of the field buys you some time.

Time to save a handful of people and leave the rest to die?

If you try to stop me, Ill detonate it right here.

Pleasant nodded and put his gun away, but Guild knew what was coming. When Pleasant swept his hand wide, Guild was already pressing at the air. The space between them rippled and a breeze stirred. Within moments Guilds jacket was flapping in a hurricane force wind, localised to the tunnel and the tunnel alone. This wasnt going to work. He didnt stand a chance against someone like the skeleton.

As if to prove the point, Pleasant suddenly shifted position and instead of pushing against the air, he pulled. Guild stumbled forward and Pleasant got behind him, wrapped an arm around his neck and tried for a choke. Guild struggled against it and Pleasant broke off the choke and shot a side kick into the back of Guilds thigh. Guild stumbled, but Pleasant was right behind him, making sure the Engine didnt drop from his grip. Guild let him come closer then pressed the copper spider against the side of Pleasants head. The spiders legs unfurled instantly and sank into the bone, and there was a crack, like lightning hitting a tree, and Pleasant jerked sideways and collapsed.

Guild didnt know how the skeleton detective registered pain  his very existence was a mystery still unsolved  but he doubted that even the great Skulduggery Pleasant could take a hit like that and get up again in time to stop him.

He turned to run for the football field and saw Valkyrie Cain coming towards him. He went to sweep her aside but she was faster, and a trail of shadows whipped into his face and he stumbled. His time had run out and he couldnt risk the girl getting in another lucky shot.

Im sorry, he said and tried to let go of the Desolation Engine, but his fingers wouldnt loosen.

He snarled, feeling the air closing in around his hand, painfully tight. Pleasant was doing it, propped up with his gloved hand outstretched. Guild ran to him, aiming a kick at his head, but Cain hit him from behind and took him to his knees. She wrapped an arm around his throat and wouldnt let go.

With his free hand, Guild tried loosening the choke. With the other, he smashed the bomb hard against her elbow, her shoulder, but her clothes were made by Bespoke. She probably didnt even feel it. Out of the corner of his eye, Guild saw Pleasant getting to his feet, his hand still outstretched.

Guild tilted, shunting Cain forward, then swung the bomb and felt it crack against her head. She cried out and the choke was gone. Guild pushed at the air and caught Pleasant full in the chest. Pleasant went flying back, the pressure around Guilds hand disappearing.

Guild stood, panting with exertion, his heart beating wildly. He opened his hand.
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Valkyrie looked around. Shed glimpsed Fletcher running towards the Grand Mage, but now he was gone too and she knew instantly what hed done. Hed seen Guild about to drop the Desolation Engine and hed crossed the distance between them in the blink of an eye. Then hed teleported them both away, somewhere safe, somewhere the bomb couldnt hurt any innocent people. But was he fast enough to do that and teleport away again before it went off? Guilds hand was open when hed disappeared, the bomb already beginning its fall.

She helped Skulduggery up. He took something from the side of his head that looked like a metal spider and dropped it.

Do you think Fletcher made it? she asked softly. Skulduggery didnt answer.

Valkyrie took out her phone and dialled Fletchers number. It went straight to voicemail. She nodded then, closing off her mind, struggling to get back to the business at hand, even though there was a part of her, deep down, that was screaming. She hadnt known how much Fletcher had meant to her. She hadnt wanted to know. Scarabs still sitting there, she said.

And Sanguine is holding Guilds family hostage, Skulduggery told her. Then he staggered and she reached out to steady him. I cant go out there, he said. I need a few minutes to recover.

Ill take care of it. She ran out of the tunnel. An official scowled at her and she ignored him, got to the stairs and went straight for Scarab. He watched her coming. No smiles now.

Guild is gone, she said, sitting beside him. Fletcher teleported him away. Your little plan is over, OK? Its finished.

Teleporters, Scarab murmured, shaking his head. Never did like them.

Weve beaten you, she said with real, undiluted hatred. All these horrible things youve done and all my friends youve hurt, or killed, and its all for nothing. Weve beaten you and youve failed. Where is Guilds family?

Scarab rubbed his eyes. His hand, she saw, was trembling. He looked so old now. Old and sad and pathetic.

She put her hand on his shoulder, and dug her fingers into a nerve cluster. He twisted in sudden pain, but she didnt let go. Wheres his family?

Billy-Ray has them, he spat.

Are they alive?

Who knows?

She dug in harder. Where are they?

Dont know the street name. Call him. Ask him for directions if youre so damn eager.

She snatched the phone he took from his coat and as she did so, she snapped a handcuff around his wrist. She stood, stuffing the phone in her pocket and pulling him to his feet. She got him out on to the steps and cuffed his other wrist. She pushed him in front of her, heading back to the officials tunnel. The same official who had scowled at her came up to block their way. Valkyrie raised her hand to his chest and snapped her palm. The air rippled slightly and the official shot backwards. The people around her, unaware of the magic shed just used, thought this was hilarious.

She brought Scarab to the cover of the tunnel and shoved him towards Skulduggery.

Guilds family? Skulduggery asked.

Im going for them now, she said and hurried away, ignoring his protestations.

She ran up the steps and looked at Scarabs phone. There was only one number listed. She left the roar of the football crowd behind her and dialled it.

I aint seein no thousands of dead people on TV, came Sanguines voice.

Thats not happening today, she told him. Your daddys in shackles and the Desolation Engine is far away from here. All your little buddies have been beaten. Theres just you left.

An youre comin for me, that it, Valkyrie?

Thats it. Just you and me, Billy-Ray.

Is it my imagination or are you soundin particularly angry today?

If Fletcher is dead, I will kill you.

An youre in a vendetta kind of mood, huh? Well, heck, a girls gotta do what a girls gotta do, am I right? Get a car to Howth. Number forty-one, Nashville Drive.

Ill be there.

Ill be waitin.

She hung up.



The taxi made good time out of the city, and within minutes they were on the thin stretch of road to the peninsula of Howth. She could do this. She could take him. If he still had his magic, then no, she wouldnt be so stupid to come here alone. But he didnt have magic and Valkyrie did, and she was planning on using it. On the journey over she kept focused, kept her mind on what she was going to do, on what was about to happen. Not Fletcher. She didnt think about Fletcher. She couldnt.

Valkyrie paid the driver and hurried up to number forty-one. It was a nice house, like all the other nice houses on Nashville Drive. She didnt know how Sanguine had ended up here, but it didnt matter. The only thing that mattered was paying him back. Hed hurt her so now she was going to hurt him. If Guilds family was still alive, that was a bonus.

She wasnt going to be subtle. She didnt have the time or the temperament. She snapped both hands against the air, the space before her rippled and the front door flew off its hinges.

Valkyrie walked in, shadows writhing around her right hand, flames curling in her left. The living room was empty and so was the kitchen. She went in deeper, to the bedrooms. A woman and a girl were shackled together on the floor in the corner of the master bedroom, gags over their mouths.

She turned, expecting Sanguine to be rushing up behind her, but the hall was empty. With two pairs of frightened eyes on her, she stepped into the bedroom and nudged the door open fully. It swung slowly back and tapped the wall. She crossed to the ensuite, using the mirror inside to make sure it was clear, then she darted in, but there was nowhere for Sanguine to jump out at her.

She moved back into the bedroom. Her right hand flicked a trail of shadows under the bed. They didnt hit anything. Her eyes found the wardrobe, both slatted doors closed over. If he was in there, he was watching her right now and he could see how tense she was. How scared.

Valkyrie let the flames go out and abandoned the shadows. She pushed at the air and the wardrobe doors smashed to kindling. Clothes dropped from railings and hangers clashed, but when the debris had finished falling, there was nobody in there.

She went to the woman and the girl and pulled the gags from their mouths.

Where is he? she asked.

I dont know, the woman answered. She was younger than Valkyrie had expected. The girl looked to be about twelve. He put us in here ten minutes ago. We havent seen him since. Is Thurid all right?

Im sure hes fine, Valkyrie lied. There was nothing she could do about the shackles, but she burned through the ropes tying their feet and helped them up. Get your daughter out of here.

What are you going to do? You cant face him alone.

Sure I can.

Valkyrie used the shadows to break the window and she helped the mother and daughter out through it. Then she took out Scarabs phone and pressed redial. From somewhere else in the house, she heard Patsy Clines Crazy.

She stepped into the hall and held out her hand. The airs natural currents drifted by and she felt them and searched deeper. She barely noticed the shift in the air, but that was all it took and then she was walking forward. The phone was in the living room, on the table, and it stopped ringing when she neared. She waited until he was right behind her before turning.

The shadows stabbed at him, but Sanguine rolled, his straight razor flashing across Valkyries leg, but failing to cut through. Then he was up and she pushed at the air. It caught him in the shoulder and he spun right around, and came at her again.

He slammed into her and she sprawled over the coffee table, spilling the glossy magazines across the carpet. She tried to get up, but slipped on one of them. His knee came towards her. The world flashed and her head jerked back. He lifted her and threw her against the wall then he was up against her, his straight razor pressing into her throat.

Hush, he whispered.

She couldnt stop him from cutting her throat if she tried. She stopped struggling.

Good, he said and smiled. You actually came here alone, by God. You must be really mad to leave the skeleton behind. Did you think you could take me?

Yeah, she said through clenched teeth.

Now that, I think we can both agree, was a mistake. Do you think Im going to kill you? I should. I definitely should. Do you think I should?

Valkyrie didnt respond.

Youd probably say no, even if you thought I should, so I dont know why Im askin you.

Why didnt you kill them?

The broad and the kid? Saw no reason to. Only had em to force Guild to detonate the Engine. Despite what you may think, I dont generally kill without good reason. Its usually money, but sometimes its whim and I had neither. But killin you, princess, now that is somethin I have a very good reason for. You took my magic. You fouled up our plan. Wheres my dear ol daddy?

Skulduggery has him.

So he could be in shackles or he could be dead  you never know with that guy, huh? Heres the thing I find amusin  yall call me a psycho an yet you keep missin the point. Your friend Skulduggery is an ice-cold killer. I mean, that guy is seriously unhinged. Takes one to know one, right?

Hes adjusting.

Sanguine laughed. Now thats a good one! Thats one I should try! I didnt mean to kill all those nuns and orphans, Detective  Im adjustin! Oh, that is funny. But I think youre misunderstandin me. It wasnt his recent trip abroad that sent him nuts  hes been nuts the whole time. Yall just havent seen it.

If you kill me, she said, hell kill you.

I have no doubt. Which is why it is a very good thing that I have decided not to kill you. Dusk called a few minutes before you rang  he was hightailin it out of there before the bomb went off. He told me he bit you and I can see by the lovely wound on your neck that he wasnt lyin. He told me he bit you and he told me that I should probably reconsider my whole I want to kill Valkyrie Cain thing, like hes doin. Do you know why he told me that?

I dont.

You dont? Do you want me to tell you why he told me that? Do you?

Sure.

He smiled. He tasted your blood. Youve got very special blood. Do you know that?

She glared at him. Yes.

No, he said. I dont think you do. See, you figure youre descended from the Last of the Ancients and thats it, thats the scope of your uniqueness in its entirety. Im here to tell you, little lady, that that aint so. You got a whole host of other things goin for you. Not to give you too big a head or nothin, but everythin about you screams important. And Im talkin grand scale important. Everythin I hear about you just reinforces that whole idea that you, my dear, are a very special girl.

When I broke into the Necromancer Temple, I heard some of em talkin about you. They called you the Death Bringer. By the look on your face, I can see that you know what that is. Youre their Great Dark Hope apparently, now that Lord Viles gone. Imagine that. You and Lord Vile  one of a kind, huh? Aint that somethin?

He began tapping the blade against her skin.

Its a big responsibility now. The Death Bringers the one to save the world, aint that right? Are you ready to save the world, Valkyrie? And I dont mean save it from evil men or from twisted gods. I mean save the world from itself. Do you think youre worthy?

I dont know.

Well, youre honest. Ill give you that.

He tapped the blade and she waited until it was no longer touching her skin, then she slammed the darkness into him. He flew backwards, head over heels, his sunglasses dropping to the ground.

Damn it, he growled, I said I aint goin to kill you, didnt I? Didnt I say that?

But you didnt tell me why.

He got up slowly, brushing down his clothes. He looked at her without needing eyes. I get the feelin bad things are goin to happen, and I get the feelin that you are goin to be smack dab in the middle of it all. I aint killin you because, honestly and truly, lil darlin, its a lot more fun to keep you alive. That, I think, will be my real revenge. His smile returned and he nodded to the sunglasses at her feet. You mind?

She picked them up, thought about crushing them, but then tossed them to him.

He put them on. Much obliged.

The next time I hear that youre back in the country, Valkyrie said, Im going to assume youre here to kill me and I will go after you. And I wont let you walk away.

Im sure youll do your best, he nodded. Say goodbye to all of em for me, will you? Especially the sword lady. Ive taken quite a shine to her, I aint too embarrassed to say it.

Im sure shell be thrilled.

Sanguine laughed. Good luck to you, Valkyrie Cain. You got a lifetime of dark days ahead of you, if Im not mistaken. Id enjoy the quiet moments while you can.

He tapped a finger to his temple in a salute then turned and walked away.
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A QUIET MOMENT

[image: Image Missing]alkyrie took a taxi back to Croke Park just as the crowds were leaving the stadium. Half of them were singing; half of them werent. She didnt know whod won the game. She didnt care.

She called Skulduggery and he told her where he was. She went round to the back of the stadium, slipping by a Staff Only sign. She saw Cleavers loading Springheeled Jack into the back of a van. He was kicking and struggling. They closed the door and his pleas were instantly cut off.

Skulduggery stood with Ghastly and Shudder by the No Entry door. Caelan stood apart from them. They all turned and watched her as she approached. She didnt say anything.

Davina Marr led Scarab to a second van. She got in behind him, a Cleaver joined them and the van followed the other one away. Sorcerers filed into the stadium, their job being to cover up whatever needed to be covered up.

Dusk and Remus Crux are unaccounted for, Ghastly said. Vaurien Scapegrace too, though I dont really know if he counts.

I dont know about Crux or Scapegrace, Valkyrie said. but Sanguine and Dusk are over their revenge thing.

Skulduggery nodded and didnt ask any questions. The questions would come later, she knew.

Whered you lot disappear to? Fletcher Renn asked as he stepped out into the rain behind them.

Valkyrie turned, saw him there and the next moment she had her arms wrapped around him and her head on his shoulder. He laughed and hugged her back. He was soaking wet, but she didnt mind.

Thurid Guild hurried out after him and made straight for Skulduggery. My family, he said. Sanguine has

Theyre OK, Valkyrie said, stepping away from Fletcher and composing herself. Theyre in Howth, around Nashville Drive.

He looked at her, surprised. He was drenched too. He let them go?

I let them go, she said. But I dont think he was going to hurt them anyway. Youre the one they wanted to hurt.

What happened? Shudder asked Guild. Wheres the bomb?

Mr Renn teleported us over the ocean somewhere, Guild said.

I took this cruise once, Fletcher said. Thought Id like it. It was boring so I left halfway through. But I needed somewhere safe, somewhere without any people, and that popped into my head. I teleported there, dropped off the Grand Mage and teleported away again. He turned to Valkyrie. Your windows fixed by the way.

She frowned. You teleported into my room?

I didnt mean to. I didnt have time to think, you know? I just needed to get somewhere safe and I ended up there. No one saw me. Your room is still a mess though.

She scowled and he laughed.

The Desolation Engine detonated, Guild said, picking up the story. The blast left me unharmed, but I expect it vaporised every fish around me.

Better fish than people, Ghastly said.

Not if youre a fish, Shudder pointed out.

I was in the water, Guild continued, and I tried to imagine what it would have been like to have detonated that bomb with all those people around. You saved over 80,000 lives today, boy.

Fletchers smile kind of froze. II hadnt thought about it like that.

I owe you everything.

Uhwow.

I owe all of you everything.

But mostly me, Fletcher said.

Scarab is still alive, said Skulduggery. Marr has taken him into custody.

Guilds face slackened for a moment. Then she will learn the truth.

She might keep quiet about it, Ghastly offered.

No. No, she wont. And she shouldnt. After today, after what I was prepared to do, I think I deserve to be held accountable for my actions. If I am brought up on charges, so be it.

Thurid, Skulduggery said, were talking about possible jail time.

I am aware of the implications, Detective. But as for right now, I must go to my family. Thank you again, all of you. He walked away.

But mostly me, Fletcher called after him and Valkyrie punched his arm. The moment her fist made contact they teleported.

She looked around. They were in Kenspeckles Medical Bay.

I thought you might want that bite looked at, Fletcher grinned as he rubbed his arm. His hair was flattened and spiky in all the wrong places.

Your hair looks wonderful, she said.

He laughed and was about to retort when she grabbed his collar and pulled him into her. She clamped her lips around his mouth and mashed her face into his. He took a step back in surprise and she went with him, stepping in a patch of wet floor. Her legs went from under her and she flailed as she fell, whacking him in the throat on the way down. She looked up at him as he gagged and coughed, and from across the corridor she could hear Tanith laughing hysterically.

I think I need practice, Valkyrie muttered.
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ESCORTING THE PRISONER

[image: Image Missing]ow many times have I saved your life? Kenspeckle Grouse asked her. More than a few, Id wager. Ive cleaned cuts and sewn wounds and fixed bones, and every time you leave here I tell you to be careful. Are you ever careful? It seems to me you never are. Do you think Im joking when I tell you to take care? To stay out of trouble? To try and not get yourself killed? It appears to me, to poor, neglected, misunderstood, unappreciated little old me, that you do think Im joking. This worries me. Apart from anything else, it credits me with a sense of humour I neither possess nor desire.

I dont think youre joking, Valkyrie offered.

A vampire bite, Kenspeckle continued. Youre a victim of a vampire bite. Do you really think this is an appropriate injury for a young woman to have?

Probably not, though now Im curious as to what is an appropriate injury.

You got yourself bitten, Valkyrie. Your magic clothes didnt stop that from happening, did they? Your sharp tongue didnt fend off those sharp teeth, did it? You could have died, you silly girl, or at the very least be turned into one of those things.

She looked at him and said nothing.

His craggy face softened. The cure for a vampire bite is radically different depending on how long the victim waits before seeking treatment. Youre lucky you came to me immediately afterwards.

Im cured?

Youre cured.

Does that mean youll stop referring to me as a victim?

He sighed. Sometimes my bedside manner leaves something to be desired. I dont mean to lecture you all the time.

I dont mind it.

But I just wish youd be more careful.

So do I.

And how is the headache?

Almost gone. I dont know whats causing them. Maybe my brain is leaking.

For a brain to leak, you would first need a brain. Kenspeckle smiled, and his smile wavered. I think Tanith Low is scared of me.

Taniths not scared of anyone.

Fear and hatred are easily confused.

Just give her time. She knows it wasnt you who hurt her. How are you doing though?

Im fine. A nightmare or two, but thats to be expected. Its a blessing actually, the fact that I cant remember a thing that happened. I think that would be too much for me to handle. I never wanted to hurt anyone else ever again.

You didnt hurt Tanith, Valkyrie said as firmly as she could. The Remnant did. Youre you now, the Kenspeckle who lectures me while he heals me. Hes the only one thats real.

You are wise beyond your years.

Ive always thought so.

Kenspeckle kept her confined to bed for two days. Tanith was transferred to the bed next to her. Skulduggery called by a lot and Ghastly visited on the second day. Fletcher was always around and China, true to her word, didnt put in an appearance.

By the time she was leaving, Valkyries wounds were healed and the scars were fading. Marr called to tell them that Thurid Guild had requested that Skulduggery and Valkyrie be the ones to transport him from the Sanctuarys holding cell to the prison. Skulduggery had agreed, more out of curiosity than anything else, and he picked Valkyrie up on the street outside Kenspeckles building.

Were early, she said as she buckled her seatbelt.

I doubt Guild will care too much, Skulduggery responded, his sunglasses in place over his scarf and his hat pulled low. Hes looking at close to 300 years for his part in the Vanguard assassination and the cover-up. I dont think ten minutes is going to make that much of a difference to him, to be honest.

Why do you think he asked for us anyway? Surely there are friendlier faces to see him off?

You would think so, wouldnt you? Maybe he wants to thank you again for saving his family. Or maybe he has something to tell us.

A secret?

Confidential information perhaps. He is Grand Mage, after all.

Was.

Oh, Skulduggery said. Yes.

I wonder wholl take over. I wonder wholl want to. In the past three years one Grand Mage has been murdered and the other sent to jail. Whos going to want that job?

There will always be people who want power, Valkyrie. Never underestimate greed.

They stopped at a set of traffic lights and a group of lads stared at the Bentley until it moved off again.

Sometimes I wish you could drive a less noticeable car, she sighed.

I can, Skulduggery said. I just choose not to.

You know, I was thinking

Never a good start to any conversation.

Shut up. But I was thinking, maybe you should ask China to whip you up a faade tattoo, the same way she did for Ghastly. Then you wouldnt have to worry about your scarf and sunglasses.

He shrugged. Im considering it.

She arched an eyebrow. Really?

If she can do it, why not get it done?

What kind of face would you have? Would it be yours? Your own one, I mean. The one you used to have?

Skulduggery was quiet for a moment. That face is dead, he said eventually. Bringing it back would be

Painful?

He looked at her. I suppose.

She nodded, then smiled. Seeing you with a face would be weird. Do you think youd have hair?

Oh yes. Hair is a must.

Would you have a moustache?

Why would I have a moustache?

Im not sure. What about your ears?

Id have ears too, yes.

I cant imagine you with ears.

A few minutes later they pulled into the parking lot behind the Waxworks Museum and got out of the car. They walked to the museum door.

Im with Fletcher, Valkyrie said quickly. Skulduggery turned his head to her and didnt say anything.

Were together, kind of a boyfriend/girlfriend thing, she continued, all too aware of how stupid she was sounding. They walked through the museum corridors.

Well? she prompted. What do you think? Do you have an opinion on it? Are you going to say something?

Yes, he said at last.

He nodded to the wax figure of Phil Lynott, who told them they were expected, and Skulduggery led the way down the steps. Detective Pennant greeted them at the bottom and told them to wait in the Meeting Room while he brought Guild to them. They started walking again and Skulduggery spoke.

Valkyrie, ever since you brought me back Ive been distracted. My concentration hasnt been one hundred per cent and my focus islacking. I knew there was something between you two, but I didnt see it. I needed you to tell me. Who knows how all this might have gone if I hadnt been so distracted?

The Faceless Ones hunted you and tortured you, she said. That would distract just about anyone.

But I cant afford to be distracted any more. Darquesse is coming and we need to be at our sharpest. Somehow, for some reason, you are intrinsically linked to what is going to happen.

Ghastlys mother was a Sensitive, she said. He told me about this just before you went through the portal. She looked into the future and saw you and me fighting a creature of darkness. Ghastly said it was unimaginable evil  the world on the edge of destruction.

Sounds a lot like what Finbar and Cassandra are seeing.

They arrived at the Meeting Room and walked in. It was empty. Valkyrie took a deep breath and forced herself to continue speaking.

Every vision weve been told about so far, she said, they all end the same way. I die. I just want to be strong enough to save everyone else. I want to save my family.

Skulduggery looked at her.

So this, she said, whats happening and whats going to happen, this isnt your fault. You cant control everything and not everything is your responsibility. At Croke Park you said something about how you dont want to drag me around after you just so I can die beside you. I wanted to tell you then, but I didnt have the words and I didnt have the time. Im here because I choose to be. You save my life. I save yours. Thats how we work.

Until the end.

Until the end.

He stepped closer to her. Thank you for saving me, he said softly, and wrapped the bones of his arms around her. Valkyrie smiled and hugged him back.

They parted as the door opened and Pennant led Thurid Guild in. Guilds hands were shackled before him.

Hes all yours, Pennant said and left them.

Youre early, Guild said. Does the idea of my impending incarceration make you so eager you couldnt wait for the appointed time?

Its good to see you too, Thurid, Skulduggery said. Are you ready to go?

It looked like Guild was going to come back with another sarcastic remark, but then his face tightened and he nodded. Suddenly Valkyrie was feeling sorry for him. He was a man who had only been trying to do the right thing, and because of it, he was going to be taken away from his family and hed probably never see them again.

They walked out, Guild between them, passing sorcerers who averted their eyes from the former Grand Mage. Valkyrie didnt feel right. This was too much like being an executioner, walking the condemned man to the chamber.

How long before the Sanctuary is up and running again? Skulduggery asked.

A few more days, Guild answered, sounding relieved to be given the opportunity to talk about something other than his future. Most of the artefacts have been returned to the Repository and some departments have already resumed work. The inmates will be taken back to the Gaol tonight, under heavy security of course. Not that they mind. I expect theyre quite appreciative of any opportunity to be out of those cages. At least I wont be in a cage when Im in prison.

Good man, Skulduggery said. Keep looking on the bright side.

Guild glared at him. Why are you transporting me anyway? A feeble attempt to get in some last-minute taunts? It really is quite pathetic.

Skulduggerys head tilted. Were transporting you because you requested it.

Guild laughed bitterly. What is this nonsense? No, I didnt.

I spoke to Detective Marr. She said you asked for us.

Why would I ask for you two? I dont like you. I certainly have no wish to spend my last few moments outside of a prison cell with you.

They turned the corner and a man passed them wearing a raincoat with the hood pulled up. Valkyrie glimpsed his face.

Myron? she said, but he didnt turn.

Myron Stray? Skulduggery asked her.

Im pretty sure, Valkyrie said.

It cant be, Guild said as they watched the man walk on. The only people allowed past the Cleavers are people on the list  and Stray would never be on the list.

Im fairly certain that was him, Valkyrie insisted.

Myron, Skulduggery called loudly.

Detective Pennant rounded the far corner, heard Skulduggerys call and intercepted the man in the raincoat, yanking down the hood. Myron Stray had trails of dried blood around his ears and his mouth was tightly shut, even as his eyes bulged wildly.

Hes punctured his eardrums, Skulduggery said.

Valkyrie frowned. Why?

Because someone told him to.

Stray jerked away from Pennants grip and his hand came out of his pocket. Pennant saw the Desolation Engine with its churning red liquid and he immediately backed off.

Hes being controlled, Skulduggery said. Run! he roared. Evacuate the building!

Valkyrie could see the tears in Strays eyes and the bomb went off. It exploded with a soft whump. The liquid turned to a ball of red energy and the energy expanded. It seared the flesh from Strays bones and boiled his blood to steam. It travelled across his body, his bones turning to ash. The ground he had been standing on was now a carpet of dust. Pennant tried to run, but he was far too slow. He didnt even have time to scream.

Skulduggery wrapped an arm around Valkyries waist  with his other he gripped Guild  and they rose off the ground and flew. They flew through the corridor, whipping by startled sorcerers who saw what was coming, but were powerless to escape. Valkyrie watched the walls crumble and the people die, and still the ball of energy grew and chased them, faster than they could possibly move.

When the walls crumbled, the ceiling caved in and Skulduggery took them upwards. They veered to avoid falling masonry and the ball of energy found Guild and he screamed as his trailing leg disintegrated. They rose through darkness with his screams, then they burst into brightness and rain, and still they rose, and the ball of energy reached its peak and retracted.

They landed on a rooftop. Guild had passed out, the stump of his leg cauterised by the very energy that had wounded him. Skulduggery laid him down and joined Valkyrie at the edge. The Waxworks Museum cracked and tumbled into the chasm of dust. They watched the Bentley topple and crunch down below street level, the ground opening up to swallow it. The building they were standing on shook, but stayed solid. And then the rumbling was over, and there were only the clouds of dust and car alarms.
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BACK TO HAGGARD

[image: Image Missing] little over thirty-two hours later, Valkyrie climbed through her bedroom window. The reflection stepped into the mirror and she absorbed its memories. She got dressed in the clothes it had been wearing and went downstairs. She made her mother a cup of tea and sat at the kitchen table and watched her father demonstrate the new baby seat hed bought for the car. She did her best to smile at his antics.

The Sanctuary was gone. Destroyed. Twenty-nine sorcerers and twenty-one Cleavers had been killed. Davina Marr was missing and every surviving agent was hunting for her.

Theyd questioned Scarab in his prison cell and he denied all knowledge. He claimed he had never been in contact with Marr. She was not part of his plan. He enjoyed the fact that such destruction was brought down by one of the Sanctuarys own agents.

Skulduggery didnt know why Marr had done what she did, but he knew how. The Desolation Engine that had been recovered at the castle had never been handed over to be deactivated. Marr had kept it and then given it to Myron Stray. She had made sure his name was on the list so that he could enter the Sanctuary without incident, and she had done her best to make sure that Skulduggery and Valkyrie were there also. Using Strays true name, she had commanded him to burst his own eardrums so that he couldnt hear orders that would conflict with hers. Skulduggery theorised that she would have instructed him to keep his mouth shut and warn nobody of what he was about to do. She ordered him to do everything but be unafraid, and so Myron Stray had walked into the Sanctuary fully aware of what he was about to do, but completely unable to prevent it.

As far as the rest of the country knew, the old Waxworks Museum had collapsed all by itself, and it was a miracle that nobody was hurt. The truth had no place in the newspapers. The dead were mourned privately and quietly, the rubble was cleared and the giant hole was filled in. In a few more days, Skulduggery had told her, there would be no sign that the Sanctuary had ever existed there.

Valkyrie went upstairs, pulled on shorts and a vest and went to bed early with the rain gently tapping the window. Within five minutes she was asleep.
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WHISPERS

[image: Image Missing]he nightmare woke her.

She sat up and slowly swung her legs out of bed. It was cold and her room was dark. The house was quiet. It was the middle of the night. Her nightmare clung to her with its smoky tendrils, clouding her mind, and she became aware of a low whispering in the room.

The dream whisperer Cassandra had given her lay on the shelf where shed left it, and it was talking to Valkyrie in hushed tones that seemed to reach right inside her mind, bringing the nightmare back to her as a headache began to pound against her temples.

And now, finally, she could see it. At last, she could remember what had been plaguing her ever since she heard the name two days ago.

The whisperer kept whispering and Valkyrie saw her nightmare again in her mind. She saw Serpine and his glittering emerald eyes. She saw the fight in the Repository three years earlier, when hed gone up against Skulduggery. The Book of Names had fallen and shed glanced at it. Shed seen her own given name of Stephanie Edgley and her taken name of Valkyrie Cain. And, in the last column, the final thing shed glimpsed that she was only now remembering

She shouldnt have been surprised, of course. She had felt it within her, even before she knew of magic, that part of her that was descended from the god-killer. The Last of the Ancients had been powerful and mighty, and he had hurled the Sceptre deep into the earth  but there was no forgetting the fact that he was also a murderer. After he had killed his gods, he had murdered his brethren.

For now Valkyrie remembered where she had seen that name before. In the Book of Names, in that final column. Next to Stephanie Edgley, next to Valkyrie Cain. Her true name. The only name that ever really mattered.

Darquesse.
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This book is dedicated, with great reluctance, to my editor, Nick Lake, because he is forcing me to.


Personally, I would have liked to include Gillie Russell and Michael Stearns who, along with Nick, really welcomed me into the publishing world with my first book.
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Here, Nick. You finally get a book dedicated to you. Hope you’re                        happy.

                      

(Editor’s Note: Nick Lake is a great guy.)
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WREATH’S TASK

[image: Image Missing]he doors swung open and High Priest Auron Tenebrae strode into the room, his robe swirling around his tall, narrow frame. To his right was Quiver, a miser with words, but overly generous with withering glares. To Tenebrae’s left, Craven, a bland sycophant, possessed of an uncanny skill to worm his way into his superior’s good graces. Solomon Wreath had been seeing far too much of all three lately.

“Cleric Wreath,” Tenebrae said, nodding imperiously at him.

“Your Eminence,” Wreath responded, bowing deeply. “To what do I owe the honour?”

“Why do you think we’re here?” Craven said, almost sneered. “You’re late with your report. Did you think the High Priest would forget? Do you think him a fool?”

“I do not think him a fool, no,” Wreath answered calmly. “But as to the intelligence of the people who accompany him, I’m afraid I cannot say.”

“An insult!” Craven screeched. “How dare you! How dare you use a derogatory tone in the presence of the High Priest!”

“Enough,” Tenebrae sighed, “both of you. Your constant bickering tries my patience.”

“My humblest apologies,” Craven said immediately, bowing and closing his eyes, his lower lip trembling on the verge of tears. A magnificent performance, as usual.

“Yes,” Wreath said. “Sorry about that.”

“Despite Cleric Craven’s overt dramatics,” Tenebrae said, “he is quite correct to point out that you are late with your report. How is Valkyrie Cain progressing through her studies?”

“She’s a fast learner,” said Wreath. “As far as the practical side goes anyway. She’s a natural at shadow casting, and every time I see her she’s improved.”

“And the philosophical aspect?” Quiver asked.

“Is not progressing nearly as smoothly,” Wreath admitted. “She doesn’t seem to be at all interested in the history or the teachings of the Order. It’s going to take a lot to open her mind to it.”

“The skeleton has already poisoned her against us,” Tenebrae said bitterly.

“I fear you may be right. But I still think the effort is worth it.”

“And I have yet to be convinced.”

“Just because the girl is a fast learner,” Quiver said, “does not mean she is the Death Bringer.”

“Cleric Quiver speaks the truth,” Tenebrae nodded.

Wreath did his best to look humble, keeping his comments to himself. He’d been searching for their saviour, for the one who would save the world from itself, for most of his life. He knew full well the danger of false hope and blind alleys – he’d had his fair share of both. But Valkyrie Cain was different. He felt it. Valkyrie Cain was the one.

“She troubles me,” Tenebrae said. “Does she have potential? Absolutely. With training and with study, she could be the best of us. But the best of us still falls far short of what the Death Bringer should be.”

“I’ll keep working with her,” Wreath said. “In two years. maybe three, we’ll have a better understanding of what she’s capable of.”

“Three years?” Tenebrae laughed. “A lot can happen, as we have seen, in a short space of time. Serpine. Vengeous. The Diablerie. Dare we risk being sidetracked by a mistake? While we are busy testing Miss Cain, another one of Mevolent’s disciples might actually succeed in their insane goals and bring back the Faceless Ones for good. What if, as you yourself fear, Cleric Wreath, Lord Vile returns to punish us all? If that happens, our plans mean nothing. There will be no world left to save.”

“Then what does His Eminence suggest?” Wreath asked.

“We need to know if we are wasting our time with this one.”

“A Sensitive,” Craven nodded.

“We’ve tried this before,” Wreath argued. “None of our psychics are able to tell us anything.”

“Reading the future has never been a particular talent of the Necromancer Order,” Tenebrae said. “Our Sensitives are somewhat lacking when it comes to fortune-telling. But there is another I keep hearing about. Finbar something…”

“Finbar Wrong,” Wreath said. “But he knows Valkyrie personally. It would raise too many questions. Even if he didn’t know her, I doubt he’d ever aid our cause. As I keep reminding you, nobody out there likes us.”

“We’re working to save them all!” Craven barked, and this time not even the High Priest paid him any attention.

“The psychic will help us,” Tenebrae said, “and afterwards he will remember nothing about it. Cleric Wreath, I want you to take the Soul Catcher and release the Remnant we have trapped inside it.”

Wreath’s face slackened. “Your Eminence, Remnants are highly dangerous…”

“Oh, I trust your ability to handle any situation,” Tenebrae said with an airy wave of his hand. “Have it possess this Finbar person, and if he sees a future where Valkyrie Cain is the Death Bringer, and he sees her saving the world, then we can put all our energies into making sure she fulfils her potential. If he does not see this future, we forget about her, and our search continues.”

“But using the Remnant…”

“Once the job is done, simply return it to the Soul Catcher. What could be easier?”





2
THE SMILING DETECTIVE

[image: Image Missing]hristmas was a few days away, and all but one of the houses on this suburban Dublin street had lights in the windows. Three of the most competitive neighbours had filled their small gardens with flickering Santas and frolicking reindeer, and some idiot had even wrapped a cable of fairy lights round the lamp post outside his gate. There was no snow, but the night was cold, and frost clung to the city like glitter.

The big car that rolled to a stop outside the house with no lights was a 1954 Bentley R-Type Continental, one of only 208 ever made. It was an exquisite car, retro-fitted with modern conveniences, adapted to the needs of its owner. It was fast, it was powerful, and if it received even the slightest of dents, it would fall apart.

That’s what the mechanic had said. He’d done all he could, used all his knowledge and all his abilities to bring this car back from the brink so many times – but the next dent, he promised, would be its last. All the tricks he’d used to keep it going, to bend it back into shape, would be counteracted. The glass would shatter, the metal would rupture, the frame would buckle, the tyres would burst, the engine would crack… The only way to avoid complete and utter catastrophe, the mechanic had said, was to make sure you weren’t in the car when all this happened.

Skulduggery Pleasant got out first. He was tall and thin, and wore a dark blue suit and black gloves. His hair was brown and wavy, and his cheekbones were high and his jaw was square. His skin was slightly waxy and his eyes didn’t seem capable of focusing, but it was a pretty good face, all things considered. One of his better ones.

Valkyrie Cain got out of the passenger side. She zipped up her black jacket against the cold, and joined Skulduggery as he walked up to the front door. She glanced at him, and saw that he was smiling.

“Stop doing that,” she sighed.

“Stop doing what?” Skulduggery responded in that gloriously velvet voice of his.

“Stop smiling. The person we want to talk to lives in the only dark house on a bright street. That’s not a good sign.”

“I didn’t realise I was smiling,” he said.

They stopped at the door, and Skulduggery made a concerted effort to shift his features. His mouth twitched downwards. “Am I smiling now?”

“No.”

“Excellent,” he said, and the smile immediately sprang back up.

Valkyrie handed him his hat. “Why don’t you get rid of the face? You’re not going to need it in here.”

“You’re the one telling me how much I should practise,” he said, but slid his gloved fingers beneath his shirt collar anyway, tapping the symbols etched into his collarbones. The face and hair retracted off his head, leaving him with a gleaming skull.

He put on his hat, cocked at a jaunty angle. “Better?” he asked.

“Much.”

“Good.” He knocked, and took out his gun. “If anyone asks, we’re scary carollers.”

Humming ‘Good King Wenceslas’ to himself, he knocked again, and still no one answered the door, and no lights came on.

“What do you bet everyone’s dead?” Valkyrie asked.

“Are you just being incredibly pessimistic,” Skulduggery asked, “or is that ring of yours telling you something?”

The Necromancer ring was cold on her finger, but no colder than usual. “It’s not telling me anything. I can only sense death through it when I’m practically standing over the dead body.”

“Which is an astonishingly useful ability, I have to say. Hold this.”

He gave her his gun, and crouched down to pick the lock. She looked around, but no one was watching them.

“It might be a trap,” she said, speaking softly.

“Unlikely,” he whispered. “Traps are usually enticing.”

“It might be a very rubbish trap.”

“Always a possibility.”

The lock clicked open. Skulduggery straightened up, put his lock picks away, and took his gun back.

“I need a weapon,” Valkyrie muttered.

“You’re an Elemental with a Necromancer ring, trained in a variety of martial arts by some of the best fighters in the world,” Skulduggery pointed out. “I’m fairly certain that makes you a weapon.”

“I mean a weapon you hold. You have a gun, Tanith has a sword… I want a stick.”

“I’ll buy you a stick for Christmas.”

She glowered as he pushed the door. It opened silently, without even a creepy old creak. Skulduggery went first and Valkyrie followed, closing the door after them. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to this level of gloom, and Skulduggery, who had no eyes for this to be a problem, waited until she tapped him before moving on. They passed through into the living room, where she tapped him again. He looked at her, and she pointed to the Necromancer ring. It was buzzing with a dreadful kind of cold energy as it fed off the death in the room.

They found the first dead body sprawled across the couch. The second was slumped in the corner, amid the wreckage of what once had been a side table. Skulduggery looked closely at each of them, then shook his head at Valkyrie. Neither was the man they were looking for.

They moved into the kitchen, where they found a third corpse, face down on the floor. Were his head not twisted all the way around, he would have been looking up at the ceiling. A bottle lay beside his hand, smashed against the tiles, and the smell of beer was still strong.

The rest of the ground floor was clear of corpses, so they went to the stairs. The first one creaked, and Skulduggery stepped back off it. He wrapped his arms around Valkyrie’s waist, and they rose off the ground and drifted up to the body on the landing. It was a woman, who had died curled up in a foetal position.

There were three bedrooms and one bathroom. The bathroom was empty, as was the first bedroom they checked. The second bedroom had scorch marks on the wall and another dead woman halfway out of a window. Valkyrie guessed this woman was the one responsible for the scorch marks – she’d tried to defend herself, then tried to run. Neither attempt had worked.

There was someone alive in the last bedroom. They could hear whoever it was in the wardrobe, trying not to make a sound. They heard a deep breath being taken as they approached, and then there was absolute silence for all of thirteen seconds. The silence ended with a ridiculously loud gasping for air. Skulduggery thumbed back the hammer of his gun.

“Come out,” he said.

The wardrobe burst open and a shrieking madman leaped out at Valkyrie. She batted down his arm, grabbed his shirt and twisted her hip into him, his shriek turning to a yelp as he hit the floor.

“Don’t kill me,” he sobbed as he lay there. “Oh God, please don’t kill me.”

“If you had let me finish,” Skulduggery said, slightly annoyed, “you would have heard me say, ‘Come out, we’re not going to hurt you’. Idiot.”

“He probably wouldn’t have said idiot,” Valkyrie told the sobbing man. “We’re trying our best to be nice.”

The man blinked through his tears, and looked up. “You’re… You’re not going to kill me?”

“No, we’re not,” Valkyrie said gently, “so long as you wipe your nose right now.”

The man sniffled into his sleeve and she stood back, trying not to shiver with revulsion. He got up.

“You’re Skulduggery Pleasant,” he said. “I’ve heard about you. The Skeleton Detective.”

“Season’s greetings,” Skulduggery nodded. “This is my partner, Valkyrie Cain. And you are…?”

“My name is Ranajay. I live here with my… with my friends. It’s so nice, living next to all these normal people. We really liked living here. Me and my… Me and my friends…”

Ranajay looked like he was going to start sobbing again, so Valkyrie cut in quickly. “Who did this? Who killed everyone?”

“I don’t know. A big guy. Huge. He wore a mask, and spoke with an accent. His eyes were red.”

“What did he want?” Skulduggery asked.

“He came here looking for a friend of mine.”

Valkyrie frowned. “Ephraim Tungsten?”

“Yes,” Ranajay said. “How did you know?”

“That’s who we want to talk to. We believe he’s been in contact with a killer we’ve been tracking for five months.”

“Davina Marr, right? That detective who went bad, blew up the Sanctuary? That’s why the big guy wanted Ephraim too.”

“Do you know if Marr has been in touch with Ephraim?” Skulduggery asked.

“Oh, she has, yes. Paid him to make her a false ID and arrange to get her out of the country. That’s what Ephraim does. When people have to disappear, he takes care of it. Only this time he didn’t. I think after he realised what she’d done, he didn’t want any part of it. The detective, Marr, she came looking for everything she’d paid for after the Sanctuary fell into the ground, but he was gone. She tore this place up three times in the same month looking for him. Haven’t seen her since then. Haven’t seen Ephraim either. We all thought it’d be safer if we stayed away from him, you know? Fat lot of good that did my friends.”

“The man who killed them,” Skulduggery said, “did you tell him where Ephraim is?”

Ranajay shook his head. “Didn’t have to. I knew what he wanted to know. I think that’s the only reason he didn’t kill me. Ephraim had told me, ages ago, that the only thing he’d done for Marr was to set up places for her to stay in three spots across the city. That’s all the information the big guy wanted, just to know where Marr was staying.”

“Can you tell us the three spots?”

“Are you going after him?” asked Ranajay.

“Our main priority is Davina Marr, but the man who killed your friends has just made it to number two on our list.”

“You’ll stop him?”

“If we can.”

“You’ll kill him?”

“If we have to.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’ll tell you.”
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TESSERACT

[image: Image Missing]e was a giant of a man, his thick-set muscles stretching the dusty black coat he wore, but he was quiet, she had to give him that. Smart too, to get this close to her without setting off the alarms. Probably dismantled them as he came, she thought as she flung herself through the window into the cold air. Taking his time, doing it right, the way any good assassin should. She knew who he was, of course. Killers that size tended to be conspicuous, and only one of them wore a metal mask over his scarred and misshapen face. The Russian, Tesseract.

She hit the ground and rolled, shards of broken glass accompanying her down. She reached into her jacket, found the trigger device, flicked the safety off with her thumb and pressed the red button without even taking it out of her pocket. He was up there, right now, and she would only get one chance at this.

But when there was no big explosion, she looked up to see him climbing out of the window overhead. He’d dismantled the explosives. Of course he had. Davina Marr didn’t even bother to curse. She just ran.

The ground was wet with recent rain, and she slipped in the mud and scrambled up again. All that time and effort spent fortifying this pitiful excuse for a dwelling, all for nothing. The security measures she’d placed at every conceivable entrance to the disused construction site had turned out to be useless. The traps she’d set on the metal stairs to the foreman’s office in which she’d been living had turned out to be less than useless. The big brute had entered silently and it had only been pure luck that she’d happened to look up in time.

She ran to her car, but if he was as meticulous as she thought he was, he’d already have sabotaged the engine, so she broke left, running for the tall fence that bordered the east side of the site. She heard quick footsteps behind her and decided to try to lose him in the maze of cargo containers. It was a moonless night, too dark to see much of anything, and she hoped he was finding it as difficult in this gloom as she was. There was a heavy clang, followed by footsteps on metal, and he was moving above her, across the top of the containers, aiming to cut her off before she reached the fence.

Marr doubled back, wishing that she’d had time to grab her gun off the table before she’d made that jump. Magic was all well and good, she often thought, but having a loaded gun in your hand was a reassurance like no other.

She ducked low and crept along, keeping her breathing under control. She couldn’t hear him any more. He was either still up there and not moving, or he was down here, in the muck and the mud and the dark, with her. Possibly sneaking up on her right now. Marr glanced over her shoulder, saw nothing but shadows.

She tried to remember what Tesseract’s chosen discipline was. He was an Adept, she knew that much, but beyond that, his magic was a mystery to her. She hoped it wasn’t the ability to see in the dark. That would be just typical, and it’d fit right in with how her luck had been going these past few months. All she’d wanted to do was go home, for God’s sake. Marr was from Boston, born and raised, and that’s where she wanted to die. Not here, in wet and muddy Ireland.

She got on her belly and crawled through a gap between pallets. She took another look behind her, to make sure he wasn’t reaching out to grab her ankle, and then considered her options. They weren’t great, and they weren’t many, and hiding wasn’t one of them. He’d find her eventually, probably sooner rather than later. She could try the east fence again, or she could go all the way back to the entrance at the south. Heading west was out of the question, seeing as how there was nothing there but acres of flat ground with no cover.

Marr propped herself up on her elbows, the cold wetness seeping through her clothes, and looked straight out in front, due north. There was another fence there, higher than the east side, but it was closer, and at least there were pallets and machinery she could duck behind if she needed to.

She inched forward, out through the gap, coming up on her hunkers. There were a couple of barrels stacked up on top of each other, and she hurried to them. Still no sign of Tesseract.

Running bent over, she came up around a bulldozer and made a mad dash for the next piece of cover. The chain-link fence was maybe twenty strides away. It was tall, as high as a house, taller than she’d remembered, but Marr felt sure she could jump it. She allowed herself a moment to envy the Skeleton Detective and his newfound ability to fly. That would really come in handy right about now. She gauged the distance and felt the currents in the air, reckoning that she’d need a running start to clear the fence successfully.

She looked back, making sure Tesseract wasn’t anywhere nearby. She scanned her surroundings carefully, methodically, pivoting her head slowly, on the alert for the slightest movement. It took her a full second to realise that she was looking straight at him as he ran at her. She couldn’t help it – she gave a short yelp of fright and stumbled back, tripping over her own feet.

Slipping and sliding on the wet ground, Marr scrambled for the fence. She flung her arms wide, hands open and grasping, then pulled the air in around her and lifted herself up, away from the mud. She wasn’t even halfway to the top when she realised she wasn’t going to make it. She managed to steer herself closer and reached out, fingers slipping through the links just as she started to drop. Her body swung into the rattling fence, her fingers burning. She looked down, saw him looking up, silent behind his metal mask. She started climbing, using only her hands. She glanced down. Tesseract was climbing up after her.

God, but he was quick.

It started to rain again, and the droplets soon began to sting against her face. Tesseract was closing the gap between them with alarming speed, his long arms reaching further than hers, and his great muscles hauling his body after her without tiring. As for Marr, her muscles were already complaining, and as she neared the top, they were screaming. Still, better them than her, she reckoned.

Below her, Tesseract had stalled. It looked like he’d snagged that coat of his in the fence somehow. Marr couldn’t spare the time to be smug about it, but she promised herself a smirk when this was all over.

She clambered over the top, pausing a moment to estimate how high up she was, and then let herself fall. The street rushed towards her, and as she prepared to use the air to slow her descent, she glanced at Tesseract. In an instant she saw that he hadn’t stalled, but had been cutting through the links with a knife.

As she passed him on her way down, he reached through the fence and grabbed her arm. Her body jerked and twisted. She cried out and he held her for a moment, then let her fall. She tumbled head over heels to the street below. Her shoulder hit the pavement first and shattered, and her head smacked against the concrete. Marr lay there, waiting for Tesseract to jump down and finish the job. And then a familiar car came screeching around the corner, and she blacked out.
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GRANDER SCALES

[image: Image Missing]kulduggery braked, the Bentley swerving to a perfect stop on the slippery road. Valkyrie threw the door open and jumped out. Davina Marr lay in a crumpled heap on the pavement, several bones obviously broken.

A man landed behind Marr, a big man in a metal mask, and Skulduggery appeared beside Valkyrie, gun in hand.

“You’re Tesseract,” he said. “You are, aren’t you? Who hired you? Who are you working for?”

The man, Tesseract, didn’t even look at him. His red eyes were focused on Marr. He moved towards her and Skulduggery stepped into his path. Immediately, Tesseract grabbed the gun, twisting it from Skulduggery’s grip. Skulduggery grabbed the bigger man’s elbow and wrist and wrenched, and the gun fell back into his hand.

“Get her to the car!” Skulduggery ordered, and Valkyrie grabbed Marr and started dragging her away.

As they struggled for control of the weapon, Tesseract kicked Skulduggery’s leg and Skulduggery kneed Tesseract’s thigh. They headbutted each other as they locked and counter-locked, using moves Valkyrie had never seen before. She heard the gun click, but their hands were covering it so she couldn’t see what was happening. Finally, Tesseract flipped Skulduggery over his hip, but Skulduggery took the gun with him. He rolled and came up, aiming dead-centre for Tesseract’s chest, and the fight froze.

Valkyrie shoved Marr into the back seat of the Bentley, and looked back in time to see Tesseract hold out his fist, and slowly open his hand. Six bullets fell to the ground.

“I thought it was a bit light,” Skulduggery muttered, putting the gun away.

Valkyrie considered helping, but she’d never even heard of this guy Tesseract, and she knew how dangerous it was to charge into a fight without knowing who your enemy was. Instead, she slipped in behind the wheel of the Bentley.

The priority here was Marr, and they had her, after all this time. Valkyrie wasn’t about to risk letting her escape again. She put the Bentley in reverse, like she’d done a hundred times before under Skulduggery’s tutelage, then yanked the wheel. The car spun and she put it in first. She sped away from the fight, rounded the corner and kept going. There was no other traffic on the road.

Valkyrie took another corner a little too sharply, but maintained control. Something moved in the rear-view mirror and then Skulduggery was flying alongside the car. He nodded to her and she braked and slid over to the passenger side. Skulduggery got in behind the wheel and they took off again.

She frowned. “Are we not going back for him?”

“For Tesseract?” Skulduggery said. “Good God, no.”

“But he’s in shackles, right? You beat him?”

“I like to think I beat him in a moral sense, in that he’s an assassin and I’m not, but apart from that, no, not really.”

Valkyrie turned in her seat, looking at the dark street behind them, then settled back. “Who is he?”

“Assassin for hire, is all I know. I recognised him from his sheer size, and the fact that he wears a metal mask. I’ve never encountered him before. That’s probably a good thing. But let’s not dwell on the new enemy we might have made tonight. Let’s dwell instead on the old enemy we’ve got in the back seat. Hello, Davina. You’re under arrest for multiple counts of murder. You have the right to not much at all, really. Do you have anything to say in your defence?”

Marr remained unconscious.

“Splendid,” Skulduggery said happily



The Hibernian Cinema stood old and proud and slightly bewildered, like a senior citizen who’d wandered away from his tour group. It had no part in the Dublin that surrounded it. It hadn’t been refurbished or refitted, it didn’t have twenty screens on different floors and it didn’t have banks of concession stands. What it did have were old movie posters on its walls, frayed carpeting, a single stall for popcorn and drinks, and a certain mustiness that agitated long-dormant allergies. The one screen it did possess only ever showed one thing – the black and white image of a brick wall with a door to one side.

But beyond that screen were corridors of clean white walls and bright lighting, rooms of scientific and mystical equipment, a morgue capable of dissecting a god and a Medical Bay that Valkyrie visited on a worryingly regular basis.

Kenspeckle Grouse shambled in, dressed in a bathrobe and slippers, what remained of his grey hair sticking up at odd angles. He looked grumpy, but then he always looked grumpy.

“What,” he said, “do you want?”

“We have a patient for you,” said Skulduggery, nodding to Davina Marr on the bed beside him.

Kenspeckle glared at the shackles around her wrists. “Don’t know her,” he said. “Take her to someone else. She’s your prisoner, isn’t she? Take her to one of those Sanctuary doctors, wake them up in the middle of the night.”

“We can’t do that. This is Davina Marr. She’s the one who destroyed the Sanctuary.”

Some of the grumpiness vanished from Kenspeckle’s eyes, replaced by a kind of disgusted curiosity. “This is her, then? You finally found her?” He walked closer. “She’s a bit the worse for wear, but I have to admit I’m surprised she’s still alive. Are you getting less ruthless as you get older, Detective?”

“We didn’t do this to her,” Valkyrie said, not comfortable with where Kenspeckle’s questions were heading. “We saved her, actually. She’d be dead if it wasn’t for Skulduggery.”

Kenspeckle pulled back one of Marr’s eyelids. “I put that down to your good influence, Valkyrie. But that still doesn’t explain why you haven’t taken her to the authorities. You are, after all, Sanctuary Detectives once again, are you not?”

“We want to keep this quiet,” Skulduggery said. “Things are too volatile at the moment. If we hand her over to the Cleavers, I doubt she’ll even get a trial. They’ll execute her on the spot.”

Kenspeckle traced his hands lightly around Marr’s head. “From what I remember, you’ve executed your fair share of guilty people in the past.”

“I’m not here to argue with you, Professor. The fact is, I don’t believe she was working alone when she decided to destroy the Sanctuary, and I fear that her allies, or her bosses, will try to have her killed before she can name them. I’m fairly confident they’re the ones who hired the assassin.”

“Ah,” Kenspeckle said, “so it’s not mercy that stays your hand – it’s a grander scale of ruthlessness.”

Skulduggery cocked his head. “This woman is responsible for the deaths of fifty people, but there are others who also share that responsibility. They’re all going to pay.”

“Well,” Kenspeckle said, “justice can wait, can it not? Your prisoner has a serious head injury. She’s staying with me until she’s out of danger. It should be a few hours. A day at the most.”

“She’s going to need someone to stand guard over her.”

“You think she poses a threat? She’ll be unconscious until I say otherwise.”

“And what if the assassin comes looking for her?”

“First he’d have to know who she’s with, then where to find me, and lastly he’d have to get past my defences, for which he’d need an army. Leave me now. I’ll get in touch when she’s strong enough to answer your questions.”



With nothing left for them to do, they walked back to the Bentley. Valkyrie buckled her seatbelt as they pulled out on to the road. Skulduggery was using the façade again. Ghastly Bespoke’s façade gave him his own face every time, minus the scars, but Skulduggery hadn’t been able to decide on one look, so China made it so that his façade changed every time. Same cheekbones, same jaw, but all the rest was brand-new.

“Could you drop me off at Gordon’s?” Valkyrie asked.

Skulduggery raised an eyebrow – a newly acquired skill. “You don’t want to go home to Haggard?”

“It’s not that, it’s just that I haven’t been to Gordon’s in a while, and it’s nearly Christmas. Around this time every year when I was a kid, we’d go up there, to his big house. I loved that part of Christmas, because, finally, someone would talk to me like I was a person, you know? A grown-up person, not a child. That’s what I loved about him the most.”

“Ah, there it is,” Skulduggery said, and nodded.

“Sorry?”

“That, right there. That story you just told. That little excerpt from your life. That’s the most annoying thing about Christmas. Everyone has these little stories about what Christmas means to them. You don’t get that at any other time of the year. You don’t get people telling you what Easter means to them, or St Patrick’s Day. But everyone opens up at Christmas time.”

“Wow,” Valkyrie said. “I never noticed before, but you’re a grouch.”

“No, I’m not.”

“You’re a Grinch.”

“I am neither a Grinch nor a grouch. I like Christmas as much as the next person, so long as the next person is as unsentimental as I am.”

“Sentimental’s nice.”

“You hate sentimental.”

“But not at Christmas. At Christmas, sentimental is a perfectly fine thing to be. It is allowed. In moderation, naturally. I don’t want anyone, you know, being sentimental around me, but in principle I have no problem with… uh…”

“What? What’s wrong?”

“Um, the façade…”

Skulduggery tilted his head, and the left side of his face drooped down off his skull, looking like melted rubber.

“I think something’s going a bit wonky,” said Valkyrie.

Skulduggery felt his ear flapping against his lapel and took hold of his face with one hand and hoisted it back up again. He gathered a thick fold around his forehead, trying his best to manoeuvre an eye back into its socket. “This is a tad undignified,” he murmured. “Do please tell me if we’re about to crash into something.”

“Maybe you should let me drive.”

“I saw how you drove a few hours ago. I’m not letting you behind the wheel of this car ever again.” His voice was muffled because his lips were sliding down his jaw. “Do I look better now?”

“Oh, much.”

He did his best to keep his nose in one place.

“So will I pick you up from Gordon’s once your lapse into sentimentality is over? We have that meeting to go to, in case you’ve forgotten.”

“How could I have forgotten?” she asked dryly. “I’ve been looking forward to this incredibly boring meeting for days, I really and truly have, oh boy oh boy.”

“You appear to have found a new level of sarcasm,” Skulduggery nodded. “Impressive.”

“And no, you don’t have to pick me up. I’ll get Fletcher to pop by. Of course, if you change your mind and decide I don’t have to go to this incredibly boring meeting, I can take my time about it all, and really get the sentimentality out of my system for good.”

“And deprive you of your chance to be there? I actually think you’ll be surprised by how interesting it all is.”

“I actually think I’d be very surprised.”

“But we’ll be electing a new Grand Mage. This is history in the making, Valkyrie.”

“And how long do you think the new Grand Mage will last before he’s either murdered or imprisoned?”

“You’re too young to be so cynical.”

“I’m not cynical. I just happen to remember the last four years. You give me one good reason why I should go. One good reason why I would be even remotely interested in attending.”

“Erskine Ravel will be there.”

“Well, OK then.”

Skulduggery laughed, and let go of his face. After a dangerous quiver, it settled down and stopped misbehaving, apart from the ear that was slowly drifting towards his chin.
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[image: Image Missing]ith the morning sun barely making an effort to through the windows, Valkyrie’s dead uncle made a steeple of his fingers, and peered at her over the topmost peak. When he was alive, he would often do this while sitting in an armchair with his legs crossed, giving him the air of a wise and contemplative man. Now that he was dead and could no longer interact with the physical world, it merely gave him the air of a man in desperate need of a chair.

“You’ve discovered your true name,” he said.

“Yes,” Valkyrie responded.

“And your true name is Darquesse.”

“That’s right.”

“And Darquesse is the sorcerer that all the psychics are having visions about – the one who’s going to destroy the world.”

“Correct.”

“So you’re going to destroy the world.”

“It looks like it.”

“And when did you discover all this?”

“About five months ago.”

“And you’re only telling me about it now?”

“Gordon, it’s taken me this long to stop freaking out about it. I need your help.”

Gordon began to pace the room. It was a big room, lined with bookcases and Gothic paintings. An oil portrait of a semi-clothed Gordon, his body rippling with muscles he had never possessed when he was alive, hung over the vast fireplace, glaring down at all who passed like a great and terrible god. Even though this house and the land around it had been left to Valkyrie, she still couldn’t bring herself to take the painting down. It was far too amusing.

“Do you realise what this means for you?” Gordon asked, as his slow pacing took him towards the corner of the room. “A sorcerer who knows their own true name has access to power other sorcerers can only dream about.”

His image began to fade away, and Valkyrie cleared her throat loudly. Gordon stopped and swung round, pacing back the way he had come. Immediately, he became solid again. The Echo Stone which housed his consciousness sat in its cradle on the coffee table, glowing with a soothing blue light.

“I don’t care about any of that,” she said. “I saw one of these visions, OK? I saw a burning city and injured friends and I saw Darquesse – I saw me - kill my own parents.”

“Now, just wait a second. From what you’ve told me about Cassandra Pharos’s vision, your future self and Darquesse seem to be two distinctly separate entities.”

“That’s just because at no time in that vision was I ever seen hurting anyone. We saw fragments of what’s going to happen. We saw Darquesse, me, as a figure in the distance, fighting and killing and murdering, and then we saw me, my future self, close up, feeling pretty bad about it all, which was nice of her, but she’s undoubtedly a little fruitloops. Listen, it’s taken a while for me to look at this and be logical about it, but obviously someone finds out what my true name is, and they use it to control me.”

“Then you’re going to have to seal your name,” Gordon said.

“Do you know how I can do that?”

“No,” he admitted. “I wrote about magic, but as you are aware, I never had the aptitude for it. Something like that, sealing your true name, is knowledge only a certain breed of sorcerer would have.”

“I can’t ask Skulduggery,” Valkyrie said quietly. “I don’t want him to know.”

Gordon stopped pacing, and looked at her kindly. “He would understand, Valkyrie. Skulduggery has been through an awful lot.”

“If he’s so understanding, how come you still won’t let me tell him you exist?”

“Well,” Gordon said huffily, “that’s different. That was never about him or anyone else. It was always about me, and my insecurities.”

“Which you are now cured of, right?”

He hesitated. “In theory…”

“So you’d be fine with me telling Skulduggery that I talk to you on a regular basis?”

Gordon licked his lips. “I don’t think that now is the perfect time for that. You have a lot on your plate, and I think I can be of more use to you without the distraction of other people.”

“You’re scared.”

“I’m not scared, I’m cautious. I don’t know how my friends would react. I am not actually Gordon Edgley after all – I am merely a recording of his personality.”

“But…?” Valkyrie raised her eyebrows.

“But,” he said quickly, “that doesn’t mean I’m not a person in my own right, with my own identity and value.”

“Very good,” she smiled. “You’ve been working on it.”

“I have a lot of time for self-affirmation while I’m sitting in that little blue crystal, waiting for you to drop by.”

“Is that your subtle way of telling me I should call round more?”

“I practically cease to exist when you’re not here,” Gordon said. “There’s nothing subtle about it.”

The alarm on Valkyrie’s phone beeped once. “Fletcher will be here soon,” she said, picking up the Echo Stone and its cradle. “We better get you back.”

Gordon followed as she led the way out of the living room and up the stairs. “The big meeting is this afternoon, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” she scowled. “Even after everything that’s been happening, with everything that’s hanging over me, I still have to waste my time at this stupid thing. Skulduggery says it’s important to see how this kind of politics works.”

“You’re lucky,” Gordon said wistfully. “I would have loved to have been invited to something like that when I was alive.”

“It’s going to be a bunch of people talking about what we’re going to do about setting up a new Sanctuary. What do I have to contribute to that?”

“I don’t know. A general air of grumpiness?”

“Now that I can do.”

They passed into the study, but instead of following her through the hidden doorway to the secret room where he kept the most valued pieces of his collection, Gordon went to a small bookshelf beside the window. “And how is Fletcher these days?”

“He’s grand.”

“Has he met your parents?”

Valkyrie frowned. “No. And he’s not going to.”

“You don’t think they’d approve?” Gordon asked as he scanned the books.

“I think they’d start asking all kinds of awkward questions. And I don’t think they’d like the fact that my boyfriend is older than me.”

“He’s eighteen, you’re sixteen,” Gordon said. “That’s not drastically older.”

“If I need to tell them, I will. Right now, Skulduggery has taken responsibility for asking every single awkward question that my parents could ever possibly ask, so you needn’t worry.”

“This one,” said Gordon, pointing to a thin notebook. “In here there are directions to a woman who might be able to help you.”

“She can seal my name?”

“Not her personally, but I think she knows someone who can.”

“Who is she?”

“Who isn’t important. What, however, is. She’s a banshee.”

“Seriously?”

“Most banshees are harmless,” Gordon said. “They provide a service, more then anything else.”

“What kind of service?”

“If you hear a banshee’s wail, it’s a warning that you’re going to die. I’m not sure of the advantage of such a service, but it’s a service nonetheless. Twenty-four hours after you hear it, the Dullahan gets you.”

“What’s a Dullahan?”

“He’s a headless horseman, in the service of the banshee.”

“Headless?”

“Yes.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“So he has no head?”

“That’s usually what headless means.”

“No head at all?”

“You’re really getting hung up on this headless thing, aren’t you?”

“It’s just kind of silly, even for us.”

“Yet you spend your days with a living skeleton.”

“But at least Skulduggery has a head.”

“True.”

“He even has a spare.”

“Are we going to get past this now?”

“Yes. Sorry. Carry on.”

“Thank you. The Dullahan drives a carriage, the Coach-a-Bowers, that you can only see when it’s right up beside you. He is not a friendly fellow.”

“Probably because he has no head.”

“That may have something to do with it.”

“So this banshee,” Valkyrie said, “is she one of the harmless ones, or the harmful?”

“Now that I do not know. Banshees are an unsociable bunch at the best of times. If she isn’t too pleased to see you, though…”

“Yes?”

“I’d recommend putting your hands over your ears if she opens her mouth.”

Valkyrie looked at him. “Right,” she said. “Thanks for that.”

“When do you plan to approach her?”

“Soon, I suppose. I mean, as soon as I can. I want this over with. I think I’ll… Tonight.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I have to, Gordon. If I put it off, I’ll never do it. I’ll give Skulduggery some excuse. He won’t miss me.”

“Valkyrie, from what I know of it, sealing your name is a major procedure. You have to be sure, going in, that this is the best thing to do.”

“I’m going to be sure. You remember when Dusk bit me? He tasted something in my blood, something that marked me out as different. I think that whatever he tasted has to do with Darquesse. So I’m going to get a second opinion.”

Gordon frowned. “You’re going to get someone else to taste your…? Oh, I see. You’re talking about him.”

“Caelan will be able to tell me what Dusk sensed. If it’s bad, I won’t need any more proof or prodding. I’ll know this is something I have to do.”

“Right,” Gordon said gently.

Valkyrie nodded, feeling an unwelcome mixture of apprehension and uncertainty. She left the Echo Stone in the hidden room and took the notebook from the shelf, flicking through the pages until she got to the part about the banshee. She put the notebook in her jacket pocket and went down to the living room. Her phone beeped again, and a moment later Fletcher Renn appeared beside the fireplace. Blond hair standing on end, lips always ready to kiss or smirk, one hand behind his back, the other with a thumb hooked into the belt loops of his jeans.

“I’m gorgeous,” he said.

Valkyrie sighed. “Are you, now?”

“Do you ever just look at me and think, God he’s gorgeous? Do you? I do, all the time. I think you’re gorgeous too, of course.”

“Cheers.”

“You’ve got lovely dark eyes, and lovely dark hair, and your face is all pretty and stuff. And I love the way you dress in black, and I love the new clothes.”

“It’s a jacket, Fletch.”

“I love the new jacket,” he insisted. “Ghastly really made a lovely, lovely jacket.” He grinned.

“You look wide awake,” she said. “You’re never wide awake at this hour of the morning.”

“I’ve been researching. You’re not the only one who likes to read books, you know. Apparently, my power will increase if I work at it a little, so I thought I’d give it a try. I was told there was this book in Italy, written by a famous Teleporter – dead now, obviously – that could really help me, so I went there and got it.”

“Good man.”

“But it was written all in Italian, so I left it on the shelf and went to Australia for ice cream.” He brought his other hand out from behind his back, holding an ice-cream cone. “Got one for you.”

“Fletcher, it’s winter.”

“Not in Australia.”

“We’re not in Australia.”

“I’ll take you to Sydney for five minutes, you can eat the ice cream while we watch the sunset, and then we’ll come back to the misery here.”

Valkyrie sighed. “Your power is wasted on you.”

“My power is brilliant. Everyone wishes they had my power.”

“I don’t. I quite like being able to hurl people away from me just by moving the air.”

“Well, every non-violent person wishes they had my power, how’s that?”

Valkyrie frowned. “I’m not a violent person.”

“You punch people every day.”

“Not every day.”

“Val, you know I think you’re great, and I think you’re the coolest chick I’ve ever met, and the prettiest girl ever – but you get into a hell of a lot of fights. Face it, you lead a violent life.”

She wanted to protest, but no argument sprang to mind. Fletcher stopped holding out the ice cream, and started licking it instead, already forgetting what they’d just been talking about. Valkyrie checked the time, forcing her attention back to the here and now.

“Are you getting me anything for Christmas?” Fletcher asked, and Valkyrie found herself grinning despite everything.

“Yes. You better be getting me something.”

He shrugged. “Of course I am.”

“It better be amazing.”

“Of course it is. Hey, this time next year, you’ll have someone else to buy presents for. When’s your mum due?”

“Middle of February. I’m going to be asked to babysit, you know. How am I supposed to do that?”

“Get your reflection to do it.”

“I’m not leaving the baby with the reflection. Are you nuts? But I don’t even know how to hold a baby. Their heads are so big. Aren’t babies’ heads abnormally large? I’m not sure I’m going to be a good big sister. I hope she doesn’t take after me. I’d like her to have friends.”

“You have friends.”

“I’d like her to have friends who weren’t hundreds of years older than her.”

“Have you realised that you’re referring to the baby as ‘her’?”

“Am I? I suppose I am. I don’t know. It just feels like it’s going to be a girl.”

“Do you think she’ll be magic?”

“Skulduggery says it’s possible. Of course, that doesn’t mean she’ll ever find out about magic. Take my cousins, for example.”

“Ah, the infamous Toxic Twins.”

“They’re descended from the Last of the Ancients the same as I am, but we’ll never know if they can do magic, because they don’t know magic even exists.”

“So if you don’t want your sister involved in this crazy life of yours, you can just not tell her. And in twenty-five years, she’ll be looking at you, going, ‘Hey, sis, how come we look like we’re exactly the same age?’ Will you tell her then that magic slows the aging process?”

“I’ll probably just tell her that my natural beauty makes me look eternally young. She’s my little sister – she’ll believe anything I tell her.”

“To be honest, Val, I love the fact that this is happening. Once you have a sister, or a brother, that looks up to you and needs you, it might make you stop and think before rushing into dangerous situations.”

“I do stop and think.”

“And then you rush in anyway.”

“There’s still stopping and thinking involved.”

Fletcher smiled. “Sometimes I just worry about you.”

“Your concern is touching.”

“You’re not taking me even a little bit seriously, are you?”

“I can’t take you seriously, Fletch, you have a dollop of ice cream on your nose. Besides, we can have this conversation a thousand times – it’s not going to stop me going out there and doing what I do.”

Fletcher finished off the cone and wiped the ice cream from his face.

“Are you so determined to be the hero?” he asked softly.

She kissed him, and didn’t answer. He was wrong, of course. It wasn’t about her being the hero – not any more. It was just about her trying not to be the villain.
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[image: Image Missing]neaking up on someone who can see into the future is not as impossible a task as many people think. For one thing, the future changes. Details shift, circumstances alter, and while the universe is struggling to realign itself into some semblance of balance, opportunity has its moment to present itself. The trick is to be a constant destabilising influence in a world that really just wants to be left alone.

Solomon Wreath was confident that he could be just such a destabilising influence. Leaving many of his decisions open to chance, he had approached the tattoo parlour three times already and by the toss of a coin he had walked on by. The fourth toss of the coin, however, brought him to the door, and had him climbing the narrow stairs, black bag in one hand, cane in the other. No sound coming from above him. No whine of the tattooist’s needle. No chat, laughter or yelp. He could practically sense the trap waiting for him, but this didn’t slow his step.

At the top of the stairs he turned and walked through the doorway, and that was when the skinny man with the Pogues T-shirt came at him with a cushion. Not being the world’s deadliest weapon, the cushion bounced softly off Wreath’s shoulder, and the skinny man did his best to run by. Wreath dropped his cane, caught the man and threw him against a chair that looked like it belonged in a dental surgery. The skinny man fell awkwardly over it.

“Finbar Wrong,” Wreath said, putting the black bag on a nearby table. “May I call you Finbar? I assume you know who I am.”

Finbar sprang to his feet, hands held out in front of him, fingers rigid. “I do,” he said, “and I feel I have to warn you, man, you can’t beat me. I’ve seen this fight already, and I know every move you’re gonna make.”

Shadows curled around Wreath’s cane, and brought it up off the floor and into his waiting hand.

Finbar nodded. “I knew you were gonna do that.”

Wreath went to walk around the chair. Finbar moved in the opposite direction. Wreath turned, went the other way, and so did Finbar.

Wreath sighed. “This is ridicul—”

“Ridiculous!” Finbar interrupted quickly. “See? I’ve already lived through this encounter. You’d better walk away now, dude, save yourself a whole lot of pain.”

“If you have seen this fight, if you knew precisely when I would arrive, then why did you attack me with a cushion?”

Finbar hesitated. “I’m… I’m toying with you, is what I’m doing. Hitting you with a cushion instead of my fists of fury is gonna, like, take longer, draw out your agony. Kinda like water torture, with cushions. Cushion torture.”

“It doesn’t sound very painful.”

“Well, I haven’t really settled on a name for it…”

“You’re a trained fighter, I take it?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“You’re a bit thin, aren’t you? You’re practically malnourished.”

“Looks can be deceiving, man. After all, the strongest muscle in the human body is the brain.”

“Well then, as along as you don’t hit me with your brain, I should be OK.”

Finbar suddenly broke for the door. Wreath came up behind him, whacked the cane into the back of his legs. Finbar crashed into the wall.

“Ow,” he moaned.

Wreath took a hold of him and dragged him back, threw him into the dentist’s chair. “When did you first have a vision that I would be paying you a visit?”

“Last night,” he moaned.

“And what did you do?”

“I sent Sharon and my kid away. I was gonna join them, but the vision changed, and you weren’t gonna come.”

“But then a few minutes ago…”

He nodded. “Had another one. Told me you were about to climb the stairs. Only weapon I had was the cushion.”

“Which is not technically considered a weapon.”

Finbar glared. “A true master can make anything into a weapon.”

“But you’re not a true master, Finbar.” Wreath prodded him with the cane, forcing him to sit back. “Did your vision tell you why I was coming to see you?”

“I didn’t really get that far.”

“I need you to do me a favour. I want you to look into Valkyrie Cain’s future, and tell me what you see.”

“Why don’t you just ask her?”

“I need something more than what you’ve already seen. I need you to look harder.”

“Can’t do it,” Finbar said, shaking his head. “I won’t do it. Val’s a friend of mine. You can torture me all you want.”

“Can I?”

He paled. “Metaphorically speaking.”

Wreath smiled, and shadows crept up the chair, wrapping themselves around Finbar’s arms and legs before he could even struggle. Wreath went to the black bag on the table. “It’s OK. I know it would probably take a lot for you to betray a friend like that. So I’m taking the option away from you.”

From the bag, Wreath took a glass sphere, encased in a stone shell.

Quickly realising that he couldn’t break his bonds, Finbar settled back into the chair. “You’re bribing me with a snow globe?” he asked. “That’s a bit… insulting, don’t you think?”

“This isn’t for you.”

Now Finbar could see the darkness swirling in the sphere, and his face slackened and his voice cracked. “That’s a Soul Catcher.”

“Yes, it is. And its occupant is the Remnant who caused everyone so much trouble a few months ago. This is the little guy who possessed Kenspeckle Grouse, who went on to repair the Desolation Engine that destroyed the Sanctuary. This is not a very nice Remnant.”

Finbar licked his lips nervously. “You can’t put it in me. You just can’t, man. No, listen, that thing is, it’s evil, right? Once it’s in me, it’ll lie to you, tell you whatever it thinks you wanna hear.”

“It will tell me whatever I want to know, Finbar, which is not quite the same thing.”

“Aw, please, don’t do this.” The man was almost crying.

“I’ll take it out of you immediately after,” Wreath assured him. “You’ll black out; you won’t remember a thing.”

“I don’t want it in me. It’ll change me.”

“Only for a few minutes.”

Wreath turned the sphere in the stone, and stepped back.

The darkness drained out of the Soul Catcher as the Remnant flitted straight to Finbar. He turned his head and shut his eyes and clamped his mouth shut, but the Remnant would not be denied. Things that may have been hands prised his jaws apart. Wreath watched, fighting the urge to suck the foul creature back into its prison.

Finbar tried to scream as the Remnant, no more than a streak of twisted darkness, clambered its way down his throat. The scream choked and the throat bulged. Finbar’s body thrashed, but Wreath’s restraints held. Finbar suddenly went limp. A moment passed, and dark veins spread beneath his skin and his lips turned black. Then his eyes opened.

“Why is it,” Finbar said, “that every time I’m set free, I have to share a body that isn’t in the peak of physical perfection? Last time it was an old man. Now it’s… this.”

“I didn’t release you for a casual conversation,” Wreath said. “I just want to know what I want to know.”

“And why would I help you dig up information on my good buddy Valkyrie?”

“She isn’t your friend,” Wreath said. “She’s Finbar Wrong’s friend.”

“And there you go, man, making the mistake that everyone makes. I am Finbar Wrong.”

“No, you’re a Remnant.”

“To be honest with you there, a Remnant isn’t really much more than intent. It flies around being angry and doesn’t think too much about anything, y’know? It doesn’t have a personality, or a real consciousness to speak of. But when it inhabits a body, that all changes. It’s whole again. I am Finbar Wrong, but I’m also the Remnant inside him. We’re very happy together, as you can see.” He smiled, and the black veins receded and the darkness disappeared from his lips.

“It’s easy for you to pass for normal, isn’t it?” Wreath asked. “To hide the tell-tale signs that mark the possessed?”

“We can hide it when we need to, yeah.”

“And it’s good to be out of the Soul Catcher, yes?”

“Oh, yeah,” Finbar laughed. “That thing is even worse than being in that room in the Midnight Hotel where they kept us locked up.”

“Now that you’ve tasted freedom, do you want more? I can give you more. I can let you go.”

“A few moments ago you said you were gonna separate us immediately after.”

“I’m a Necromancer. I lied to make it easier on… you. The old you. Look into the future for me, and tell me what you see.”

“And what makes you think I’ll be able to see anything new?”

“Because you and I both know that Sensitives are wary about pushing themselves too hard. Seeing the future is a dangerous line of work. Minds can snap.”

“That they can.”

“But your mind is reinforced now, isn’t it? It’s stronger. So you can look further, and harder, until you see what you need to see.”

“This is all very true,” Finbar nodded. “But why should I trust you? The last people to ask me a favour put me in an old man’s body. Now, I’m not denying I had fun being Kenspeckle Grouse for a day, especially when it came time to hammer nails through Tanith Low’s hands, but they cheated me. They wouldn’t let me go when they said they would.”

“Scarab has never been a trustworthy man.”

“And you are? You’re a Necromancer.”

“Then how about this? You look into the future for me, or I’ll kill you. Remnants can’t survive in something dead, am I right? So the moment Finbar’s body dies, the Remnant inside him dies too. Do you want to die? Either of you?”

Finbar smiled. “You’re talking like there are two of us in here, man. There’s not. You had Finbar, you had the Remnant, and when you put them together, you get me. And I happen to think that the world would miss me too much if you killed me.”

Wreath smiled back. “I thought you’d see it my way.”

“I’m gonna need a few things before I start, though. Herbs, potions, a backrub…”

“You have three seconds to begin.”

“A very quick backrub, then.”

Wreath raised the cane, and Finbar laughed. “OK, OK! I suppose I could do without the luxuries, just this one time. You’re gonna have to back off – I’m not gonna be able to attain the required level of relaxation if you’re hovering over me.”

Wreath nodded. “Get it done, Remnant, or you’re going back in the bottle.”

“Chill,” Finbar breathed, closing his eyes. “My old buddy Val,” he murmured. “Are you going to show me why everyone’s so interested in you, are you? Are you going to show me what’s in store for you…?”

Wreath suppressed a sigh while Finbar prattled on, his voice growing softer and softer. He’d never had much time for Sensitives. They’d deliberately chosen a branch of magic where you reached out with your feelings instead of your fists. They were, in his opinion, a bunch of spaced-out, peace-loving hippies, and he’d never liked hippies. The 1960s and 70s had been particularly annoying times for him.

“There she is,” Finbar said, a slight smile on his face. “Found her.”

“How far ahead are you?” Wreath asked quickly.

“Hard to say, man… She looks a little older… She’s got a tattoo…”

“Is she a Necromancer?”

Finbar’s brow creased over his closed eyes. “Don’t know…”

“What’s she doing?”

“Walking…”

“Where?”

“In the ruins.”

Wreath shook his head. “That’s with Darquesse, right? I’m not interested in that. You need to find out if Valkyrie is the Death Bringer.”

“I can only see what I see,” Finbar said in a sing-song voice. “My sight is drawn to the big moments…”

“Then look away,” Wreath snarled, but his impatience went unnoticed.

“I’ve never seen this much detail,” Finbar continued, deep in the trance. “I’ve always flinched… But now I can see it all… So many dead… It’s wonderful…”

Wreath held his tongue.

“I’m looking at Darquesse now… She’s magnificent… She’s striding through the city, death all around her… You’d like this, dude. So much death…”

“I didn’t ask for a vision of Darquesse, I asked for a vision of Valkyrie.” Wreath’s eyes narrowed. “Unless…”

Finbar smiled in his dream-state. “Unless?”

“Is Valkyrie still there? Can you see her?”

“I can sense her presence, but all I can see is Darquesse.”

“Maybe that’s it,” Wreath said, sudden excitement burning through him. “Maybe that’s how she does it. If Valkyrie is the Death Bringer, maybe she’s the one who steps up and fights. Maybe she’s the one who stops Darquesse and then this, her victory, is what leads to the Passage. This is how she saves the world.”

“I don’t see any of that,” Finbar said. “All I see is Darquesse.” His smile was replaced by a grimace. “This is painful, by the way…”

“Keep looking.”

“It hurts my head.”

“Keep looking or you’ll lose that head.”

“I’ll keep looking then.”

Blood dripped from Finbar’s nose. Wreath said nothing.

“I’ve found her again,” Finbar said happily.

“Valkyrie?”

“Darquesse. I’m… I’m drawn to her… I don’t have a choice. She is… everything. She’s so cold. I’m trying to get in closer, but she’s… She’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen…”

“Can you see a weakness? How can Valkyrie destroy her?”

“Darquesse will not be destroyed!” Finbar snarled suddenly. “She is everything!”

“Tell me her weakness.”

“She has none! She is perfection!”

“Then who is she? Where does she come from?”

Finbar strained harder, and blood began leaking from his ears. “The shadows are heavy around her… I’m trying to see her face… She’s looking away from me… No, wait, she’s turning, she’s turning, I can see her…”

Finbar stopped talking.

“Well?” Wreath pressed. “Can you see her face? What does she look like? Who is she?”

Finbar’s eyes opened. He blinked up at Wreath. “This changes everything.”

Wreath leaned in close. “Who is she, damn it?”

“You Necromancers have your messiah,” Finbar said, “now we Remnants have ours.”

The black veins appeared again, and his head shot forward and crunched against Wreath’s nose. Wreath stumbled back, cursing, feeling his shadow restraints collapse under Finbar’s Remnant-enhanced strength. Hands grabbed him, and suddenly he was flying into the far wall. He crashed through a shelf and sent equipment spilling out across the floor.

“Hope you don’t mind, man,” Finbar said, smiling at him, “but I’m gonna take you over for a bit. I have a brand-new mission, and I need an upgrade.”

Wreath tasted his own blood. His cane was on the floor behind him. There were two ways out of this room – the door and the window. The window was closer.

Finbar opened his mouth wide. Wreath glimpsed the Remnant start to climb out and then he spun, snatching up his cane and using the shadows to smash the window. He leaped through the broken glass without the slightest hesitation, landing painfully on the cobbled street, sending people scattering all around him. He didn’t look at their shocked faces. He didn’t look back at Finbar, standing at the window. He just ran.





7
BLOOD

[image: Image Missing]alkyrie took a taxi to St Anne’s Park, which was still covered in a fine frosting of white that the weak sun was failing to melt away. She passed over the gurgling stream, smiling at a dog that was being taken for a walk. Her breath came out in puffs of cloud, and her hands were jammed in her pockets. She moved off the well-worn trail into the trees. Dead twigs cracked under her boots.

Caelan was standing on an embankment that dipped five metres down. He didn’t look round as she approached. Instead, he kept his gaze on an old couple below him, out for a brisk midday stroll. Valkyrie wondered, briefly, if he was hungry.

“I need your help,” she said, and watched him turn his eyes to her. Being held in his gaze had become an electric experience that was as addictive as it was unsettling. She didn’t like this power he had over her. Being around him was like being around China, but with China she at least had the knowledge that the attraction was coerced through use of magic. With Caelan, though, the attraction was real, and so it was a lot more dangerous.

“I’m waiting,” he said, with a slight smile, and she realised she hadn’t spoken a word for the last few seconds. She looked away, letting her hair fall over her face to hide the blush creeping through her cheeks.

“You’re probably not going to like it,” she said, “so it’d be a huge favour I’d have to pay back. The problem is that I can’t really tell you why I need this done. You’ve just got to trust me when I say I have my reasons.”

“What do you need?”

Valkyrie hesitated. “I need you to taste my blood.”

Caelan’s smile froze on his lips. “You can’t be serious.”

“Dusk bit me,” she said. “You know how much he wanted to kill me, and he had his chance, but he didn’t take it. Haven’t you ever wondered why he let me go?”

“Because I stopped him,” Caelan replied gruffly.

“No. You arrived after he’d pushed me away. He told Billy-Ray Sanguine that he tasted my blood and… I don’t know. Whatever happened, whatever was in my blood, it changed his mind. He no longer wants to kill me. They both think it’s a lot crueller to let me live.”

“You want me to tell you what’s so special about your blood?”

“Yes.”

“Dusk is hundreds of years older than me. He could detect a thousand different nuances in your blood that I couldn’t begin to identify. Dusk is a connoisseur. I’m not.”

“But you can try.”

“There’s no point.”

“Caelan, there’s something wrong with me, do you understand? There’s something wrong with who I am and Dusk knew straight away, from one tiny bite. You might not have his experience, but I need you to try.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking. It’s far too dangerous.”

“I’m used to dangerous.”

“For me, Valkyrie. It’s too dangerous for me. I don’t know how Dusk managed to deny himself, but I’m not that strong. If I bite you, I won’t stop feeding until you’re dead.”

“Then don’t bite me. I’ll cut my finger – you can taste a drop.”

“Would you please remember who you’re talking to? I’m a vampire! There’s a reason I’m classed as a monster! You really think that letting me taste a drop of your blood is a good idea? Really? You think that won’t drive me insane? One drop and I’d need the rest. I’d need all of it.”

“You’ve still got a mind. You don’t lose the ability to think, do you? You’re not an animal.”

“That’s precisely what I am. You look at me while the sun is shining, and you think this is me. This is Caelan. You think the vampire is the thing that comes out at night, then goes away in the morning and Caelan comes back. You don’t understand yet that the vampire is Caelan.

“This face is a mask. This skin is a disguise. Beneath it is the real me, Valkyrie. I’m not a tortured soul. I’m not a brooding romantic figure. I’m a monster, and not a moment goes by when I don’t want to rip your throat out. No other vampire on the planet wants anything to do with me, and I really don’t want to be cornered by the Skeleton Detective and his vengeance-hungry friends after I’m done feeding on your corpse. I quite like immortality. You get very used to it after a while.”

Valkyrie looked at him, but didn’t speak, and the anger slowly left him, until they were just two people, standing there in silence.

“You know,” she said at last, “that’s the most words I’ve ever heard you speak.”

Caelan nodded. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

“You feeling OK?”

“Vocal cords are a little sore.”

“You might want to sit down.”

He smiled, and she smiled back.

“I need you to do this.”

His smile vanished. “I’m telling you, no.”

“Listen to me, OK? I’m working on something, something to help me, something that could hopefully solve all my problems. But the thing is, it’s dangerous. And I mean really dangerous. I might not live through it. And I can’t tell Skulduggery or Tanith or Fletcher because they’ll try to stop me.”

“But you can tell me because you think I won’t try to stop you?”

“No, I’m not telling you either. But before I do this, I have to know if this is the right thing to do. I need to know what Dusk saw, or what he felt, or what he sensed. If it’s as bad as I think it is, then I’ll go through with this dangerous thing because it’ll be my only option. If it isn’t as bad as I think, I won’t. Simple as that.”

Caelan turned away, and didn’t speak for a long time.

“Fine,” he said at last. “But afterwards, it would probably be best if we never saw each other again.”

“That’s a bit dramatic, isn’t it?”

“Perhaps.”

“But that’s stupid. Why should we never see each other?”

“You say that like you’d miss me.”

“Of course I’d miss you. You’re my friend.”

“No, I’m not.”

She frowned. “You’re not?”

“You and me could never just be friends, Valkyrie. We were fated to either be nothing to each other, or everything.”

She stared at him, struggling to make sense of what he was saying. “Uh…”

“Eloquent as usual.”

“I mean… Caelan, I’m with Fletcher. And I like Fletcher, and I don’t want to hurt you, but I… I don’t know how I feel about you. This is a bit of a surprise to me, to be honest.”

“You truly didn’t know how I felt?”

“I really and truly didn’t. I’m sorry if you think I did.”

“I see.”

She looked at him as he stepped back. “And now I feel awful.”

“Don’t,” said Caelan.

“I can’t help it. Do you… I hope you don’t think I was leading you on, or anything.”

He shook his head, but kept his eyes down. “Of course not. This is my fault.”

“It’s no one’s fault, Caelan. You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s just, you know, I’m with Fletcher, and I never really thought about… the possibility of you.”

“Because I’m a vampire,” he said softly, like he was cursing his very soul.

“That’s part of it,” admitted Valkyrie. “But most of all it’s because I’m sixteen and you’re, like, a hundred.”

“Ah,” he said, cracking a smile. “I’m too old for you.”

“Ever so slightly.”

“And there is no part of you that wonders what it would be like?”

She swallowed. “I didn’t… I didn’t say that…”

“You need me to do this?”

“Yes. I do.”

“Very well.” He stepped up to her, one hand at her shoulder, the other sweeping her hair slowly from her neck. “I’m sorry to say this will hurt.”

“I’ve been bitten before,” said Valkyrie, and gritted her teeth.

Caelan pulled her towards him and she waited. When she was this close to Fletcher, she could feel his warmth, the heat emanating from him with each rapid heartbeat, but there was no warmth coming from Caelan. He was cold as smooth stone. Even though his mouth was a centimetre from her bare skin, she felt no breath. The fingers of his right hand curled in the collar of her jacket, the fingers of his left in her hair. She waited for his teeth. His cold body sagged, and he stepped back.

“I can’t,” he murmured. “I’d tear your throat out.” He took a penknife from his pocket, slid the blade free, and gave it to her. “Just a drop. No more, Valkyrie, OK? I should be able to handle a drop. I think.”

She pressed the blade into the pad of her fingertip, wincing as it pierced the skin. A drop of blood swelled up, and she brushed it with the knife and handed it back to him. Caelan hesitated, then brought the knife to his lips, running his tongue the length of the blade. He worked the blood around in his mouth, and as he did so, he folded the penknife and put it away. His movements were slow and deliberate; his eyes were closed. He swallowed, and licked his lips, like a lion standing over a felled deer.

Valkyrie had a sudden urge to step away.

“Caelan?” she said softly.

He was on her, lifting her off her feet and driving her back, teeth bared and diving for her throat. She twisted in his grip and hit a tree and he moved from her throat to her mouth and kissed her, his mouth crushing against hers. The kiss took her by complete surprise, and she hung there for a long moment before she realised she was kissing him back. She felt her arms wrap round his neck, felt his hard chest press against her. Then something sparked in Valkyrie’s mind.

She pushed off against the tree with one foot while she tripped him with the other. They both fell to the ground, and she rolled off him and got to her feet. She tried to speak, but he was already behind her, his cold hands on her face, turning her head to kiss her again. Valkyrie folded into him, weakness flooding her body, before she forced strength back into it. She broke off the kiss and leaned away.

“This is not going to happen,” she breathed.

“It already is,” he said, his eyes dark.

“What did you see? Caelan! My blood. What did you see?”

He smiled. “Nothing. I tasted your blood and saw nothing.”

“You’re sure?”

“I don’t know what insight Dusk gained, but I gained nothing. The only difference between your blood and anyone else’s is… history.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s old blood. It stretches back to power.”

“To the Last of the Ancients?”

“That’s probably it.” His hand reached out to her and she slapped it away. His smile broadened. “But everyone knows you’re descended from the Ancients. I can’t see why it should come as such a big revelation to Dusk.”

“Maybe he saw something else.”

“Very possible. I’ve changed my mind, you know.”

“About what?”

“About how we should spend some time apart.”

“Caelan…”

“Now I think we should spend more time together.”

“I think I need to go now.”

Valkyrie went to walk by him and he laughed, and grabbed her hand. When she swung back to face him, his laugh was gone. “Fletcher’s a boy,” he said.

“That’s why they call it a boyfriend.”

“We’re meant for each other.”

“Holy God,” she said, “do you always come on this strong?”

Caelan looked like he was about to sneer, then he frowned, and backed off. “I told you,” he murmured, looking away. “I’m not… I’m not always in control.”

Valkyrie took the opportunity to hurry away.

“Thank you,” she called over her shoulder.

Caelan didn’t answer.
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THE ZOMBIE KING

[image: Image Missing]he refrigerated van pulled in to the side of the road. Seconds passed, and the driver got out. He was a middle-aged man with bad skin. He wasn’t very bright and tended to say stupid things that annoyed his master. His master was a great and terrible man. His master was the Killer Supreme. His master was the Zombie King.

Thrasher opened the rear door and Vaurien Scapegrace, the Zombie King, stood there majestically, blinking against the cold afternoon sunlight.

“We have arrived?” he asked imperiously.

“We’re here,” Thrasher said, nodding his idiot head. “We got lost for a little bit. I took a wrong turn, had to stop and ask for directions. I had a map with me, but it’s pretty old, and with all these new one-way systems it’s pretty hard to…”

And he prattled on, annoying the Zombie King with mind-numbingly boring detail. Not for the first time, Scapegrace wished he’d picked someone else to be his first zombie recruit. Every recruit after Thrasher decayed at the normal speed for a dead body, but Thrasher had – unfortunately – inherited some of Scapegrace’s longevity.

But even the great Zombie King was looking poorly these days. Months earlier, his face had been badly burned by Valkyrie Cain. He had tried to peel the burnt skin off in giant flakes, but that only made things worse. His body would not repair itself, and so the disfigurement stayed, and occasionally another bit of him would fall off or stop working. Survival had become his only ambition. He went everywhere in this refrigerated van, he stayed out of the sun as much as possible, and he covered himself in car fresheners that struggled to mask the stench of rotting meat with sickly wafts of pine.

Survival. That’s what it was all about. And that’s why he was here today. Scapegrace stepped out of the van, on to the road. “What do you need me to do, Master?” Thrasher asked, eagerness ripening his features.

“Stay here,” Scapegrace replied, “and don’t annoy me. How is my face?”

Thrasher hesitated. “It’s… good. Fine. The make-up is… it really hides the, uh, the worst of the scarring.”

“And my suit? Do I have any bits on it?” His ear had fallen off the day before. He’d stuck it back on with glue.

“It looks clean, sir.”

“Excellent. Back in the van you go, Thrasher.”

“Yes, sir… only…”

Scapegrace sighed. “What?”

“Don’t you think I should be the one to talk to these people, Master? They are civilians, and I don’t have the… distinguishing features that may alarm them…”

“Nonsense. I have it all worked out. I have my plan, and I’ve accounted for every single possibility. Every question they are likely, or even not so likely, to ask, I have prepared an answer for. My backstory is rock solid. My lies are intricate and one hundred per cent infallible. You’d only mess it all up.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Back in the van, moron.”

Thrasher bowed, and did as he was bid. Scapegrace adjusted his tie, then strode purposefully along the pavement. The road was a cul-de-sac, with only three buildings on it – a funeral parlour on either side, and a large house at the end with a car outside.

Scapegrace entered the first funeral parlour. A man in a sombre suit hurried up to him, took one look at his face and faltered.

“It looks worse than it is,” Scapegrace chuckled good-naturedly.

“I… see,” said the man.

“It was the same accident that killed my brother,” Scapegrace continued, realising that he should probably stop chuckling. “It’s a tragic shock. We’re all very saddened by his loss.”

The funeral director shook Scapegrace’s hand, and gave him a sad smile. “Would you like to sit down?” he asked gently.

“I would, yes. I’m feeling quite faint, because of the loss of my dead brother.”

The funeral director showed him to a comfortable chair, then sat behind his big desk and solemnly opened a ledger. He picked up what looked to be an expensive pen, and raised his eyes to Scapegrace. “May I ask your name?”

Scapegrace had rehearsed this part a dozen times, coming up with answers for every possible question. This was an easy one. “Elvis O’Carroll.”

The funeral director hesitated, then nodded, and wrote it down. “And your brother’s?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Your brother’s name?”

Scapegrace froze. It had all been going so well. “My brother’s name,” he managed, “is… a name that makes me cry every time I hear it. His name, my brother’s name, my dead brother, is…” His mind raced, careered off walls and stumbled over hurdles. A name. A simple name. All he needed was a simple name to get to the next stage of the conversation, and he could not think of one. Aware that he was staring at the funeral director with a perplexed look on his face, Scapegrace seized a random name from history. “Adolf,” he blurted.

The funeral director stared at him. “I’m sorry?”

“Adolf O’Carroll,” Scapegrace continued, trying to be as calm as possible. “That’s with two L’s at the end.”

“Your brother’s name was Adolf?”

“Yes. Do you find something wrong with that? It’s a common name in my family. I had an uncle Adolf, and a great-aunt Adolf.”

“A great-aunt? You realise, of course, that Adolf is traditionally a man’s name…?”

“Well, that makes sense, as my great-aunt was traditionally a man.”

“You do seem to have an interesting family, Mr O’Carroll,” the funeral director said politely as he scribbled notes.

“Please,” Scapegrace said. “Call me Elvis.”

“Indeed. May I inquire as to what service you wish us to provide for you, during this trying time? The funeral, of course, is what we specialise in, but we also—”

“Embalming,” Scapegrace said. “Do you do your own embalming?”

“We prepare the departed for their final resting place, yes.”

“And you do that here?”

“On the premises, yes. We have a staff of professionals who take care to treat each individual with the utmost respect. We have found there to be dignity in death, as there is in life.”

“How long does it take?”

“The embalming process?”

“How long does it take to stop the decomposition?”

“I’m not sure I understand… What exactly are you asking us to do?”

“I want him preserved.”

The funeral director put down his pen, and interlaced his fingers. “Are you… Are you asking us to perform taxidermy?”

“Am I? What’s that? Is that when an animal is stuffed and mounted?”

“It is.”

“That’s it!” Scapegrace said happily. “That’s what I want! Can you do that?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because the actual animal body is not used in taxidermy. The animal is skinned, and the skin is stretched over a replica animal body. Note, I keep saying animal. That is because taxidermy is not done to humans. It might be seen as somewhat barbaric.”

“Wouldn’t suit me anyway,” Scapegrace murmured. “It needs to be the original body. So can you embalm it and just give it to me?”

“I’m afraid that we do not provide a take-away service.”

“Maybe the place across the road does.”

“That wouldn’t surprise me,” the funeral director said huffily, “but I doubt even they would stoop to that level. Mr O’Carroll—”

“Elvis.”

“Elvis, I think the death of your brother has affected your judgement. You’re not thinking clearly. What you’re asking for is… unsettling.”

“It’s what Adolf would have wanted.”

“I’m sure he would have appreciated a more peaceful resting place.”

“His last words to me were, ‘Don’t bury me’.”

“We also provide a cremation service.”

“And then he said, ‘Don’t burn me either’.”

The funeral director sighed. “Elvis, I don’t think we are the people to help you. It is not often I recommend our rivals across the road, but I feel they would be more suited to your needs. I’m sure they’d be happy to deal with your… requests.”

He smiled.



Scapegrace left the funeral parlour and crossed the road, dousing himself with a half-can of deodorant as he went. He was greeted by another sombre funeral director, explained his injuries without the chuckling this time, and was shown to another comfortable chair. He skipped through the tragic loss stuff quickly and got down to specifics.

“Adolf was a devout Catholic,” he said. “And I mean, devout. Oh, he was crazy for that religion. He’d be praying every day, sometimes twice a day. It was all Our Father this and Hail Mary that. Rosary beads and signed pictures of the Pope. He went nuts for the whole thing. He thought priests were great altogether.”

The funeral director nodded slowly. “So at least he was comforted in his time of need. Then it will be a traditional funeral you’re looking for?”

“Not at all. Have you read the Bible?”

“I have, yes. I find great strength in its words.”

“Did you read the bit about the zombies?”

“Uh…”

“The bit at the end, where God raises the dead for Judgement Day.”

“Um, I… I’m not sure I…”

“It’s when God decides who gets into Heaven and who doesn’t, and all the dead climb out of their graves and they all wait there to see who gets in. That’s in the Bible, right? That’s what Adolf wants to do, but he wants a head start on all the others. He doesn’t want to waste time crawling out of a hole in the ground. He wants to be ready for the sprint. So I want you to preserve him.”

The funeral director paled. “Preserve?”

“I was thinking, if you pump all that embalming fluid into his veins, then I can take him away, store him somewhere cool, and he’ll be ready to go at the end of the world. What do you think?”

“Are you… being serious?”

“I’ve got my dead brother in the back of my car. Of course I’m being serious.”

“Mr O’Carroll…”

“Elvis.”

“Elvis, what you’re saying makes no sense.”

“Do not deride my brother’s religion.”

“I assure you, I am doing no such thing. But what I am saying is that… your plan is nonsensical. A dead body will rot, sir, no matter how much embalming fluid is injected into it. Over time, everything decays.”

“Adolf is particularly resilient.”

“Even if Judgement Day happened before he started to decompose – say, if it happened on Thursday – embalming fluid would actually be a hindrance. It suffuses the muscles, stiffens them until they can’t be moved. Do you understand, Elvis? He wouldn’t have a head start on anyone. He’d actually be left behind, unable to move.”

Scapegrace frowned. “So… So there’s nothing you can do to stop decomposition?”

“I am sorry.”

“What about those bodies they find in bogs, hundreds of years old?”

“Do you really want to lay Adolf to rest in a bog? Elvis, unless you’re prepared to mummify your brother, he is going to decompose.”

“What’s that? Mummify? He’d be a mummy?”

“We don’t do that sort of thing here.”

“Well, who does?”

“Nobody.”

“What about the Egyptians?”

“Nobody apart from the Egyptians,” the funeral director nodded. “Take him to an Egyptian funeral parlour. They’ll wrap him in bandages and put him in a sarcophagus and he’ll be right as rain come Judgement Day.”

“Really?”

“No. Those morons across the road paid you to come in here and waste my valuable time, didn’t they?”

“Of course not.”

“Did they tell you to act so stupid?”

“I’m not acting,” Scapegrace responded.

“Tell them if they want to start this practical joke war again, then I’m fine with that. I’ve still got a few tricks up my sleeve. If it’s a war they want, it’s a war they’ll get.”



Scapegrace left the funeral parlour, confused and disheartened. It was as if the universe was closing off every avenue just as he was realising it was there. He had pinned all his hopes on being embalmed, and what was he left with, now that science had let him down?

He stopped in the middle of the road. Magic. Of course. He hadn’t considered it before because, quite honestly, he had no sorcerer friends. But surely there must be something a mage could do. They were always coming up with new and exciting ways to live for as long as possible. Would it really take that much power to stop meat from rotting?

He was no expert – even in life, his grasp of magic had been negligible at best – but this seemed possible. All of Scapegrace’s magic was used to animate his body and keep him thinking, but there was nothing stopping anyone else from performing magic on him.

There was a name that his old master Scarab had once mentioned. He had been talking about an expert in science-magic… Grouse, that was it. Kenspeckle Grouse, who had a Medical Facility somewhere in Dublin. Butterflies of excitement fluttered within Scapegrace’s stomach. He just needed to find out where it was, and all his troubles would be over.

A car horn beeped right behind him and he jumped in fright, then stalked to the pavement, muttering curses. The car carried on past him. Scapegrace saw it out of the corner of his eye, and froze. He knew that car. The first time he’d seen it, he had been thrown into the backseat in handcuffs. The second time, he was thrown into the trunk, in another set of handcuffs. It was the car Skulduggery Pleasant drove.

Scapegrace suddenly forgot how to walk like normal people. How had Pleasant known he was here? Had he been following him? Was this the day his existence ended? He was sure he hadn’t been recognised, because he had been facing the other way and he was dressed in a suit, but all it would take was one glance and it would all be over. He staggered to a large bush and fell into it, then crawled around to take a look through the leaves. The black car turned the corner and was gone.

This didn’t make any sense. Was it all an elaborate trap? An ambush? Pleasant had driven right by him. Had the great Skeleton Detective made a silly mistake? Or maybe he hadn’t been searching for him after all. Maybe this was just a coincidence. Maybe the house…

Scapegrace looked back at the big house. Pleasant’s car had been parked outside it. In the driveway in fact. Pleasant had parked his car in the driveway of the house like… like… like he’d owned the place.

Scapegrace stared. He knew where Skulduggery Pleasant lived.

Now all he had to do was figure out who’d pay the most for the information.
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THE NEW GRAND MAGE

[image: Image Missing]alkyrie followed Skulduggery as he strode briskly through the alley. It was so cold it was almost painful, and for once, she was glad of it. It meant she had something else to think about other than kissing Caelan. She regretted it now. She’d regretted it the moment after it happened, but she couldn’t stop replaying it over and over in her head.

Skulduggery came to some steps leading down below street level, and an iron door swung open to let them through. The corridor they walked into was warm, with fantastic images carved into the walls on both sides. In places the paint was cracked and peeling, but the years had not diminished the sheer lushness of the colours used. Valkyrie bent to examine a tiny running figure. Even the light glinting in the figure’s eyes had been painted in.

“What is all this?” she asked.

“History,” Skulduggery answered. “It’s all here, for those who know how to look.” He nodded to a carving of two men and a woman, holding light in their hands. “These are the Ancients, discovering magic for the first time. The clouds above them represent the Faceless Ones, and the grass at their feet represents the people.”

“Regular people are represented by a lawn?” Valkyrie asked with a raised eyebrow. “How nice, and not at all insulting.”

“The people are represented by individual blades of grass,” Skulduggery said, a smile in his voice. “Born of the earth, as natural and integral a part of life as magic. You can see the Ancients protecting the grass from the unnatural storm clouds.”

“All I see are the Ancients standing on the grass, being rained on, and not one of them thought to bring an umbrella. Not the smartest, were they?”

“Don’t be too harsh – you’re descended from one of them, remember.”

“Any ancestor of mine would have brought an umbrella,” Valkyrie muttered, and crossed to the other wall. The scene depicted there disturbed her, like a hook that had found its way inside her belly and was now tugging gently at her guts. A city in ruins, the dead scattered like dry leaves fallen from a tree on a still afternoon. At its centre stood a man, burning with black fire. “And this?” she asked. “Is this meant to be Mevolent?”

Skulduggery stood at her elbow. “These chambers were built before the war with Mevolent even started. No, that’s not Mevolent. That’s his master. That’s the Unnamed.”

Valkyrie looked at him. “Was his name the Unnamed, or did he just not have a name?”

“He didn’t have one.”

She frowned. “But how does that work? All our magic comes from our true name, right? I’ve been reading all about this. So if he didn’t have a true name, where did he get his magic from?”

“To every law of nature, there are the aberrations. I’m very impressed that you’re doing a little research, by the way.”

“After Marr ordered Myron Stray to kill himself and destroy the Sanctuary, I thought it might be a good idea to learn a little more about the whole name thing.”

“You’re worried that someone might learn your true name?”

Worried was such a weak term for something so coldly terrifying. Valkyrie nodded, but didn’t speak. She didn’t trust herself to answer him.

Skulduggery started walking again. “So what did you learn?”

She walked beside him, forcing herself to remain casual. “Our true names are names of magic, from the oldest of the magical languages. Virtually all of us go around without knowing what that name actually is, but we can still use the magic it provides.”

“And?”

“If you find out what your true name is, it’s kind of like going straight to the source. You’d become more powerful than even the Ancients were. You’d be able to take on the Faceless Ones without needing a weapon.”

“If that is so,” Skulduggery said, “then how come Myron Stray became a puppet, and not a god?”

“Someone, in this case Mr Bliss, found out his true name before he did, so he never had time to seal it.”

They walked into the Great Chamber and the conversation died away. Thirty or forty people stood around on the marble floor, talking quietly. The walls in here were splendid, the elaborate carvings continuing up to the domed ceiling.

Erskine Ravel smiled as he came over. Valkyrie had met him a few times before – he had fought in a special unit with Skulduggery and Ghastly during the war. She liked Ravel. He was charming and nice and quite beautiful, in a manly sort of way.

“Erskine,” Skulduggery said, shaking his hand.

“Skulduggery, good to see you,” said Ravel, shaking Valkyrie’s hand next. “Valkyrie, you’re looking well.”

She actually blushed, and turned her head so it wouldn’t be noticed. Then she spotted an old man with a grey beard, and frowned. “Why is he here?”

Ravel put his hands in his pockets. “Like it or not, we need representatives from all the major groups in order to elect a new Grand Mage, and the mages in Roarhaven have as much say as anyone.”

“But why does he have to be here?”

“You don’t like the Torment?”

“He doesn’t like me.”

The Torment scowled at Valkyrie when he met her eyes. There was a woman beside him, in a black dress that flowed on to the ground at her feet. Her face was covered by a veil, and her hands were gloved.

“He’s here with his sister,” Ravel said, anticipating her next question. “Not his real sister, of course, but another Child of the Spider.”

Valkyrie had seen with her own horrified eyes the way the Torment could vomit black spiders the size of rats, with talons for legs. He also had the disconcerting habit of transforming into a spider himself – a huge monstrous thing that liked to haunt her dreams every once in a while.

“Madame Mist,” Skulduggery said, eyeless gaze on the woman in the black veil. “She lives in Roarhaven now too? Since when? I didn’t even know she was in the country.”

Ravel shrugged. “We really weren’t chatting long enough for me to get the details. I try to stay away from Children of the Spider, you know? They tend to give me the creeps. And speaking of creepy…”

High Priest Tenebrae entered the hall, flanked as always by Craven and Quiver. Tenebrae nodded to Valkyrie as they swept by in their black robes.

“Well now,” Ravel said, catching the nod. “You seem to know more people here than I do.”

Valkyrie smiled. “I’m still going to need some help with the boring ones.”

Ravel laughed. “I’m sure they’d love to hear themselves being called that. In this hall, you have the usual suspects. Sorcerers of particular power or age or standing. That lady over there is Shakra, and beside her is Flaring. You probably know them from the Sanctuary. They were lucky enough not to be there the day the Desolation Engine went off. To their left are assorted sorcerers you may not know – they work behind the scenes mostly, and do their best to stay out of the spotlight.

“Over here we have Corrival Deuce,” Ravel continued, indicating a portly old man in a colourful coat. “He’s more or less retired now, but we dragged him out of his house for this little get-together. He’s a good man.”

“A very good man,” Skulduggery agreed. “We took orders from him during the war. There aren’t many people I’d take orders from. He’s one of them.”

Valkyrie had heard Skulduggery and Ghastly mention Corrival Deuce in their conversations, always with real affection and respect. She decided she liked the old man very much, even though she’d never met him.

“The two people ahead of us,” Skulduggery said, “are Geoffrey Scrutinous and Philomena Random.” Scrutinous had bizarrely frizzy hair and a goatee, and despite the cold weather outside, he was wearing sandals. Random’s appearance was altogether more sober – she had short hair, a warm coat, and none of the beads or rings or bangles that decorated her colleague’s wrists and hands.

“They’re public relations officers – it’s their job to convince the mortals they didn’t see what they thought they saw. The five people glaring at the Necromancers call themselves the Four Elementals. They see themselves as being in harmony with the world around them, and because of this they’re astonishingly self-righteous.”

“The Four Elementals?”

“Yes.”

“But there are five of them.”

“I know.”

“Can they not count?”

“They started off with four, but then Amity, the man with the unusual chin married the heavyset woman with all the jewellery and insisted she be allowed to become the fifth member of the quartet.”

“Couldn’t they just rename themselves?”

“And become the Five Elementals, when there are only four elements? They didn’t want to lose their precious synchronicity.”

“It’s better than everyone thinking you can’t count.”

“That it is,” said someone at Valkyrie’s elbow. She turned, surprised to see Corrival Deuce standing there. She hadn’t heard him approach. “You’re Valkyrie Cain,” he said, smiling. “I’ve heard so much about you. This is indeed an honour.”

She shook his hand. “Hi,” was all she could think to say.

“Erskine,” Corrival said. “Skulduggery. Good to see you again.”

“I didn’t think you’d come,” Ravel said to the older sorcerer.

Corrival barked a laugh. “What, after a solid three weeks of you pestering me about it?”

“I thought I was being subtle.”

“You don’t know the meaning of the word. Where are the others, then? Where’s Ghastly, and Vex?”

“Ghastly hates these things,” Skulduggery said, “and I don’t know where Vex is.”

“Probably having another adventure,” Corrival said with a little sigh. “That boy needs to grow up one of these days, he really does. What about Anton Shudder?”

“Shudder likes to stay in his hotel,” Ravel said. “Besides all the Remnants trapped in there, he also has a vampire guest to contend with. If I were him, I’d want to keep a close eye on things too.”

The memory of Caelan’s kiss came flooding back into Valkyrie’s mind, and she fought against it in vain.

Corrival looked around. “So is this it? Is everyone here? Erskine, maybe you should start the ball rolling. I have places to go and things to do.”

“Me?” Ravel asked. “Why do I have to start it? You’re the most respected mage here. You start it. Or Skulduggery.”

Skulduggery shook his head. “I can’t start it. I don’t like most of these people. I might start shooting.”

Ravel scowled. “Fine.”

He turned, cleared his throat, and spoke loudly. “Everyone who is going to be here is here,” he announced. The other conversations died down, and all eyes turned to him. “We all know why we’ve gathered. If we can elect a Grand Mage today, then we can immediately start work on forming a new Council and finding a new Sanctuary.”

“Before we talk about the new Sanctuary,” Geoffrey Scrutinous said, “I think we should discuss the old one. In particular, I think everyone would like to ask how the search for Davina Marr has been going.”

“As far as we know, she’s still in the country,” Skulduggery said. “Any more than that, I’m afraid I can’t disclose.”

“Why not?” asked the Elemental named Amity.

“It’s an ongoing investigation.”

“She has evaded you for five months already, Detective Pleasant. Maybe we should be entrusting somebody else with the task of tracking her down.”

“Then by all means, Amity,” Skulduggery said, “find someone else.”

“The damage has been done,” the woman called Shakra said in a Belfast accent. “Marr isn’t important, not any more. What is important is how weak we appear. The Sanctuaries around the world are waiting to pounce, did you know that?”

“That’s a slight exaggeration,” Scrutinous said.

“Is it? The Americans have already announced how they will no longer stand by and watch as Ireland struggles against the legacy that people like Mevolent have left us. That’s what they said, word for word.”

“It was a gesture of support,” Amity said.

“No,” Shakra responded, “it was a threat. They’re telling us they’re getting ready to step in and take over if something like this happens again.”

Amity shook his head. “Nonsense. Ireland is a Cradle of Magic. No one would dare disrupt the delicate balance that holds the world in check.”

Shakra scowled. “You’re a moron.”

“Being rude does not make you more intelligent than I.”

“No, being more intelligent than you makes me more intelligent than you, you goat-brained simpleton.”

“I did not come here to be insulted.”

“What, do you have somewhere special to go for that kind of thing?”

“Can we please focus?” Corrival asked. Immediately, everyone shut up. “In the last five years alone, two of our Elders have been murdered, the third betrayed us, and the Grand Mage who took over has been revealed as a criminal. Two out of Mevolent’s Three Generals returned, and the Faceless Ones actually broke through into this reality.

“Amity, you and your Four Elementals may not want to believe this, but Ireland is under attack. We have enemies both obvious and hidden. The war with Mevolent was fought largely on Irish soil. His actions, and the actions of his followers, have created an instability that is impossible to be rid of. This is where the agents of unrest are drawn. There is blood in the water here.”

“That’s right,” Flaring said. “Dark sorcerers like Charivari in France, or Keratin in the mountains of Siberia, hate us and plot against us with every moment that passes. And what about all the visions of this Darquesse person, laying waste to the world? We need to be ready.”

Valkyrie saw the nods and the looks in the eyes. If any one of them knew the truth, they’d have torn her apart right there and then.

“Then we need to get down to business,” High Priest Tenebrae said. “The task ahead is not an easy one. We’ll have to set up a new Council, elect a Grand Mage and two Elders, build a new Sanctuary and consolidate our power base. Even though it will add greatly to my responsibilities and workload, I am willing to put my own name forward for the role of Grand Mage.”

There were some rolled eyes and cruel whispers, but Corrival held up a hand to silence them. “Thank you, High Priest. Who are the other nominees?”

“Some of us have been talking about this among ourselves,” Scrutinous said, “and we’d like to suggest Corrival Deuce as a candidate.”

Corrival raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

“You’re well-respected and well-liked, Corrival, and—”

“I know what I am,” Corrival interrupted, “and what I am is retired. Even if I wasn’t retired, I’ve never been interested in the job. That’s for people like Meritorious, not people like me.”

“Your country needs you,” Flaring said.

“My country needs better taste.”

“You’re the only one who can do it.”

“This is ridiculous,” Corrival said. “I don’t have the experience or the training, and I’m always getting into arguments. Not many sorcerers agree with my point of view, you know.”

“Even so,” said Philomena Random, “you’re one of the few people who could bring the Irish magical community together in its time of need.”

“Nonsense. There are plenty of others.”

“We don’t make this suggestion lightly, Corrival. We’ve considered this a great deal.”

“And all you could come up with was me?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“But I’m really enjoying my retirement. I get to sleep in every day. I do crossword puzzles and eat cakes.”

“Duty calls, Corrival.”

“Then we’ll vote,” Flaring said. “Right here, right now. Let’s forgo the usual pomp and circumstance and have it as a simple aye or nay. All those in favour of High Priest Auron Tenebrae as the new Grand Mage, say aye.”

Craven and Quiver both said aye. Tenebrae clenched his jaw against the overwhelming silence.

“OK then,” Scrutinous said. “All in favour of Corrival Deuce as the new Grand Mage, say aye.”

Ayes filled the room. Only the Necromancers and the Roarhaven mages stayed quiet.

Scrutinous grinned. “I think it’s decided.”

“Fine,” Corrival said. “I’ll accept the position, on the condition that as soon as someone more competent comes along, you’ll all let me retire in peace.”

“Agreed,” said Amity. “So now we need to talk about nominations for the other two seats on the Council, and where the new Sanctuary is going to be built.”

“Don’t need to start building,” the Torment said in his dreadful croaky voice. “We have a Sanctuary, ready and waiting.”

“In Roarhaven?” Tenebrae said, disgust in his voice.

“Yes,” the Torment glared back. “A fine building, built especially for this purpose.”

“Built for a coup that failed,” said Ravel.

“That may be so,” the Torment said, “but the fact remains. There is a new Sanctuary building with all the rooms and requirements. Do any of you have any proper objections, apart from the fact that it’s outside your precious capital city?”

There was silence.

“It’s a good suggestion,” Corrival said. Valkyrie looked at him in surprise. She wasn’t the only one. “The fact is,” he continued, “it’s there, and it’s available. And if someone sets off another bomb, we won’t have to explain it to the civilian authorities. And as for the other two seats on the Council, I already have my nominees. I nominate Erskine Ravel and Skulduggery Pleasant.”

Someone barked a laugh. Valkyrie turned to Skulduggery, really wishing he was wearing a face so she could see his reaction.

“Ah,” said Ravel.

“Oh,” said Skulduggery.

“Sorry, fellas,” Corrival said, “but if I have to suffer through this ridiculousness, then so do you. Both of you are controversial figures, but I fought with your unit on the battlefield, and I’ve never known such bravery and honour. Erskine, you like spending money way too much, but you’ve been my trusted confidant for the last hundred years, and I don’t think there is anyone who is going to deny that you would make an excellent Elder. You’re wise when you need to be, and impulsive when you have to be.

“Skulduggery, my old friend, I daresay a lot of people are going to object to your nomination.”

“Myself included,” Skulduggery answered.

“You make more enemies than friends, which isn’t saying an awful lot, but you also make the difficult decisions. You always have. That’s all I’m going to say on the matter. The rest is up to the voters. As duly elected Grand Mage, I now call a halt to proceedings, as I have a crossword to do and some cakes to eat.”

Without waiting for a response, Corrival turned and walked from the room.

“I was not expecting that,” Ravel said in a low voice.

“I’ll vote for you,” Skulduggery said, “so long as you promise not to vote for me.”

Ravel grinned. “And let you miss the fun? Not on your life, dead man.”



As they were walking for the Bentley, Valkyrie caught sight of a pretty blonde girl standing by a long, black car. “Back in a minute,” she said to Skulduggery, and jogged over to the girl, trying her best not to smile too broadly.

“Hi Melancholia,” she said brightly.

Melancholia scowled. She was four years older than Valkyrie, tall, and she wore black Necromancer robes. From the very start, Melancholia had never made a secret of the fact that she despised Valkyrie utterly. Valkyrie, for her part, thought this was astonishingly amusing, and revelled in the many opportunities she had to annoy the older girl.

“What you doing?” Valkyrie asked, smiling a friendly smile.

“I’m standing here,” Melancholia responded, not looking at her.

“And a fine job you’re doing of it, too. Do you know where Solomon is? He said he was going to come today, but I didn’t see him.”

“Cleric Wreath is on an assignment.”

“Cool. What kind?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is it exciting?”

“I don’t know.”

“Right. So you’re just waiting here for the others, then? Waiting for ol’ Tenebrae?”

Melancholia stiffened. “You should show more respect for the High Priest. You should use his full title when referring to him.”

Valkyrie shrugged. “High Priest Tenebrae just takes so long to say, you know? I usually just call him Tenny. He likes that.”

“If you were truly one of us, you would be severely disciplined for such behaviour.”

Valkyrie frowned. “Do you really talk like that, or are you just putting it on?”

Melancholia finally looked at her. “You are mocking me?” she snarled.

“Is that a statement or a question?”

Melancholia was taller than Valkyrie, and she loomed over her. “I should punish you myself, on behalf of the High Priest.”

“I don’t think Tenny would like that very much.”

“You are not our saviour.”

“Solomon seems to think I am.”

“Cleric Wreath has spent too long out in this decadent world. He’s lost his objectivity. He looks at you and he sees the Death Bringer, whereas everyone else looks at you and sees a pathetic little child.”

Valkyrie grinned. Despite how sinister it sounded, the Death Bringer was a title that she was beginning to actually like. She found Necromancers creepy on a very fundamental level – Solomon Wreath aside – but even so, it was nice to be thought of as a possible saviour. Certainly, it was a change from having to think of herself as Darquesse. The chance, no matter how slim, that instead she might turn out to be the Death Bringer was a source of comfort to her. Two possible destinies – one where she saves the world, and one where she ends it. Her future couldn’t get any starker than that. “Maybe I am the Death Bringer,” she said.

“Don’t be absurd. You’ve been studying Necromancy for just over a year. I’ve been studying death magic since I was four years old. You’re nothing compared to me, or anyone like me.”

“And yet,” Valkyrie interrupted, “I’m the one they’re all making a fuss of.”

Melancholia scowled. “You’re nothing but an Elemental playing at being a Necromancer.”

“And you’re a Necromancer, through and through. You’ve wanted to be nothing else your entire life. And yet, I’ve been invited to all the important meetings and you get to stay out here and mind the car. I’ve been told things about your art and your religion that you won’t be told for another year or two.”

“Ridiculous.”

“Is it? When were you told about the Passage?”

Melancholia hesitated. “I learned about the Passage when I was ready, when I had completed my studies on over three dozen—”

“It was pretty recently, wasn’t it?”

Melancholia gritted her teeth. “Yes.”

“See, I was told about it ages ago. Now, I’m not saying I’m an expert. In fact, I have loads of questions about the whole thing. You must have noticed that some of it just doesn’t seem to make any sense. Your religion is based on the idea that when you die, your energy passes from this world to another one, right?”

“It’s not an idea,” Melancholia said tersely. “It’s a scientific fact.”

“It’s little more than a theory,” Valkyrie countered. “But I’m OK with that. So you guys are waiting for the Death Bringer to come and collapse the wall between the two worlds, so the living and the dead can exist in the same place, at the same time, meaning that there will be no more strife, no more war, and everyone will live, or at least exist, happily ever after.”

“Yes,” Melancholia said.

“And yet, no one has told me how this is possible.”

“You can hardly expect to understand the advanced stages of our teachings, if you do not have the patience or the skill to master the basics.”

“Do you know how it’s possible?”

“I will. Soon. Once I experience the Surge, once I am locked into Necromancy for the rest of my life, all of its secrets will be laid open for me.”

“Oh, that’ll be nice. I still don’t know if it’s for me, though. I really don’t want to draw my power from death, and that’s basically what Necromancy is. I’d rather not have to rely on other people’s pain to use magic.”

“I hardly think it will be up to you. The sooner the Clerics realise what a mistake they’re making, wasting their time on you, the better. Then you can run along with your skeleton friend and have lots of fun together, and you can leave the important stuff to us.”

“Sometimes I get the feeling that you don’t like me.”

“Trust your feelings.”

“So we’re not going to be friends?”

“I’d rather gouge my own eyes out.”

Valkyrie shook her head sadly, and started to walk back to the Bentley. “Your leaders are looking to me to be their saviour, Melancholia. You might have to learn to love me.”

Melancholia’s voice was laced with venom. “You are not our saviour.”

Valkyrie looked at her over her shoulder, shot her a smile. “Better start praying to me, just in case.”
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THE BONEBREAKER

[image: Image Missing]ack when Vaurien Scapegrace was alive, he had briefly owned a pub in Roarhaven that catered, almost exclusively, for sorcerers. That had been before he’d found his true calling as a Killer Supreme and, later, as the Zombie King, but he’d enjoyed it nevertheless. He knew there were pubs and clubs and bars around the country, around the world, whose clientele were magical, but he liked to think that his pub offered something a little different. A home away from home perhaps. A refuge from the pressures and stresses of modern living.

But now that some time had passed, now that he was viewing it all with a more objective eye, he realised what it was that his pub had really offered. It had offered dim lighting, bad drinks, grumpy bar staff and a toilet that smelled of wet cabbage. There was absolutely nothing to take pride in. Nothing to feel good about. But that, of course, was the whole point. Sorcerer pubs were bad pubs by necessity. If they were good pubs, everyone would be going to them.

Sitting in this particular sorcerer pub in Dublin, Scapegrace reflected on the trials and tribulations he had gone through as a living man, and hoped that by the time this night was done, he would be a step closer to being a living man once again.

Thrasher came through the sombre crowd, spilling someone’s drink and apologising profusely before arriving at Scapegrace’s table. “Some men are here,” he said urgently. “They say they know you.”

Scapegrace leaned back in his chair. “Let’s see them.”

Thrasher nodded, turned, but the crowd was already parting for the six newcomers. Scapegrace did indeed know them. Lightning Dave sidled up on Scapegrace’s right, playing with a bright stream of electricity that crackled between his fingertips. His hair stood on end, and his features had settled into a permanent smirk.

Beside him was Hokum Pete. Hokum Pete had been born in Kerry, but harboured a well-known and widely ridiculed desire to be seen as a Wild West outlaw. He liked to wear cowboy boots and long duster coats, and today he had a six-gun holstered low on his right leg. His hand flashed and the gun cleared the holster. He started to spin it around on his finger, like that was going to impress anyone.

Thrasher gave a delighted “Oooh,” and Scapegrace fought the urge to hit him.

To Scapegrace’s left was a pair of sorcerers who had never managed to garner much of a reputation for themselves. They weren’t powerful and they weren’t smart, and Scapegrace could never remember their names.

Brobding the giant, bringing up the rear, had to hunch over to even fit in here, and the man who stood right in front of Scapegrace was Hieronymus Deadfall. Deadfall had been a mercenary, had fought in a few wars, both magical and mortal, before returning to Ireland and settling down in Roarhaven, where he had stolen Scapegrace’s pub from under him. Not that Scapegrace held a grudge or anything.

“Hello, moron,” said Scapegrace.

“My God,” Deadfall responded. “It’s true. Everything they said is true. You’re a shambling pile of decomposition.”

Hokum Pete sniggered, and Scapegrace sat up a little straighter. “I am the living dead, if that’s what you mean, yes. What can I do for you, Hieronymus? I assume you’ve heard about the auction.”

“We heard,” Deadfall nodded. “So you know where the Skeleton Detective lives?”

“Yes, I do. You want revenge, for the time he smacked you around your own pub? This is how you do it. Catch him unawares. Or you can sell the information to someone else. His little partner will probably be there too.”

“Cain,” snarled one of the sorcerers whose name Scapegrace couldn’t remember.

“This information is worth a lot,” Scapegrace continued, “but all I’m looking for is information in exchange. Kenspeckle Grouse. I want to know where to find him.”

It was all going so perfectly, and Scapegrace had to resist grinning in case any more teeth fell out. He’d give up the Skeleton Detective’s location, and in return he’d find Kenspeckle Grouse and get himself fixed. It was, he had to admit, one of his more brilliant plans.

“Grouse…” Deadfall said. “The scientist? How the hell would I know that?”

“If you don’t know it, you’re of no use to me. Next! Anyone know where Kenspeckle Grouse is?”

Deadfall smiled. “Tell me, Vaurien, what’s to stop us from just pulling you apart, limb from limb, until you tell us the skeleton’s address?”

Scapegrace didn’t really have an answer for that one.

There were mumblings and mutterings in the crowd as a large man in a long coat passed Deadfall and approached the table. He had his hood up, and beneath it Scapegrace could see metal, like a mask.

“I need to know where Skulduggery Pleasant lives,” the big man said with an accent. Eastern European maybe, or Russian. Scapegrace decided on Russian. It was, like many sorcerer’s accents, one that came from a lot of places over the years.

“Do you have what I need in exchange?” Scapegrace asked, ignoring Deadfall’s scowl.

The head beneath the hood shook. “I have heard of this Grouse person, but I do not know where he lives.”

“Then why are you wasting my time?”

The Russian didn’t answer for a bit. Then he placed both hands on the table, and leaned in. “Because I’m giving you a chance to avoid bloodshed. Tell me where the Skeleton Detective lives and we can all walk out of here. You are a dead man, but there are ways to kill even dead men.”

The conversation had tilted wildly out of Scapegrace’s control in a remarkably short amount of time, with an astonishingly small amount of words.

It was the tone the big Russian was using, a tone that implied that violence was a mere afterthought. Scapegrace didn’t like that one bit. Anyone who did not give violence its careful and rightful due was someone to whom violence was an old pair of shoes – slip on, slip off, think nothing more about it. That wasn’t Scapegrace’s style at all.

“Maybe,” he said, “we can reach a compromise.”

“No way,” Deadfall said to the mysterious Russian. “Listen, pal, a funny accent and a funny mask don’t scare me. We were here first, so you, take a hike.”

The big man turned to him slowly. “You do not want to make trouble with me.”

Deadfall actually chuckled in disbelief. “Scapegrace, take note. After we deal with the funny man here, you’re next.”

Hokum Pete was still showing off with his six-gun. His finger in the trigger guard, he spun it until it blurred, then flipped it, reversed it, slid it into the holster. It barely had time to settle before it flashed out again. He tossed it into the air and caught it as it spun, tossed it to his other hand, still spinning. He threw it over his shoulder and caught it, reversed the motion and that was when the Russian reached back, snatched it from the air, and shot him point-blank.

Hokum Pete flew backwards, there were screams and yells and cries, and suddenly everyone was moving.

Lightning Dave snarled and electricity burst from his fingers. The Russian dodged behind the giant, and Brobding shrieked as the stream hit him instead. Scapegrace toppled backwards over his chair, saw Thrasher dive to the floor. Panic spread, and there was a stampede for the exits.

The Russian shot Lightning Dave twice in the chest. Deadfall, his fists already turning to hammers, knocked the gun from the Russian’s hand and swung for his head. The Russian ducked under the swing and moved past him, towards the two sorcerers with the forgettable names.

The first of them had glowing hands, ready to discharge a blast of energy. The second had opted for the up-close-and-personal approach, drawing a long dagger from his sleeve. Scapegrace watched as the Russian bent the second sorcerer’s arm back, stabbing him with his own blade. The poor, unmemorable fool gurgled in astonishment, and the Russian took the dagger from him and whipped it across the throat of his friend. Then he turned, saw Brobding coming for him and flicked the dagger to the ground. It impaled itself through the giant’s foot, pinning it to the floor. Brobding shrieked.

Deadfall came at him. The Russian swayed back out of range, watched the hammer swing uselessly by his face, then leaned in. His knuckles met the hinge of Deadfall’s jaw, and Deadfall’s legs gave out from under him.

Brobding pulled the dagger from his foot with a self-pitying squawk of pain. He fixed his face with a snarl, and charged. He didn’t have far to charge, but he did have to keep himself stooped, so it resembled more of a stumble. Still, the intent behind it was unmistakable.

The Russian ducked under the giant’s arms. Brobding’s great fist came around, but the masked man avoided it easily. Brobding lunged and the Russian snapped out a pair of jabs that broke the giant’s nose and split his lip. Brobding bellowed and the Russian kicked his knee. The bellow became a howl, drawn-out and horrified, his huge hands clutching at his leg.

The Russian tapped a single fingertip lightly against Brobding’s chest. There was a terrible crack of bone, and Brobding fell, dead. It was like a great oak falling in a forest.

Deadfall was up again, preparing to swing his hammer-fists, but the Russian just stepped close and pressed his hand against him. Every bone that comprised the skeleton of Hieronymus Deadfall gave a slight tremor, and then came apart with a violence that ruptured his body. Bone shards burst both organs and skin, spraying blood into the air. His corpse dropped, contorted and disfigured beyond recognition. The Russian turned to look at Scapegrace, his eyes red beneath his mask.

“I’ll tell you,” Scapegrace said, hands high above his head. “I’ll tell you where Skulduggery Pleasant lives. Just please, don’t explode me.”
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THE ROARHAVEN MAGES

[image: Image Missing]he closer you got to Roarhaven, the sicker the trees looked, the browner the grasses, the blacker the lake. Its streets were narrow, its buildings hunched, their windows squinting. Paranoia and hatred, seething resentment and bitter hostility – these things leaked through the town like its lifeblood. It was a creature, a mangy, diseased dog, afflicted with fleas and ticks and lice, kept alive by its own loathing.

The man with the golden eyes stood by the stagnant lake, his coat buttoned up against the cold. “Marr?” he asked.

“Still alive,” said the old man behind him.

The veiled woman in black spoke quietly. “I thought we hired the best.”

The old man didn’t bother to keep the irritation out of his voice. “We did.”

“She needs to die,” said the woman. “She’s far too dangerous to be languishing in chains.”

“Tesseract assures me she will be dead soon.” The old man looked away from the woman. “Do they still think the Americans are to blame?”

The man with the golden eyes shrugged. “Who knows what Skulduggery Pleasant thinks? We can only stick to the plan. If he begins to suspect us, we’ll deal with him then. For the moment, though, we’re on schedule. This town will hold the new Sanctuary. From here, we’re going to change the world.”
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KEEPING A STRAIGHT FACE

[image: Image Missing]hina Sorrows wasn’t in the library that took up an entire half of the tenement building’s third floor, and neither was she in her apartment across the hall, which took up the other half. China’s assistant, the thin man who never spoke, merely cast his eyes downwards when Skulduggery asked him her whereabouts, but apparently, this was sufficient.

Valkyrie followed Skulduggery down the dank staircase. His façade was up, but still refused to settle. She watched as his face started to drift round to the back of his head.

“Where are we going?” she asked. A pair of dull green eyes floated slowly through Skulduggery’s hair.

“To the basement.”

“I didn’t know this place had a basement.”

“There wasn’t one until China bought this building and commissioned the work to add a sub-level. Even the people living here don’t know about it.”

“You’ve got eyes in the back of your head, you know, and I don’t mean that as compliment.”

“I know,” said Skulduggery sadly.

“How can you even see right now?”

He glanced back at her. The mouth of the façade was gaping wide over his left eye socket.

“That is so wrong,” she murmured.

They continued walking.

“There’s only one reason why China ever goes down into the basement,” Skulduggery said. “Well, it’s also where she keeps her car. OK, so there’s only two reasons why she ever goes down there, apart from the fact that it’s secure and dry and it works well as a storage area. So that’s three, only three reasons why she ever goes down there, and apart from the car and the storage, the main reason is privacy. Seclusion. Why does she need privacy and seclusion?”

“Don’t know.”

“She needs privacy and seclusion when she catches someone trying to steal from her.” They reached the ground floor.

“How do we get there?” Valkyrie asked. “Is there an invisible elevator? A trapdoor? Oh, is it one of those fire station poles that we get to slide down?”

Skulduggery went to the broom closet, and opened the door. There were no brooms in there, and no floor. There were only—

“Stairs,” Valkyrie said, disappointed.

“Not just ordinary stairs,” Skulduggery told her as he led the way down. “Magic stairs.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yes.”

She followed him into the darkness. “How are they magic?”

“They just are.”

“In what way?”

“In a magicky way.”

She glared at the back of his head. “They aren’t magic at all, are they?”

“Not really.”

The basement was cold. A dim bulb struggled valiantly against the darkness. They walked down a narrow corridor between chain-link walls, passing stacks of boxes and crates. Rusted pipes crossed the ceiling, the failing light making them look like boa constrictors, liable to drop down and snatch the pair of them up and slowly squeeze the life out of them. Out of her. Skulduggery had no life to squeeze.

They heard voices ahead. Finally, the chain-link maze came to an end, and they stepped into a wide-open space, illuminated only by the headlights from an idle car. A man was on his knees, doing his best to shield his eyes. Whether he was shielding his eyes from the blinding light or the blinding beauty of the woman who stood above him was hard to tell.

China Sorrows was cast in half-shadow. Her raven hair was tied off her face in a simple ponytail. The light hit her back and made her clothes shine and her skin glow. She held a book by her side. Skulduggery and Valkyrie stayed where they were, watching silently.

“I’m sorry!” the man sobbed. “Oh God, Miss Sorrows, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to do it!”

“You didn’t mean to hide this book under your jacket and leave without telling me?” China clarified. “This is a very valuable edition, and would be sorely missed from my collection.”

“Please. Please, I have a family. They’re starving.”

“And so you planned to feed them the book?”

“No… No, but…”

“You planned to sell it then. To whom, I wonder?”

“I don’t… I can’t…”

“If you tell me who the interested party is, I will let you go.” At a wave of her hand, a section of wall opened up at the top of a concrete ramp – obviously the means of exit for her car – and daylight flooded the gloom. “You will never be allowed back here, and you will cross the street and run away to avoid me, but I will take no further action. Against you. The actions I will take against the interested party, however, will be quite severe, even by my standards. I never ask twice – my patience is quite short. You will tell me now.”

He sagged. “Eliza Scorn.”

If there was any reaction shown in China’s face, the shadows hid it. “I see,” she said. “You may leave.”

“I… can?”

China sighed, and the man scrambled up, wiped his eyes, and hurried towards the ramp.

“Wait,” China said. She looked at him for a long moment. “If you return to Eliza Scorn without this book, she will most likely kill you and your pathetic starving family.” She held it out. “Take it.”

“Really?”

“I have three more around here somewhere. Take it before I change my mind.”

He scurried back to her, accepting the book. “Thank you,” he wept. “Thank you for your kindness and your, and your beauty. I… I love you, Miss Sorrows. I’ve never loved anyone as much as—”

“You have a pathetic starving family to get back to, you grubby little man. Get back to them.”

He tore his eyes away from her and ran, wailing, up the ramp and out into the alley. The wall closed up behind him, and China turned, allowing the light to cast itself over her perfect features.

“An act of kindness,” she said, “purely for your benefit, Valkyrie. I know how much you dislike me being mean to people.”

Valkyrie stepped out of the shadows, smiling. “Kindness suits you.”

“Really? I think I’m quite allergic to it. Now what can I do for you both? Perhaps you are here seeking my opinion on matters discussed at this top-secret meeting to which I was not invited?”

“You may not have been there,” Skulduggery said, “but I’m sure a woman of your resources has heard detailed accounts of everything that was spoken about.”

“Nonsense. That meeting was highly confidential. Congratulations, by the way.”

Skulduggery grunted. “There’s nothing to congratulate.”

“Don’t be so modest – I haven’t laughed so hard in years. Erskine, possibly, has the makings of a good Elder, and Corrival Deuce is an inspired choice for Grand Mage. But you? Skulduggery my dear… that is inspired lunacy.”

“Yes, well, we’ll see how it all pans out, but I’m afraid we’re here on matters much more cosmetic.” Skulduggery took a step out of the gloom, and China saw his drooping face.

“Oh dear,” she said.

“It gets better when I do this.” He began slapping himself and shaking his head violently, causing the face to tighten slightly.

“Well,” China said, “at least you’re keeping your dignity. Come. Keep the façade active.”

She touched the car and the headlights went out. They followed her out of the basement and up the stairs.

“What have you heard about Tesseract?” Skulduggery asked as they climbed. His bottom lip hung over his chin like a dead slug.

“The Russian killer? Why on earth would you want…” China looked down at them, her pale blue eyes narrowed. “He’s in the country?”

“You didn’t know?” Skulduggery asked, actually sounding shocked.

There was a brief flicker of annoyance on China’s perfect face, and then it evaporated. She turned, and resumed climbing to the third floor.

“Here is what I know about Tesseract. Born and raised in Russia, somewhere between three and four hundred years ago. He is an Adept, nobody knows who trained him, and nobody knows how many people he’s killed. He wears a mask – again, nobody knows why. He lives in a truck of some description. He’s self-sufficient, doesn’t need to resupply for weeks at a time. His method of communication is a mystery to me – how those who require his services get in touch with him, I confess, I do not know.

“What all this means is that he could be living across the street from me and I’d never know it. It means that I have not heard one single rumour about him in twenty years, and the fact that he is here and I didn’t know about it causes me no small amount of alarm and drives me to unimaginable fury. I am, however, hiding it well. You are sure he is here?”

“We saw him,” said Skulduggery.

They reached the third floor and stopped talking as a man and a woman passed. The man stared at China, entranced by her beauty. The woman stared at Skulduggery, repulsed by the face that was slowly sliding down his head. China led them into her apartment – to Valkyrie it was as beautiful and elegant as China herself – and shut the door after them.

“He went after Davina Marr,” Skulduggery said.

China’s eyebrow raised. “Did he kill her?”

“He came close.”

“Do you have her?”

“She’s somewhere safe and secure – you don’t have to worry about her. This can’t be repeated to anyone, of course.”

“Who do you think I am, some cheap and tawdry gossip-monger? Sit. Loosen your tie.”

Skulduggery did as he was told, and China took a small black case from her desk. From the case she withdrew a calligraphy pen that reminded Valkyrie of a scalpel. She dipped it in black ink before taking a monocle from a side pocket. She crossed to Skulduggery, undid a few shirt buttons to expose the symbols carved into his collarbones, and examined them using the monocle. “Have you questioned Marr yet?” she asked.

“She remains stubbornly unconscious,” he answered. “However, the very fact that someone sent an assassin after her has told us an awful lot. Up until now I was almost prepared to believe that Marr acted alone. She could have enslaved Myron Stray of her own volition, put the Desolation Engine into his hands, and arranged for Valkyrie and myself to get caught in the blast. I was close to putting her actions down to pure anger and a petty need for revenge that escalated into something terrible. But that doesn’t hold up. Not any more.”

“Because of Tesseract?” Valkyrie asked.

“Tesseract was put on her trail, which leads me to believe that she had co-conspirators who have since abandoned her, and now want her silenced.”

China put down the monocle, pressed the pen against the symbol on Skulduggery’s left collarbone, and applied pressure. “If there is a conspiracy, who would gain from the destruction of the Sanctuary? There has been a five-month period where there has been no Sanctuary, no Grand Mage, and yet from what I can see, there has been no dramatic upsurge in antisocial activity. Whoever organised this seems to have missed their opportunity.”

“Unless the scale is far grander than we imagine,” Skulduggery said.

“Now you just sound paranoid.” Whatever China was doing to the symbol was having an effect on Skulduggery’s face. It tightened until it almost split, then loosened again. “If you’re right about this grand conspiracy, by the way, you might want to consider the possibility that Marr never really stopped working for the American Sanctuary.”

“We’ve thought about that,” Skulduggery said. “Valkyrie?”

“OK,” Valkyrie said, “so two years ago, Marr is working for the American Sanctuary. Thurid Guild offers her a job in Ireland, thinking she won’t be able to resist the chance to work at a Cradle of Magic because, let’s face it, every day here is an adventure. She tells her bosses, they tell her to accept the job, but to work undercover for them. Any Sanctuary around the world would want to gain a foothold in a country with this much raw magic at its core, and America is no different.

“She starts work, proves to be as good at her job as everyone expects, but all the time she’s looking for a way to bring down the Sanctuary. The Americans need a crisis so they can swoop in. Marr eventually gives them that crisis.”

“The problem with that theory,” Skulduggery continued, “is that once the Sanctuary is destroyed, the Americans do nothing, and then Corrival Deuce gets elected as Grand Mage, with Ravel and myself as possible Elders. I really can’t see how that would benefit the Americans, or anyone else, in the slightest.”

“That should do it,” China said, stepping back. Skulduggery looked up at her, his face staying put. “It was off by a millimetre in depth,” she explained. “An unforgivable mistake on my part, and yet I think I shall manage to forgive myself. Could you deactivate the façade now?”

Skulduggery tapped the symbols, and the face slid away. “You want me to use it only when I have to?” he asked.

“Not at all,” China said. “It’s just that talking to you when you have a face is quite disconcerting. I much prefer you as a skeleton.”

“Me too,” Valkyrie agreed.

As Skulduggery stood up and buttoned his shirt, China began to pack away her equipment. “Then maybe it isn’t the Americans,” she said. “Maybe Marr was working undercover for somebody else.”

“It could be someone who just doesn’t like us,” said Valkyrie. “We’ve already had Dreylan Scarab and Billy-Ray Sanguine come after us for revenge, so what about other bad guys we’ve beaten? What about Jaron Gallow? No one’s heard from him since he chopped off his own arm and ran away from the Faceless Ones. And Remus Crux. If there’s anyone crazy enough to want to kill that many people, it’s that lunatic.”

“It’s not Remus Crux,” China said.

“How do you know?”

“Because Davina Marr would never work with someone so unstable.”

“Then what about the Torment? Roarhaven stands to benefit a lot from this. They get the Sanctuary right in the middle of their creepy little town.”

“But that still doesn’t grant them any great degree of power,” Skulduggery argued, fixing his tie. “There will still be a Council of Elders, and an entire staff of non-Roarhaven sorcerers. All they gain is the proximity of location.”

“Which is not a good enough reason to set off the Desolation Engine,” China said. “The Children of the Spider are known for their cunning, but the fact is, this may have nothing to do with Roarhaven.”

“I still think the Torment is behind this,” Valkyrie muttered.

Skulduggery’s smile was in his voice. “Is that because he tried to get me to kill you?”

“I think he’s behind this because he’s a horrible old man who turns into a giant spider. But mostly because he tried to get you to kill me. There are still plenty of others to choose from, though. And don’t forget, we only have Scarab’s word that he wasn’t behind it. This might be his last bid for revenge before he dies in prison, to make us think there’s someone else out there.”

“So,” Skulduggery said, “to sum up: Davina Marr’s co-conspirators could either be the Roarhaven mages, the Americans, or anyone else who just doesn’t like us.”

China smiled. “I’m just glad we could narrow it down.” She walked from the room, Valkyrie and Skulduggery following her into the library. “And may I say what a privilege it is to be involved in this investigation at its inception. It fills my heart with warmth to know that, finally, you trust me enough to bother me with things at a much earlier stage than I am used to or am, indeed, happy with.”

“They say sarcasm is the lowest form of wit,” Valkyrie said.

China glanced at her. “They’ve obviously never met me.”

“The fact is,” Skulduggery said as they walked through the labyrinth of bookcases, “over the past few years you’ve proven yourself to be someone who can be depended on.”

“And the unfortunate side effect of that,” Valkyrie continued, “is that you get to join our little crime-fighting club, whether you like it or not.”

China stopped, and turned to them, a slight frown on her face. “Does this mean… Please don’t tell me this means we are all now friends. I have done very well without friends up to this point and I have no intention of developing any now.”

Valkyrie frowned. “You make us sound like a rash.”

“An irritation that shows up when you least want it? I think the analogy is quite apt.”

“You do realise that I know what all the big words you’re using mean, right?”

“And there I was, trying to baffle you with my verbiage.”

“Understood that, too.” Valkyrie glimpsed a familiar face in among the stacks. “Be right back,” she said. They walked on and she approached her friend. “This is where we first met,” she said.

Tanith Low looked up, and smiled. “God, that seems like a hundred years ago. You were so small.”

“I was never small.”

“And so narrow. Now look at you. How are the arms?”

“I’m not showing you.”

“Yes, you are.”

“No, I’m not. We’re in the middle of a library.”

“A library frequented solely by freaks and other assorted weirdos. I haven’t seen the arms in weeks. Come on.”

Valkyrie tried to sigh, but ended up grinning. She unzipped her jacket and took it off.

“Damn,” Tanith said, drawing the word out. “I hope Fletcher appreciates all the work I’ve put in to making his girlfriend rock solid.”

“I’ve told him I’m aiming to have shoulders like yours. He kind of dribbled when he heard that.” Valkyrie put her jacket back on. “But I was never small.”

Tanith laughed, slid the book she’d been reading back on to the shelf. “You were so unsure and innocent and wide-eyed and shy… Well, maybe not shy.”

“Never shy.”

“But definitely unsure. I knew from the moment I met you we’d be friends, you know.”

“Really?”

“I didn’t know we’d be quite so close, but I saw you and I went, yeah, she’s cool. Hadn’t a clue you had anything to do with why I was over here, though. Things kind of worked out quite well, didn’t they?”

“Yes, they did.”

“My folks say hi, by the way. And my brother wants to meet you. He’s heard so much about the great Valkyrie Cain.”

“Your parents are lovely, and I’ve seen a picture of your brother. I definitely want to meet him.”

Tanith wagged her finger. “You, my dear, are a one-man woman. Stick with Fletcher, and stay away from my older brother.” Tanith’s smile faded slightly. “What’s wrong?”

“What do you mean?”

“I said ‘one-man woman’ and you… you practically flinched.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Everything OK with Fletcher?”

“Yes,” said Valkyrie. “Things are great.”

“And you’re happy with him? Still having fun?”

“Sometimes it’s like leading a child around, but yes, absolutely, still having a laugh.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” Valkyrie said, and laughed.

“What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“Who is he?”

“I don’t know who—”

Tanith looked into her eyes.

“Oh no,” she breathed.

“Oh no what?”

“Not him.”

“Tanith, I really don’t know what you’re on about.”

“The vampire, Val? Really? The vampire?”

“He has a name.”

“He’s a vampire!”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, OK? Nothing happened!”

“Oh, that’s a big old lie right there.”

Valkyrie prepared to argue, but she knew there was little use. She sagged. “Fine. OK. We kissed.”

Tanith covered her face with her hands. “No. No no no. You can’t do this.”

“I’m not doing anything. It was a one-off. It’s not going to happen again.”

“He’s too old for you.”

“I know that.”

“And he’s a vampire.”

“Tanith. Caelan has problems, but he’s not like the others.”

“Valkyrie. You’re insane. He’s exactly like the others. This isn’t some brooding Gothic rubbish.”

“I swear to God, I know all this. I explained to him, it’ll never happen again. I’m not in love with him, for God’s sake. It meant basically nothing.”

“It might have meant nothing to you,” Tanith said, “but I can tell you that it meant a lot to him.”

“That’s not my problem.”

“It will be. Val, I hate to disapprove of anything that you do. We’re friends. I shouldn’t lecture you. I should support you. And I will. And I do. But something like this, you’re just going to have to forgive me, because I’ll keep going on about it until it’s over for good.”

Valkyrie nodded. “I understand that.”

“I take it Fletcher doesn’t have any idea?”

“God, no.”

“Good. There’s no point in hurting him and destroying your relationship when you don’t have to. It was a mistake.”

“Yes, it was,” said Valkyrie.

“And it’ll never happen again.”

“No, it won’t.”

“But if it does, you can talk to me about it and I won’t shout at you too much.”

“Thanks.”

“I’m not even going to ask if Skulduggery knows. If Caelan’s still alive, that means he doesn’t.”

Valkyrie nodded her agreement, the truth of that statement making her uneasy. They walked out of the stacks, to where Skulduggery and China were talking.

“Oh, good,” China said without enthusiasm, “Tanith’s here.”

Tanith’s smile made no effort to reach her eyes. “Hello China. You’re looking radiant as ever.”

“And your leather seems to have shrunk since the last time I saw you,” China responded. “Don’t you all have somewhere else to be? It’s not that I want you to go, it’s just that I don’t want you to stay.”
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SUFFERING

[image: Image Missing]leric Craven was in no hurry as he walked the cold corridors of the Temple. He’d always disliked the cold, but such was the Necromancer way. Hardship and suffering, misery and discomfort. The Temple was, almost to its last metre, cold and dark and dank, lit only by sputtering torches in rusted brackets on the walls. To suffer is to live, as the saying went – one of the basic tenets of his faith. Who was Craven to object to that? Who was he to demand special consideration? Who was he to forgo the suffering, when so many of his fellows shivered and rattled and didn’t complain?

Beneath his robes he was wrapped in thermals.

He knew for a fact that High Priest Tenebrae wore thermals beneath his robes. Cleric Quiver didn’t, as far as he could tell, but then Quiver was the kind of man who enjoyed the odd bit of suffering. As for Cleric Wreath, he didn’t even wear his robes, and his clothes always looked warm. Craven would expect no less from a Cleric who had spent so many years out there, in the world. The house where he lived was furnished, insulated and warm no matter how cold it got elsewhere. Decadent. Indulgent. How Craven envied him.

He reached the iron door of the High Priest’s office and let himself in. Shelves of books and papers. Cabinets of trinkets. Bare walls, bare floors. A single desk. Two chairs. No decoration. The bare necessities – nothing more.

Tenebrae, seated at his desk, glanced at him, scowling, before returning his eyes to Wreath. Behind him, the White Cleaver stood, scythe strapped to his back. Quiver stood by the far wall, hands clasped beneath the sleeves of his robe. Immediately, Craven regretted his tardiness. Wreath was agitated. Craven fought to contain his grin.

“Cleric Wreath,” Tenebrae interrupted, “I understand your concerns, but we are quite safe here in the Temple.”

“The Remnant is loose,” Wreath said angrily. “The moment they realise this they’ll be coming here to ask questions.”

“Let them come.”

“Your Eminence, with all due respect, they are going to want to know how the Remnant escaped. Skulduggery Pleasant will work out that we attempted to use it to control someone.”

“Nonsense. We can tell them one of our acolytes set it free, quite by accident. We’ll tell them the acolyte has been punished and will never do it again. You’re getting upset over nothing, Cleric.”

Craven stood by the door, enjoying this immensely. It wasn’t often he got to see Solomon Wreath being patronised.

“Having a Remnant loose out there is a good enough reason to be upset,” said Wreath. “If we are going to tell people it got free by accident, then at least let it become public. Sorcerers have to know of the danger.”

Tenebrae sat back. “Solomon, for all we know, the Remnant will leave the psychic’s body and fly off somewhere to be alone, and never bother anyone ever again. Why invite scrutiny and derision when we don’t have to? If it makes a nuisance of itself, and if the Skeleton Detective or anyone else comes here asking questions, we can feign surprise and shame upon learning of this terrible, accidental oversight on our part.”

“What did he see?” Quiver asked.

Wreath looked at him. “What?”

“The Sensitive. What did he see when you put the Remnant in him?”

Wreath sighed, and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Nothing. Nothing useful. He got sidetracked.”

“By what?” Tenebrae asked.

“He saw a vision of Darquesse. Seemed quite enamoured with her.”

“So he saw nothing about the Cain girl?”

“Actually, I think there’s a reason Darquesse intruded upon his vision. I think Valkyrie is going to be the one to defeat her. I think that will be the start of her journey to becoming the Death Bringer.”

Craven cleared his throat, pleased with the anger that flashed in Wreath’s eyes. “If I may, High Priest?”

Tenebrae waved a hand. “Of course.”

“Cleric Wreath, I admire your tenacity, and I admire your faith in Valkyrie Cain. I do think, however, that you have allowed yourself to focus on her to the exclusion of all others. You say it is now your opinion that Miss Cain defeats Darquesse. And yet every vision we have heard about has Darquesse killing both Cain and Pleasant, before starting in on the rest of the world.”

“The future can be changed,” Wreath growled.

“Oh, yes, indeed it can. I’m not arguing with you there. I’m just wondering about your interpretation. Have you considered the possibility that the Sensitive saw a vision of Darquesse because there was no Valkyrie Cain to see? She is obliterated. Wiped from existence. That, to me, would seem the logical interpretation.”

“Cleric Craven makes a valid point,” Tenebrae nodded. “Solomon, I wanted proof that Cain is strong enough. We have not had that proof.”

“What we have had,” Quiver said, “is a warning. We can’t waste any more time on candidates who are going to fall short of what is required. This Darquesse woman is coming. Unless we find our Death Bringer before she arrives, this world will be destroyed.”

Wreath’s jaw clenched and his face flushed. Craven’s grin was itching to spread.

“And the Remnant?” he asked. “We’re just going to let it go free?”

“What would you have us do?” Tenebrae asked, almost laughing. “Form a search party? Track it down? Cleric Wreath, that is not the Necromancer way. The Remnant, at this moment, is not our problem. Let others deal with it, if they have to.”

“Your Eminence—”

“You are not to involve yourself in this matter any further. Do you understand me, Cleric?”

Wreath stopped himself, and bowed. “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.”



Craven walked into the depths of the Temple, allowing the grin to consume his face. That had been most enjoyable. That had been altogether thrilling. Not only had Solomon Wreath been humbled before him, but also permission had been given, in a way, for Craven’s own plans to commence. The need was apparent. The time frame inescapable. Tenebrae didn’t know about it, of course, but then His Eminence was too cautious a leader. In times of strife, victory favoured the bold.

Craven came to a section of the Temple that he had quietly, and secretly, sequestered for his own use over the years. This was the darkest and dankest and coldest part of the Temple, at its lowest point beneath the graveyard. He took a long key from his robes, slotted it through a door and turned. A heavy clunk rewarded him, and he stepped in. Melancholia was already standing beside the chair he had given her. She waited with her head down, hands by her sides.

“You may raise your eyes,” Craven said. “Cleric Wreath has returned. His mission, unfortunately, a failure.”

Melancholia’s eyes sparkled. “Then Cain isn’t the Death Bringer?”

“We can’t be sure, and my fellow Cleric has not been forbidden to continue her lessons… but it is looking increasingly unlikely. You never believed she would be the one, did you?”

Melancholia hesitated. “No, sir, I’m sorry. I didn’t.”

“Neither did I.”

She frowned. “Cleric?”

“Even if Valkyrie Cain does have the power to usher in the Passage, I don’t think she would. She’s the wrong person. Just like Lord Vile was the wrong person. But you, Melancholia, you might just be what we’ve all been waiting for.”

“Me?”

“You may not have Cain’s natural gift, but you make up for it in passion and dedication – attributes I value much more highly. What age are you?”

“Twenty, sir.”

“And you haven’t reached the Surge yet.”

“No, sir.”

“You’re sure it’s Necromancy you want, then? When your power surges, in a month, in a year, whenever it happens, your choice is over. From that point, you will be locked into one, and only one, discipline, for the rest of your life.”

“Necromancy is all I’ve ever wanted.”

“Good. Good. I have been waiting for someone with the right qualities, of the right age, on the cusp of the Surge. I’ve been waiting for you, Melancholia.”

“You really think I can be the Death Bringer?”

“With my help, yes. I do. We will need to work hard. It won’t be easy and it will be painful. We’re going to have to prepare you, so that when the Surge happens, you will be infused with shadow magic.”

“Is that… is that possible?”

“I’m not going to lie to you. This has never been done before. It’s never even been thought of. My research into the language of magic has opened up possibilities that we had never considered. But I’ve grown tired of waiting. My patience has ended. If we can’t find someone powerful enough to assume the mantle of the Death Bringer, then we will make someone powerful enough. You, Melancholia, will be the one to save the world. Do you accept?”

“Yes, sir,” the girl said, her eyes gleaming. “Oh yes, sir.”
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DEAD MEN

[image: Image Missing]t always surprised Valkyrie whenever she realised just how close the weird and the wonderful, and the fierce and the frightening, lived to the rest of the non-magical, mortal world. She’d visited Dublin streets where every house held a sorcerer. She’d been thrown from the balcony of a block of flats that was home to a dozen vampires. She’d had tea with a psychic in a tattoo parlour, fought a blade-wielding assassin beneath the Waxworks Museum, and she’d dodged bullets at a football stadium. And the latest example of how close her two lives ran came in the form of an address for a banshee who, apparently, lived within a half-hour’s drive of Dublin.

Valkyrie had decided that she was going to take a taxi to see her – so all she had to do was make her excuses to Skulduggery and leave. It would have been simple if, when she followed Tanith into Ghastly’s shop, Erskine Ravel hadn’t been there to greet them.

“I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure,” Ravel said when he set eyes on Tanith.

“I think I would have remembered,” she replied, smiling as they shook hands. “I’m Tanith Low. You must be the notorious Erskine Ravel. I’ve heard stories about you.”

“Did any of them paint me in a flattering light? Because if they did, they are probably lies.”

“Just the usual Dead Men tales.”

Despite her pressing need to be elsewhere, Valkyrie frowned. “Dead Men?”

“That’s what they called us during the war,” Ghastly said, carrying a broken mannequin into the backroom. His shirtsleeves were rolled back off his thick forearms. His muscles, added to the ridges of scars that ran vertically down his entire head, plus the glare he sent Ravel’s way, would have been enough to make practically any man back away from Tanith. But it only made Ravel’s smile widen.

“They were legends,” Tanith told her, missing the glare completely. “Skulduggery, Mr Ravel here, Shudder, Dexter Vex. And Ghastly of course. They called them the Dead Men because they went on suicide missions and always came back alive.”

“Not all of us,” Skulduggery reminded her as he came in behind them. “Erskine, so good to see you again after so short a time.”

“I was in the neighbourhood,” Ravel shrugged. “I thought I’d drop in and say hi to Ghastly. I kind of hoped you’d stop by, actually. Has it sunk in yet?”

“Has what sunk in?” Skulduggery asked. “The insanity of what Corrival asked, or the stupidity?”

Ravel shook his head. “It’s ridiculous, isn’t it? I was just thinking that and… It is ridiculous. The two of us, on the Council of Elders? Do you realise how boring that job would get? We’re not used to jobs that… peaceful.”

“I hear Elders don’t even get to punch anyone,” Skulduggery said miserably. “Apparently, we’d have people to do that for us.”

“We’re just not suited to it. We’ve commanded people on the battlefield, we’ve issued orders during investigations… I mean, being a leader is one thing, but…”

“But being mature is something else entirely,” Skulduggery nodded. “I agree completely.”

“So you’re not going to do it?” Tanith asked. “Really? You’re both going to turn this down?”

“What would we be turning down?” Skulduggery asked. “It’s only a nomination. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“What about Corrival?” Valkyrie asked. “If he’d said no to the Grand Mage position, would you have accepted that?”

At that, both men hesitated. Finally, Ravel shrugged.

“I don’t know. The chance to make a difference? To make some real and lasting changes? He’s perfect for the job.”

“And it’s going to be really nice to have someone in the Sanctuary we can trust,” Skulduggery said. “If he said no, I wouldn’t have stopped until I’d convinced him to change his mind.”

“So you’re saying that you wouldn’t have allowed Corrival Deuce to turn down this opportunity,” Tanith said, “but the pair of you are just too cool to say yes?”

“Well, we’re rogues,” Ravel informed her.

“Mavericks, one might say,” Skulduggery added. “Also, we don’t appreciate our own arguments being used against us. It’s self-defeating in the worst possible way.”

Tanith raised an eyebrow. “And also tremendously hypocritical?”

“If I’m a hypocrite,” Ravel announced, “I haven’t noticed. I’ve never cared much for introspection. I’ve done my best to leave that for the bleakest of poets and the most self-pitying of vampires.”

Valkyrie was going to point out that not all vampires were self-pitying, but she didn’t feel like getting a glare from Tanith. Also, she wasn’t entirely sure she believed it.

Ghastly came out of the backroom. “When are you going to tell him you’re saying no?”

“I’m planning on delaying it,” Skulduggery said. “The longer it goes on, the more ridiculous it will seem, and the more people will complain about it. They’ll do my job for me. Erskine, of course, doesn’t have that luxury.”

Ravel looked at him. “What? Why don’t I?”

“Because not enough people dislike you. And Corrival trusts you implicitly – he always has. Erskine, to be brutally honest, it doesn’t sound like a completely stupid idea to have you as an Elder.”

“Take that back,” said Ravel.

“He’s going to need your help. As he goes on, he’s going to make a lot of enemies. He’s prided himself on being a man of the people, for the people. His greatest priority has always been the safety and protection of the mortals. I can see him restricting sorcerer activity even more than it already has been. That’s probably a wise move, too. The way things have been going, it’s only a matter of time before one of our secret little battles explodes across the mainstream media, and then not even Scrutinous and Random will be able to smooth things over.”

Ravel shook his head. “Not everyone is going to be as understanding as you, Skulduggery. I’ve been by his side for the last hundred years, and even I’m going to have trouble with some of the things he’ll introduce. He has this glorious vision of sorcerers as humanity’s guardian angels – silent, invisible…”

“Exactly what they need.”

Ravel laughed. “I suppose you’re right.”

“The new Council needs to be strong,” Ghastly said. “Without a strong leadership with a clear purpose, I have a feeling that our friends around the globe won’t be content to just sit back and watch.”

“They’d try to take over,” Skulduggery said.

“Could they?” Valkyrie asked. “I mean, would they be allowed?”

“Who’d stop them? The fact is, they don’t trust us to take care of our own problems. They’re not our enemies. If the Americans were involved in the destruction of the Sanctuary, it’s not because they want to destroy us – it’s just because they think that things would be better if they were in charge.”

“So… they’d invade?”

“It would be quiet, vicious, and sudden.”

“You two would probably be the first to be killed,” Ravel said.

Valkyrie stared. “What?”

“Sorry, but it’s true. The amount of damage the pair of you have inflicted on anyone who’s crossed you over the past few years? They’re not going to take a chance on leaving you alive.”

“He’s right,” Skulduggery said. “We’re just too good at our job.”

“Damn it,” Valkyrie scowled. “I hate being too good at our job.”

The conversation drifted. Ravel was charming and funny, and he certainly amused Tanith, even if Valkyrie sensed a hesitancy in her laugh whenever Ghastly walked by. Valkyrie checked the time, and the butterflies began fluttering in her belly. She’d have to leave soon. Her phone rang.

“Marr will be ready to be moved in the morning,” Kenspeckle told her.

“Is she conscious?”

“She regained consciousness and I sedated her. I have no intention of talking with that woman. Tell the detective he can collect her first thing. I don’t want her here one second longer than she has to be.”

“Is everything OK?” Skulduggery asked when she’d hung up.

She nodded. “Kenspeckle says we’re to pick up Marr in the morning.”

Ravel looked surprised. “What? What’s this? You know where Marr is?”

Valkyrie closed her eyes and groaned.

“Ah,” Skulduggery said. “Yes. That was supposed to be a secret, Valkyrie.”

“I know,” she said miserably. “I’m sorry.”

“You have Marr?” Ravel said. “She’s in custody? Why is it a secret? This is great news!”

“We’re not telling anyone until we’ve had a chance to question her,” Skulduggery said. “Or that was the plan, at least.”

“I said I’m sorry,” Valkyrie muttered.

“Well let’s go,” Ravel said. “She’s with Kenspeckle Grouse? Let’s go question her.”

“Professor Grouse has made it clear,” Skulduggery said, “that he’s quite happy to help us and heal us, but he doesn’t want his facility used as a headquarters. No, tomorrow we’ll take her somewhere else. We’re going to need somewhere secure.”

“How about your house?” Tanith said.

Skulduggery tilted his head. “That’s not a bad suggestion, actually.” He looked at Ravel. “Erskine, seeing as how you are now part of this incredibly well-kept secret, do you want to tag along?”

Ravel glanced at Tanith, and smiled. “Sounds like fun. Ghastly? You in?”

“I’m busy,” Ghastly said, a little gruffly. “These dresses aren’t going to make themselves, you know.”

“Well, all right then,” Skulduggery said. “Tomorrow morning, we get the answers we’ve been looking for.”

Valkyrie managed to keep her mouth shut until they were outside, and walking for the Bentley. Tanith was heading for her bike, and Ravel had fallen a little behind.

“I have to go,” she blurted.

Skulduggery turned his head to her. “Sorry?”

She smiled, hoping he wouldn’t see the nervousness in her eyes. “I have to go. Sorry. I should have told you. I’ve got something else on. Other stuff. Personal business stuff.”

“I see. Is everything all right?”

“Yes,” she laughed. “Everything’s fine. I just should have told you.”

He shook his head. “No, nonsense, you don’t need to explain. Will this business be finished by tomorrow?”

“Oh yes, God yes. Absolutely. I really don’t want to miss out on interrogating Davina Marr if I can help it. I kind of owe her for when she interrogated me.”

Skulduggery nodded. She had the feeling he was waiting for her to tell him where she was going. When she didn’t, he nodded again and picked a loose thread off his sleeve. “You’re OK for a lift?”

“I have Fletcher.”

“Of course you do. Well, I’ll see you later, then.”

She gave him a little wave, and walked away, a hollow feeling growing in her gut. She didn’t keep much from Skulduggery. Up until five months ago, Gordon’s Echo Stone was the only significant truth she’d kept from him, and that wasn’t even her choice. But this was different. She had an urge to run back to him, tell him everything, tell him that she was Darquesse, that she was on her way to talk to a banshee, and she was sure he’d understand, sure he’d help her, make things easier on her…

But Valkyrie didn’t run back to him. She just kept on walking.
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THE BANSHEE

[image: Image Missing]own by the river, sheltered from the wind by the ancient trees that grew unhindered by city or road, the cottage sat in its patch of darkness and shadow. The river, no more then a stream really, flowed down from the hills and bisected the fields and meadows, and even from her vantage point Valkyrie could hear the gentle rush of water.

She didn’t like doing things like this without Skulduggery, but she couldn’t see that she had a choice. She stuffed Gordon’s notebook into her jacket and started down the hill slowly, trying her best not to slip on the grass.

And then she heard the scream.

Valkyrie looked up, eyes wide. There was another scream and she took off running, sprinting down to the river and splashing through it, soaking her clothes in the freezing water. She emerged from the other side and saw a narrow road ahead, and a woman stumbling to her knees.

Valkyrie called out and the woman glanced back. Relief washed over her face, and that’s when Valkyrie heard the thunder of many hooves, and a creaking and a trundle. She looked around. They were alone out here, but the sounds were getting louder…

And then it materialised in front of her, a great black coach driven by four headless horses, the colour of night. Valkyrie leaped out of the way as it hurtled by. It vanished from sight, but she could still hear it, and now the woman was screaming again. Valkyrie scrambled to her feet and sprinted.

The woman tried to run, but was sent sprawling as if hit from behind. Valkyrie ran closer and the carriage appeared, as the headless horses drew to a stop. The driver climbed down. He was dressed in traditional coachman’s attire, though he, like his horses, had no head. He didn’t seem quite so ridiculous now.

“Leave her alone!” Valkyrie yelled, running up to him.

He turned to her as she summoned fire and threw it, the ball of flame exploding against his chest, but dying away instantly. She ran right into him, charging him with her shoulder and he stepped back under the collision, but gave no more ground. She felt a cold hand around her neck and she was flung into the air, and she hit the ground hard.

“Help me!” the woman cried as the driver, the Dullahan, strode towards her. He took hold of her arm and pulled her back to the carriage as she begged and screamed.

Valkyrie launched herself at the Dullahan, pushing outwards at the air and making him stagger and then driving a kick into him. He swiped at her with his free hand, but she ducked under it and punched, and her fist met his side and it was like punching a wall. The back of his hand caught her and she spun like a top and dropped to one knee. The Dullahan carried on towards the carriage.

She could only watch as the Dullahan shoved the woman up against the carriage, the door of which opened silently behind her. The woman kept her eyes on the headless driver, tears running down her face, and then a dozen pale hands grabbed her and pulled her, screaming, into the carriage. The door swung gently closed and the Dullahan climbed back to his seat. Ignoring Valkyrie completely, he flicked the reins and the headless horses took off at a trot, the Coach-a-Bowers trundling behind them. It vanished from sight, though Valkyrie could still hear the hooves, fading into the distance.

She stood up, still a little dizzy from when he had struck her.

“You can’t defeat the Dullahan,” said a voice from behind her.

She turned. A woman walked up, her black hair hanging over her lined face, her ragged dress trailing on the grass behind her. Her feet were dirty and bare and her hands were thin.

“He is not a man,” the woman continued, “he is not a beast, he just is. You cannot defeat what just is.”

“Who was she?” Valkyrie asked, forcing herself not to be intimidated. “The woman he took.”

The answer came in a voice that was almost fond. “Her name was Margaret. She was the last of her family. She heard my cry and now that family is no more, wiped from the world like a stray tear.”

“Why?”

“Because it was her time.”

“Who are you to decide?”

The old woman looked up and her hair parted, showing more of her face. All Valkyrie could make out were wrinkles and lines and one hazel flecked eye, blinking at her. “I’m not the one who decides,” she said. “Now then, who are you, and why have you sought me out?”

Valkyrie looked down at her, her anger bubbling right beside her needs. She made herself calm down. “My name’s Valkyrie Cain. I was told you could help me.”

“Who told you this?”

“My uncle. Gordon Edgley.”

“Gordon,” the banshee said, smiling. “I haven’t heard from him in years. How is he?”

“Dead.”

“Give him my best, won’t you?”

“I need to seal my name. He said you might know someone who could do something like that.”

“You know it, then? Your true name?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Impressive. And Gordon was right – I know of one who could do what needs to be done. Its name is Nye – a doctor, and quite a curious creature. I wouldn’t trust it, but then, I don’t have to. Of course, there is no guarantee that Nye will agree to help. Its time is taken up with experiments and… procedures. It depends how busy the good doctor is, if it can fit you in, and if you make it curious. Luckily for you, I do think you will make it curious. Tell me, my dear, do you know what the sealing of your name would entail?”

“I only know that it’s dangerous.”

“Oh, it is. You’re absolutely sure you want me to arrange it?”

Valkyrie thought of her mother, her father, the baby on the way. She thought of what she’d seen and the screams she’d heard. “Yes,” she said.

The old woman turned to go. “Then I will be in touch shortly.”

“Wait,” said Valkyrie. “What will it entail? Do you know?”

The banshee smiled. “I only know that the first thing you will have to do is die. Once you’ve done that, Nye’s work will begin.”
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THE INTERROGATION OF DAVINA MARR

[image: Image Missing]er teeth gritted against the cold of the morning, Tanith followed Skulduggery and Ravel into the Hibernian, fantasising about what it would be like if her clothing of choice was waterproof fleece instead of tight leather. She wouldn’t cut such a striking figure, it’s true, but the comfort and warmth and sheer cosiness would more than make up for it. The door unlocked for them and they passed through, into the relative warmth of the dark and musty cinema.

Skulduggery had let Ravel do all the talking on the drive over, while he’d stayed quiet. She knew he was wondering about the personal business that had delayed Valkyrie. She’d never chosen personal business over the job before, at least not that Tanith was aware, and it was an unsettling development. Back when Skulduggery was trapped in a world overrun by Faceless Ones, Valkyrie was single-minded in her dedication to rescuing him. But since then, it seemed, she’d been distracted. There was always something going on, something she didn’t want to talk about.

Was it Caelan? Was she feeling guilty about the kiss? Was there something more, something she hadn’t told Tanith? Was she with him now, despite the promises she’d made? Tanith knew full well how things could get confusing at that age. She had been a teenager once, and she knew that, despite the apparent contradiction, a person’s teenage years lasted well into their fifties. It had only been at age sixty that she’d managed to gain some control over herself, after all.

These days she was a fine young woman of eighty-three, and even though she was still astonishingly immature for her age, the allure of bad boys had faded somewhat. They were still all around her of course – in her line of work, she had her pick of them. But bad boys would always disappoint. It was inevitable. Whereas nice guys tended to surprise you.

The only parts of her that weren’t numb with cold were her feet, because she was wearing boots Ghastly had made for her. He hadn’t needed any special occasion to do it either. He’d just presented them to her one day, mumbled something about the importance of circulation, and wandered into the backroom of his shop. She grinned at the memory.

But as for Valkyrie… Tanith was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt. She might not have been with the vampire last night. It may have been family business – it was Christmas time, after all. Or Fletcher. Maybe they’d had a date.

Tanith frowned. Did people still go on dates any more? She was sure they did. They probably called it something different though. She tried to think of the last date she’d been on. The last proper date. Did fighting side by side with Saracen Rue count as a date? They ended up snuggling under the moonlight, drenched in gore and pieces of brain – so it had probably been a date. If it wasn’t, it was certainly a fun time had by all. Well, not all. But she and Saracen had sure had a blast.

Tanith needed a date. She needed a lot of things, but above all she needed a date.

It didn’t help to be reminded of that fact every time she saw Valkyrie and Fletcher together. Valkyrie didn’t like public displays of affection, but she wasn’t allergic to them either. The hand-holding, the sitting close together, Fletcher’s hand on the small of her back… These things did nothing to take Tanith’s mind off the subject. And then there were the talks, Valkyrie filling her in on details Tanith could have done without. But that was her role, she supposed. Best friend and big sister, all in one.

Her eyes drifted to the back of Skulduggery’s head. Maybe not best friend, she corrected. But close enough.

They climbed on to the stage and passed through the door in the screen. Clarabelle met them in the corridor, wearing her white lab coat over a summer dress, and a huge black gas mask contraption on her head.

“Good morning,” she said, her cheery voice muffled. “Are you here to pick up the patient? She’s not very nice. She said some harsh words about my intelligence before the Professor made her go unconscious again.”

“Why are you wearing that?” Tanith asked.

Clarabelle’s head dipped heavily as she looked down at her dress. “Because it’s pretty.”

“No, I mean the gas mask.”

“Hmm? Oh, this. I just wanted to see what it would be like to live in a bubble. Professor Grouse is busy elsewhere. He said the patient should be awake in about half an hour, and then he asked me to escort you to her.”

“It’s OK,” Skulduggery said, “we know where she is.”

“Good, because I think I’m lost.” Clarabelle caught sight of the doorway nearest to her and she wandered through it, bashing her head against the doorframe on the way.

“Delightful lady,” Ravel said as they walked on.

They got to the Medical Bay, where they found Davina Marr sedated and unconscious. Skulduggery undid the restraints, then shackled her hands behind her back. He pulled her into a sitting position, and suddenly she started levitating. For a split second, Tanith was ready to spring into action.

“You were going to carry her?” Ravel asked, manipulating the air to float Marr gently to the door. “Why make things more difficult than they have to be?”

Tanith relaxed, and Skulduggery shook his head as they followed Ravel out into the corridor. “I like to keep magic for special occasions. I don’t use it simply to show off.” He caught the grin Tanith threw his way. “Shut up.”

She laughed.

They put Marr in the boot of the Bentley and drove to Skulduggery’s house, with Tanith following on her motorbike. By the time they got there, Tanith’s teeth were chattering with the cold.

Skulduggery carried Marr into the living room, where he secured her to a chair. He left his hat and gun on a coffee table and Ravel hung up his coat. Tanith turned the heating on, and when she walked back into the room, Marr was awake, and smiling.

“You look happy,” Skulduggery said.

Marr shrugged. “Not happy, just surprised.”

“At your surroundings?”

“At the fact that I’m still alive. I thought Tesseract would have tracked me down by now.”

“I assure you, you’re quite safe.”

“No I’m not, and neither are you. Any of you.”

“In that case, we better talk fast before we’re interrupted. You’ve been betrayed. Tell us what we want to know and we’ll protect you.”

Marr laughed. “You can’t protect me. This is Tesseract we’re talking about.”

“You may not have noticed, but there are more of us than there are of him.”

“I’m startled that you think it’ll make a difference.”

“Tell us who you were working with,” said Skulduggery.

“I wasn’t working with anyone. Why is Erskine Ravel here, anyway? Have you joined this merry band of detectives, Mr Ravel? Have you got nothing better to do with your time?”

“Things have been happening since you’ve been away,” Ravel said. “You don’t know what you’ve been missing.”

“You claim that you decided to destroy the Sanctuary all by yourself,” Skulduggery said. “Why, Davina? Were you bored that day?”

“Well, it sounds silly when you say it like that…”

“You don’t owe these people your loyalty. They want you silenced. They want you dead.”

“I sincerely don’t know what people you’re referring to.”

“If you don’t help us,” Skulduggery said, “all the blame lands at your feet. You will be tried, alone, for multiple counts of murder and terrorism.”

She shook her head. “Terrorism. Everything is terrorism lately. Such an overused word.”

“Those whose spread terror are terrorists by definition.”

“But don’t you think that word misses out on the subtleties that separate these acts from each other? Why do they have to be terrorists? Why can’t they just be criminals and murderers? The spreading of terror isn’t a motive – it’s a means to achieving a goal. Labelling an act of atrocity as terrorism instantly dismisses the nuances of human behaviour as regards hatred, anger and greed.”

Skulduggery folded his arms. “The destruction of the Sanctuary, then. This wouldn’t be terrorism?”

“Not at all.”

“It would simply be murder?”

“Now you’re getting it,” Marr said with a nod.

“So you’re a murderer.”

“Finally, we agree on something.”

“You forced Myron Stray to take the Desolation Engine into the Sanctuary and set it off. You wanted Valkyrie and myself to be there when it happened.”

“Sorry about that. Purely personal.”

“Why did you do it?”

“I was disgruntled.”

“You were having an off day?”

Marr smiled. “Again, you make it sound so silly.”

“I think you’re lying.”

“I am deeply hurt.”

The front door opened, and they all spun. Footsteps approached, and Valkyrie walked in.

“Hello, sweetie,” Marr smiled.

Immediately, Valkyrie scowled. “Is she talking?”

Marr chuckled. “Do you really think you’re going to get anything out of me? I’ve been where you are, remember. I’ve been the one asking the questions. This doesn’t intimidate me.”

“Well, yeah,” Valkyrie said, “you asked the questions, but you weren’t very good at it, were you? I mean, I was interrogated by you, and you failed so spectacularly that you had to try to beat a confession out of me.”

“Very true,” Marr nodded. “I didn’t get a confession though, did I?”

“No, you didn’t.”

“But I did get you to beg.”

The look of anger that came over Valkyrie’s face was startling, and Marr laughed. Tanith silently willed her friend to stay calm.

“That’s enough,” Skulduggery said. “Davina, you have this one chance to help yourself. If you don’t seize it now, you will die in prison. Were you working for the American Sanctuary? Did they orchestrate the destruction of the Sanctuary to destabilise the country?”

“This country is already destabilised.”

“You were reporting back to them, weren’t you?”

“Maybe the odd postcard.”

“I’ve never known you to make so many jokes.”

“You’ve never known me. You thought you did. You thought many things. You know your problem? You think you’re smarter than you actually are. It becomes very annoying to the people around you. You agree, don’t you, Valkyrie? Or maybe I’m asking the wrong person. How about you, Tanith? You’re not besotted with him like Valkyrie is, are you? You’ve got far too many other romances to be thinking about. You’re a very popular girl, from what I hear.”

Tanith frowned. “Are you coming on to me?”

“How’s the tailor, by the way? Are you still torturing him by pretending not to notice how he feels?”

The retort died on Tanith’s tongue, and she just glared.

“Struck a nerve, did I?” Marr asked. “Deeply sorry. You can continue your interrogation now, if you want. It’s a fun way to pass the time while we wait for Tesseract to find me.”

“Why are you protecting them?” Skulduggery asked. “They want you dead, Davina.”

“The whole country wants me dead.”

“I can’t understand this. You’ve been abandoned. By your own admission, your life is in incredible danger. Why won’t you help us stop the people responsible?”

“Because this is more amusing.”

Skulduggery shook his head. “No. That’s not it. That’s not why you’re refusing to help. I think you’re refusing to help because you can’t.”

“I see,” Marr said. “Yes. That’s exactly right. Well done.”

“Think about the people responsible.”

“I told you—”

“Yes, yes, you told us you were working alone, and we don’t believe you. What I want you to do, Davina, is to think of the people you were working with. You don’t have to tell us their names. I just want you to think about the people. OK?”

“You want me to think about no one?”

“I don’t care if you keep up the charade – the only thing I want you to do is see them, in your mind. Picture them. Think of their names.”

Skulduggery paused, then tilted his head. “You can’t, can you? You can’t picture them. You can’t think of their names. You try to. You’ve probably been trying to for the last five months. But you can’t.”

Marr wasn’t smiling any more.

“They’ve blocked themselves from your memory,” Skulduggery continued. “The harder you try to remember, the further away they get. Given time, with the right people and the right procedures, we could break through that wall. But we don’t have the time.”

Marr shrugged. “So you’ve worked out my little secret. Big deal. Now you can stop repeating the same questions, right?”

“What do you remember?”

“You’ve just figured out that I don’t remember anything.”

“You don’t remember anything specific. What about generalities? Vague impressions? How many of them were there?”

“Don’t know.”

“Five? Ten?”

“One,” Marr said. “A man. I think.”

“A man contacted you?”

“Yes.”

“Told you his plan, asked if you were interested?”

“That’s as much as I remember.”

“He left the finer details up to you?”

“He told me why he wanted the Sanctuary destroyed. Whatever it was he said, it made sense, I remember that much. I agreed with him. I came up with how to go about it, and I set the plan in motion.”

“You can’t remember anything about him?” Skulduggery pressed. “Height? Accent? Hair colour? Age?”

Marr sighed. “Nothing. Whatever he dazzled me with, it dazzled me good. I’ve been trying to remember the finer details since it happened, but all I get is a very confused fog.”

“If we can get you remembering, will you help us?”

“No point. I’ll be dead before the day is out.”

“If we keep you alive, will you help us?”

“And what do I get out of it? Immunity? Do I get to walk free?”

“No,” Ravel said. “We can’t give you that. But we can make sure that the people who set this up are brought to justice.”

“What kind of justice? The kind of justice where I’m tied to a chair in someone’s living room? I don’t see any officials here, or anything stopping you from executing me the moment I tell you what you want to know. Would they be brought to this kind of justice?”

“Exactly this kind of justice.”

She smiled. “Well, why didn’t you say so? Call whoever you have to call – let’s get my memories unlocked.”



Skulduggery made a few calls, and Tanith and Valkyrie went into the kitchen to chat. A few minutes later, Tanith excused herself and walked into the bathroom. She shut the door behind her, unbuckled her belt, and looked up into the mirror just in time to see a colossal man in a metal mask reaching for her.
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THE JOB

[image: Image Missing]esseract spent three hours gating into the Skeleton Detective’s house. First he dismantled the magical defences, then he turned his attention to the technological. He worked quickly but without hurry, allowing himself to be impressed with the attention to detail in the security arrangements. Before this visit to Ireland, he had never personally encountered Skulduggery – Tesseract liked to be on a first-name basis with the people he would probably end up killing – and he was glad to see that all the stories about his professionalism appeared to be true. A worthy opponent, if ever there was one.

Of course, Tesseract wasn’t especially interested in worthy opponents. He was not on a crusade to prove himself, or test himself, or needlessly risk his life or his freedom. If he had the choice, he always preferred to kill someone when they were distracted, or when their back was turned, or when they were sleeping. He had even, on one memorable occasion, killed a man who was already dead. A heart attack had taken his target’s life before Tesseract had even reached him, so he stabbed him once, not too deep, and returned to his employer to claim his payment. Tesseract was not above a little foul play. He was, after all, an assassin.

And so his current situation was not resting easily in his mind. He didn’t like the fact that, in order to find out where Davina Marr was being kept, he would have to go through Skulduggery Pleasant, and probably Valkyrie Cain, and whoever else they might have along with them. The numbers were against him, but his employers at Roarhaven had given him a deadline. Tesseract’s hand, as they say, had been forced.

He wasn’t nervous. He wasn’t excited. He wasn’t looking forward to the blood he had to spill, but neither was he dreading it. Two, or even three, against one were not good odds, and yet he felt no fear. He was a professional, and he was quite capable of killing three sorcerers in one go, even sorcerers as powerful and experienced as Skulduggery, provided he took them by surprise.

Neither was he dismissing Valkyrie Cain. He had files on everyone he was likely to go up against, and he had one on her too. She had a habit of upsetting the plans of her enemies – through either luck, skill, or pure bloody-minded determination. She was not to be underestimated.

His face itched under the mask. He had chosen an angular one for today, with deep cheekbones cut into the metal and three small holes at his mouth. He took a knife from the sheath under his arm, poked the tip through the left eyehole and manoeuvred it down to give himself a good scratch. He grumbled with satisfaction, but put the knife away when he heard the car.

He went to the window, saw Skulduggery and Erskine Ravel get out of the Bentley. Tanith Low rode up after them on her bike. Three powerful sorcerers. These weren’t good odds, but he’d faced worse. Under the cover of night, Skulduggery lifted something large from the boot of the car. For once, luck was smiling on Tesseract. They’d brought Davina Marr to him.

He left the room, staying away from the other windows. He stood behind the door in the bathroom, his breathing as calm and as quiet as ever. The front door opened and they came in. He heard Davina’s voice as they questioned her.

If he was lucky, Davina would be allowed a bathroom break. Then all Tesseract would have to do was step out and implode her skull, and vanish before anyone came knocking. If he was unlucky, he’d have to kill Tanith or Erskine first, and work through them one at a time. If he was really unlucky, no one would need to visit the bathroom at all, and he’d have to confront the whole lot of them at once.

He stayed behind the door for twenty-three minutes. He heard Valkyrie arrive, which brought the tally to four against one. The odds were getting worse. There was a break in the questioning, and Valkyrie and Tanith moved to the kitchen. Another minute passed before one of them left, their footsteps getting closer. Tanith Low walked into the bathroom, already unbuckling her belt, and swung the door shut without seeing him. The first to die, then.

He stepped up behind her, reached for the back of her head, and looked into the mirror over the sink at the same time as she did. Her eyes widened. He promised to curse himself later for making such a grievous error.

She whirled, whipping the belt from her trousers as he lunged. The belt wrapped around his wrist and she tugged it, tried to pull him off-balance, but he was already adjusting. He rammed his shoulder into her, driving her through the open doors of the shower. Before she could call for help he kicked her. She wasn’t expecting it. In his experience, fast people rarely expected to encounter someone faster than they were. The toe of his boot sank into her belly and lifted her off her feet, doubling her over and forcing all the air from her lungs. She dropped forward and he cracked his knee into her chin, and caught her as she fell.

He didn’t kill her. Unconscious, she was no longer a threat, and so he saw no point to it. Also, he tried not to do freebies if he could avoid it.

Tesseract moved to the door and listened to the low murmur of uninterrupted conversation – Skulduggery was talking to Davina Marr again. Tesseract stepped out, walked silently to the kitchen. Valkyrie had her back to him. She was making a pot of tea. How very Irish of her.

Even as he crossed the floor, he acknowledged that he had an opportunity to leave her alive, but decided against it. The encounter with Tanith had simply turned out that way. The simple truth was that it was easier and quieter to kill this girl than to subdue her. Tesseract was nothing if not a practical man, and so he went for the spine.

She must have felt the air shift, because she started talking, assuming he was a friend. His fingers closed around her neck, and her body jerked and she made a noise like someone had kicked her in the throat. Then she twisted out of his grip and stumbled to the floor.

“Help!” she barked.

Tesseract narrowed his eyes, looking at the jacket that she was wearing, realising too late the magical properties it must possess. His fingertips had pressed against the collar, not her skin, and the collar had protected her. Another mistake, in a day that was becoming chock-full of them.

Skulduggery Pleasant burst into the kitchen and Tesseract went to meet him head on. He ducked under a punch and slammed an elbow into Skulduggery’s side. He felt the framework under the skeleton’s clothes flex inwards, and then the rewarding crunch of elbow against ribs. Skulduggery staggered away and Erskine came next. He pushed at the air, but Tesseract moved around it. Credit where it was due, Erskine switched to a physical attack without blinking. Not that it was going to do him any good.

Tesseract blocked a punch with his forearm, then smacked Erskine in the mouth and followed him as he stumbled back. Too late, Tesseract saw it was a ruse. Erskine kicked at his leg, and if Tesseract hadn’t managed to move slightly, he was in no doubt that the kick would have smashed his kneecap.

The air shimmered and hit him like God’s own punch. He was thrown across the room, landed on the table and rolled off the other side.

Erskine threw a handful of fire that Tesseract had to sidestep to dodge, and as he did so Valkyrie caught him in the chest with a stream of shadows. He tumbled into the living room. Davina was shackled to a chair, staring at him with wide eyes. She started struggling against her bonds.

Before he could move towards her, Skulduggery and the others barged in behind him. Skulduggery gestured and his gun flew from a coffee table towards his gloved hand. Tesseract flung his knife. The tip of the blade slid through the trigger guard and pinned the gun to the wall.

“Let me free!” Davina yelled.

Tesseract ran at Valkyrie, hurling the coffee table at Skulduggery to distract him. Valkyrie whipped a tendril of shadows at him, but he dived under it, rolled and came up, grabbed her black clothes with both hands and lifted. He slammed her against the wall and then spun her around, throwing her like a rag doll to the window beside them. Her legs smashed through the glass, and he released her and the momentum kept her body turning. Her back hit the edge of the window frame and she rebounded and fell, cracking the shards of glass beneath her. She lay half in, half out of the window, folded over the sill. If it weren’t for those clothes, she’d have been slashed to bloody ribbons.

He turned as Skulduggery rushed him, a snarl behind that impassive skull. Tesseract dodged a punch and swung into him, throwing him over his hip to the ground. He heard a finger click, and Erskine sent flames bursting across his back. Tesseract stumbled, but Skulduggery was already on his feet. His coat on fire and his skin burning, Tesseract caught Skulduggery’s fist in his hand, his fingertips curling around the glove, making the bones underneath tremor. Skulduggery cried out as they snapped apart. Tesseract’s power could only be transmitted through his fingertips, so when his knuckles broke Skulduggery’s jaw, it wasn’t magic that did it, it was a combination of pure strength, the right angle, and a happy piece of luck.

Skulduggery went down, just as a wall of air slammed into Tesseract and sent him hurtling over the couch. He ripped off his fiery coat and turned to meet Erskine’s charge, saw the Elemental’s hands pushing down by his sides, and knew what was coming next. He grabbed a floor lamp with both hands, and as the air shimmered and Erskine shot towards him, he swung the lamp like a baseball bat. It splintered on impact, catching Erskine perfectly and sending him crashing to the ground.

And then a kick came from nowhere, right into his face, and Tesseract tripped over the broken coffee table and went sprawling. Tanith Low dropped from the ceiling. He should have killed her. He should have killed her when he had the chance.

She jumped at him, aiming to finish the fight with another kick to the head. Tesseract raised an arm to block it, but she flipped over him. He rolled sideways, avoiding the foot stomp, and got up in time to block the next attack and give himself some room. He had never been one for talking during a fight, but he would have loved to ask her a question right now. Once she’d regained consciousness, had she run immediately to help her friends, or had she done the smart thing and delayed for a moment, long enough to call for reinforcements?

Tesseract darted forward, catching her off guard, the heel of his palm striking her in the chest. He tried to follow it up with a grab, but she demonstrated a most impressive aerial cartwheel and got away from him. She backed off, and his eyes flickered behind her and saw where she was headed. Her coat lay over a chair, and upon that chair lay her sword. She ran for it.

Tesseract wrapped an arm around the music system that was on a shelf beside him. He yanked it free of the wires and cables and hurled it across the room. Tanith grabbed her sword and turned and the music system hit her square in the face. She twisted as she fell, and the system clattered to the ground beside her.

If she had taken a moment to make that call, he knew she would undoubtedly have called Fletcher Renn, told him to bring help. Tesseract strode to where Davina Marr struggled.

“No,” said Davina, real fear in her eyes. “Not like this. At least let me stand up. Please, not like this.”

He would have liked to grant her wish, but the Teleporter would have gone to either Ghastly Bespoke or China Sorrows – most likely the former. The question then became, if Fletcher had been alerted, how long would it take him to find Ghastly? Thirty seconds? A minute? Tesseract just didn’t have the time to waste.

He placed his hand on Davina’s chest and her breastbone shook and the ribs splintered inwards, piercing her heart. She died with her eyes open.

Tesseract turned, and a heavy fist caught him in the hinge of the jaw, right where his flesh met the mask. If Ghastly Bespoke hurt his hand with the punch, he gave no sign as he pressed forward.

Tesseract absorbed the punches, swung one of his own that Ghastly swayed away from. Three jabs rocked the mask against his face, then Ghastly went low, working the body. He surprised Tesseract with a kick that buckled his leg. Tesseract went down, but was helped back up again with an uppercut to the chin.

Fletcher Renn was across the room, carefully lifting Valkyrie down from the shattered window. The moment she was clear of the glass, they both vanished. A moment later, Fletcher was back, alone. Eye blink by eye blink, he disappeared with Skulduggery, Tanith and Erskine.

Tesseract had worked out Ghastly’s rhythm by now, and dodged three more jabs before responding with a punch that sank into the muscle in the boxer’s right side. Ghastly fell back, gasping for air, eyes suddenly wide. A good punch would do that to you, Tesseract knew. A good punch did more than deliver hurt – it disrupted an offensive, shook a fighter. Ghastly was shaken. He wasn’t expecting a punch that fast, that hard. Tesseract could tell by the way he was circling that Ghastly was wary now, and unsure.

Fletcher appeared. “You ready?” he asked. Ghastly kept his eyes on Tesseract and didn’t answer. “Ghastly. You ready to go?”

“Yeah,” came the grudging reply.

Fletcher nodded. He took Skulduggery’s gun down from the wall, tossing the knife away. He teleported to the chair and picked up Tanith’s sword, then Skulduggery’s hat, and then he appeared at Ghastly’s elbow. They both vanished.

Tesseract let his fists uncurl. His back was burnt, the skin bloody and charred, but his mission had been a success. He found himself hoping that his Roarhaven employers would hire him to kill Skulduggery and the others. He’d quite like to finish this.
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LICKING WOUNDS

[image: Image Missing]alkyrie lay in a tub of cold mud, its healing properties working on the damage Tesseract had inflicted on her back. A curtain separated her from the others. Skulduggery was on the bed to her right, mumbling instructions while he waited for his jaw to set. His hand, she had seen, was wrapped in gauze until his bones realigned. Ravel was to her left, healing up from his smashed ribs. Across the room, behind another curtain, was Tanith. Her jaw had been broken, her cheek shattered, nose crushed and four teeth had been knocked out. It was taking Kenspeckle Grouse a little longer to heal her.

Valkyrie lay in the tub and listened to the conversation go on around her.

“One man?” Kenspeckle was saying. “One man did all this?”

“We weren’t ready,” Ghastly said, and she could hear the quiet anger in his voice. “I should have gone with them. Should have been there at the start.”

“Then who would Fletcher have gone to for help?” Kenspeckle asked. “No, Ghastly, I think it’s just as well they had you as back-up. The man who did this, Tesseract. He wouldn’t happen to be Russian, would he?”

“That’s him,” she heard Fletcher say. “You know him?”

“I’ve read reports of some people he’s killed. He’s a bonebreaker – he can break bones with the gentlest of touches. Highly unusual ability, but extremely effective. I daresay, actually, that he’d be the only person in the world who would be assured of killing Detective Pleasant here, if he so desired.”

Skulduggery murmured something that sounded like, “Your bedside manner is dreadful.”

“I thought I told you not to talk.”

Skulduggery grunted.

“Tesseract could kill him?” Valkyrie asked, sitting up.

“Oh, yes,” came Kenspeckle’s answer, “and quite easily, too. We’ve seen how my grumpiest of patients can survive being dismembered, but it has long been my theory that if there isn’t a large enough section of him that remains intact, his consciousness would dissipate. Just drift away. Tesseract has the ability to splinter an entire skeleton. I doubt there’d be anything left of the detective to think with.”

Valkyrie lay back in the mud. She had come to regard Skulduggery as unkillable – mainly because he was already dead. She didn’t like the idea of someone utterly destroying him.

She heard Ravel get off the bed to her left, and saw his shadow under the curtain as he moved to join the others.

“Mr Ravel,” Kenspeckle said sharply, “I must insist that you allow yourself time to heal.”

“I’m fine, Professor,” Ravel responded. He groaned slightly, and Valkyrie heard the rustle of fabric. He was putting on his shirt. “I need to report this to Corrival. The upside is that we caught Davina Marr, which shows the Councils around the world that we can take care of our own messes. I don’t think we should mention that Tesseract was the one to kill her though.”

Skulduggery murmured something that could have been, “Agreed.”

“We’ll say she died resisting arrest, or she took her own life or something. Leave it with me. I’ll take care of it.”

“And what about Tesseract?” Fletcher asked. “He’s still out there.”

“His job is done,” Ghastly said. “Unless he has another target, he’ll slip away like he’s always done.”

Skulduggery murmured something that nobody understood. He made a few grunts that sounded like threats, and then Kenspeckle’s voice moved closer to Valkyrie.

“Fine,” Kenspeckle said. “I’ll remove the bandage, but if your jaw falls off, you’re going to the back of the queue.”

Everyone waited a moment.

“OK,” Kenspeckle said. “Open your mouth. Close it. Move it side to side. Very well, you can speak.”

“Thank you,” Skulduggery said. “Ghastly’s right – Tesseract is probably gone already. And with him, any hope we have of finding out who his employers were.”

“If he even remembers,” Ravel said. “They could have dazzled him the same way they dazzled Marr.”

The curtain by Valkyrie’s tub parted, and Kenspeckle came through. He motioned her to lean forward, and checked her spine.

“I don’t think so,” Skulduggery said. “You wouldn’t take the chance of double-crossing someone like Tesseract, not unless you planned to kill him. And we all know that’s not exactly an easy thing to do.”

“So he’s collected his payment and gone,” Ghastly said. “And Marr is dead, and her co-conspirators are safe. Where does that leave us?”

“Your back is healed and the swelling is going down,” Kenspeckle said to Valkyrie. “There’s a robe by the chair.”

She nodded her thanks and waited until he had left before climbing out of the tub. She listened to the conversation as it developed into an argument for and against Roarhaven’s involvement. She put on the robe, feeling it squelch against the mud covering her, and slipped her feet into the slippers. She was a little stiff as she walked through the curtain.

“The fact is,” Skulduggery said, “we have nothing. No clues, no evidence. The only thing we know is that one of the people involved has the power to cloud memories. That’s all.”

Valkyrie looked at him. “Did we lose this one?”

“Of course not. We just didn’t win it.”

Ravel grabbed his coat. “I have to go. Grand Mage Deuce needs to know what we know.”

“We don’t know an awful lot,” Skulduggery said.

“Then it’s going to be a short meeting.”



Skulduggery and Valkyrie drove back to Haggard in glum silence. It was dark again – they’d spent practically an entire day recovering from their injuries. Valkyrie’s parents were undoubtedly asleep by now, which meant she had missed her chance to spend Christmas Eve with them, and this put her in an even worse mood than before. That heartless, soulless reflection had been there instead, smiling its fake smile. She sank into her seat and glowered.

“How are you?” Skulduggery asked.

“Fine,” she muttered.

“You don’t sound fine.”

“I’m as fine as could be expected then, for someone who was in a fight in which one guy beat four of us at the same time, and then got away.”

“We were the ones who fled, actually.”

“You didn’t have to point that out. I could have done without you pointing that out. He killed Marr with a touch. We’d probably all be dead if he’d been paid to kill us.”

“That’s a possibility.”

“I don’t like the fact that there’s someone out there who can do that.”

“We’re not unstoppable, you know,” said Skulduggery.

“Sometimes we are.”

“Not tonight.”

“No, not tonight. I’m glad she’s dead. That’s probably really horrible, isn’t it? But I am. I’m glad Marr is dead.”

“She killed a lot of people.”

“Is that it, then? Is it over?”

“It appears to be. For now. Are you going to tell me what else is upsetting you?”

“What? Nothing.” He cocked his head and she rolled her eyes. “Fine. I missed Christmas Eve with my parents. Happy? This is my last Christmas Eve as an only child, and I wanted to bask in my parents’ love one final time.”

He sounded amused. “They’re not going to stop loving you just because you have a new brother or sister.”

“You don’t understand. When I was seven, Mum bought me a rabbit, Mister Fluffy. For two weeks, Dad paid more attention to that rabbit than he did to me. He played with it, he took it on walks, he practically tucked it in at night. And that was a rabbit. Imagine what he’s going to be like with a baby.”

“But after those two weeks, once the novelty wore off, he was back to normal, wasn’t he?”

“I don’t think it was because the novelty wore off. I think it was because he stood on Mister Fluffy.”

“Pardon?”

Valkyrie sighed, her head lolling back on the seat. “He stepped on it. Squished it. Squashed it. Killed it. Cut it down in its prime. It kicked the bucket, turned up its toes, shuffled off this mortal coil. It was… an ex-rabbit.”

“He’s a dangerous man, your father.”

“The baby better learn to dodge.”

The windshield wipers activated, and Valkyrie looked out at the swirling snow caught in the headlights.

“That’s pretty,” she said. She lowered the window and stuck her head out, getting a freezing blast full in the face. She brought her head back in, slightly dazed.

“Fun?” Skulduggery asked.

She brushed the snowflakes from her hair. “It lightened my mood. I still have tomorrow off, right?”

“That’s our deal.”

“No matter what happens, Christmas Day is off-limits. It’s a day for presents under the tree, turkey for dinner, and dozing off on the sofa while we watch Indiana Jones on TV.”

“Sounds lovely.”

“What are you going to do?”

“The same, except completely different.”

Valkyrie managed a smile. “I love Christmas. I’ll never understand anyone who doesn’t.”

“Plenty of people don’t enjoy Christmas. It can be a lonely time of the year.”

“But it’s when all the family gets together,” she said, speaking too fast to stop herself. Skulduggery dipped the headlights as a car passed in the opposite lane, then flicked them back up.

“Sorry,” she said quietly.

He turned to her slightly. “What for?”

“You know. The family thing.”

“Oh,” he said. “You mean because my family is dead.”

She winced. “Yeah.”

“You know, I’d completely forgotten about all that until you brought it up.”

She stared at him, horrified. They passed a sign for Haggard.

“I’m joking,” he said at last.

“Oh, my God. That was mean.”

“You shouldn’t feel guilty about enjoying something that other people don’t. Well, apart from torture, but that’s probably the only exception. You love Christmas, and that’s wonderful. Keep in mind that not everyone does, but don’t let that take away from how you feel.”

“Wow,” she said. “It’s like you’re teaching me something and being all wise.”

“You are not easy to get along with,” Skulduggery said.

They got to the pier in Haggard and Valkyrie unbuckled her seatbelt. “Tomorrow is off-limits and everything, but… you’re still going to drop by, aren’t you?”

“Of course. I have to give you your present, don’t I?”

She grinned. “Yes, you do. Merry Christmas, Skulduggery.”

“Merry Christmas, Valkyrie.”

She got out, and ran home through the snow.
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CHRISTMAS MORNING AT THE MIDNIGHT HOTEL

[image: Image Missing]nton Shudder knocked on the door to Room 19 as he unlocked it. He waited a few moments, and then the door opened and the vampire looked out, wearing its human skin.

“Good morning,” Caelan said. “Did I… I’m sorry if I was loud last night.”

“Not at all,” Shudder said. “The walls are still sealed. No sound escapes.”

“I’m afraid I broke some furniture. The chain snapped and, well… I’ll pay for it, of course. Some of the walls are scratched, too.”

“We’ve discussed this. Snapping your chains or damaging the walls means nothing if you can’t leave this room – and once I’ve locked this door, you don’t even have the option. You’re safe in there, and everyone else is safe out here. You are a guest in the Midnight Hotel. You have no need to apologise.”

“Thank you. Where are we, by the way?”

“Scotland.”

“Are we scheduled to appear in Ireland today?”

“In just under an hour. You have business there?”

“Some,” Caelan said.

“I’ll let you know when we arrive.”

“Thank you, Mr Shudder.”

Shudder walked to the stairs, nodding to a guest coming the opposite way. He climbed to the second floor on his usual morning rounds. All but two of the rooms on this floor were occupied, but none of the guests were awake yet. He stopped outside Room 24, as he always did, and tested the handle. It turned, but didn’t open. Locked tight, as it always was.

Satisfied, he returned to his office on the ground floor. He busied himself with paperwork, barely noticing the location shift. Had anyone been standing outside, they would have seen the Midnight Hotel suddenly come apart, and then sink into the earth within the space of a few seconds. For those within the hotel, however, there was a slight tremor and nothing more.

He reached for the phone and called the vampire’s room as another tremor passed, and the hotel sprouted and grew in a wood just outside Dublin. He told Caelan they’d arrived, and a minute later, the vampire left the hotel.

Shudder worked for another hour, then took the keys for the car he kept parked here and walked out. He needed supplies, food and cleaning materials. Also, some new furniture for the vampire’s room. And some decent chains.

The forest was chilled as he passed through the trees. Twigs cracked dully under his weight, his steps tossing wet leaves from his path. He got to the clearing beside the road that acted as the hotel car park, and stopped.

A man lay unconscious on the ground in front of him. Despite the cold, he was only wearing jeans and a T-shirt. He had tattoos and piercings.

Something caught Shudder’s eye, and he turned just as the Remnant flew at him. He stumbled back, tried in vain to stop it from prying his mouth open and slithering in. He gagged, throat bulging as the Remnant forced its way down. Shudder fell to his knees, feeling it spread out inside him, rushing through his body, its darkness seeping into his bloodstream. The pain stopped. His fingers and toes were buzzing.

Shudder got to his feet. He looked over at Finbar Wrong, who lay unconscious in the wet grass and leaves. He remembered being Finbar, and he remembered all the things he’d seen in the vision. Before Finbar, Shudder had been Kenspeckle Grouse, and before that… Well, before that he’d spent a long time trapped in a room in the Midnight Hotel, with all the other Remnants.

Shudder took the key from the chain around his forearm, and walked back to the hotel to free his brothers and sisters.
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’TIS THE SEASON

[image: Image Missing]here had been a time, not too long ago, when Christmas morning was a big deal. A morning when Stephanie Edgley would wake up and rush to her parents’ room, practically dragging them out of bed. Her father would go downstairs first, to check that Santa Claus was gone. When he gave the all-clear, Stephanie and her mother would hurry into the living room, and all three of them would dive under the tree, squealing with delight as each present was torn open. Her dad squealed the loudest, for some reason, especially when he got packs of brand-new socks. Her dad loved new socks. It was almost disturbing how he looked forward to slipping each pair on.

Her mother found each and every Christmas morning hilarious. Some of Valkyrie’s fondest memories were of her mother, doubled up with laughter upon receiving her gift from her husband. Like the year she’d been given a hammer. Valkyrie could still see her dad’s face, proud that he had managed to get his wife a present without help from anyone, and then the look of puzzlement that crept over his features as his darling Melissa slowly collapsed to the carpet, laughing so hard she was completely silent.

Valkyrie hadn’t missed a Christmas Day yet. With all the time she spent away from home, she felt it was important to spend this day with her family, doing normal Christmas things like a normal daughter. Skulduggery would usually drive up in the evening, and she’d slip out to meet him at the pier. They’d exchange presents as the sea crashed beside them.

His presents were always much better than hers. Last year she’d given him a mug with a picture of Betty, a neighbour’s one-eyed mongrel (and officially Ireland’s Best-Loved Dog after she won a competition), printed on the side. Valkyrie feared she may have inherited her dad’s dreadful present-buying prowess, but Skulduggery didn’t seem to mind too much.

For so long, she’d been an only child at Christmas, and it was fair to say that she’d been a little spoiled by it all. But the idea that next year she’d have a little brother or sister made her smile as she lay in bed thinking about it. Having a kid around to get excited, to whoop and squeal like she had done, would ensure that Christmas stayed as special as the ones she remembered. They’d have to alter the routine, of course. The kid would have to wake her first, then they’d both wake their parents, drawing out the excitement, prolonging the anticipation. She couldn’t wait.

Her mother knocked on her door and peeped in. “Steph?”

“Mum.”

Immediately, her mother broke out into a smile and came in, her dressing gown closed over her round belly. “Happy Christmas, sweetheart,” she said, sitting on the bed and leaning down to kiss Valkyrie’s cheek. “Are you getting up? Desmond got impatient. He’s downstairs, waiting to check that Santa is gone.”

Valkyrie chuckled. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I’ve just been lying here.”

“Thinking heavy thoughts?”

“Thinking about the baby we’ll have around this time next year.”

Her mum grinned, patting her bump. “It’ll be fun, won’t it? You promise you won’t get jealous, now?”

“I think I can manage that.”

They heard heavy footsteps coming up the stairs, and her dad appeared in the doorway. “Hurry up!” he whined.

“Speaking of babies,” her mum muttered. She heaved herself off the bed and walked over to him as Valkyrie threw off the covers. Even as they were flying from her she remembered the massive bruises all over her body, and she yanked the covers back and held them tight against her.

“Didn’t see anything!” her dad cried, his eyes squeezed shut. “Didn’t see one little thing! Not one!”

Valkyrie laughed as her mum shooed him away. His eyes still shut, he allowed himself to be manoeuvred through the door.

“Please God,” she heard him say, “let the next one be a boy.”

Once she heard them on the stairs, she let the covers fall and examined herself. The bruises were angry purple and yellow and blue, but they looked more painful than they felt. She pulled on a T-shirt and grabbed her dressing gown, rooted out her fluffy bunny slippers and hurried downstairs, just in time to watch her father lunge into the living room.

“He’s gone!” he proclaimed. “Santa Claus has gone, and he left me presents!”



Valkyrie got clothes, and a little money, and a new music device that was smaller than her thumb. She opened an envelope and a card slipped into her hand. She frowned at it. “Gym membership?”

“For a year,” her mother said. “It’s the good place, beside the Pavillions. They have a pool, and a sauna, and you can take in one guest for free. And I really like saunas.”

“And I really like pools,” her dad smiled.

Her mother looked at him. “She can only take in one guest at a time.”

“I know, so what’s…? Oh. You mean you. So… what am I going to do?”

“You’re a big boy, Des, you can make up your own mind. Maybe you can stand outside and listen to the splashing.”

“I can listen to splashing in the bath,” he pointed out, somewhat sulkily.

“Excuse me?” Valkyrie said. “Um, the gym. Why?”

Her mother shrugged and smiled. “You’re working out somewhere, so we thought why not do your training where all the instructors know first aid and everything’s clean and nice?”

“I’m not working out, Mum. I’m… I play sports in school, that’s all.”

“What kind of sports?” her dad asked. “Badminton? Rugby? Cage-fighting?”

“Just sports. I run a lot. And swim.”

“The gym has a pool.”

“Yes, Dad, I know.”

“If you don’t want it, that’s no problem,” her mum said, reaching out to take the card back.

Valkyrie held it close to her chest. “Oh, God, no,” she laughed. “I’m using this!”

Her parents smiled, turning to the next present on the pile, and Valkyrie wondered why she’d been so defensive. She was fine about accepting observations concerning her physique from sorcerers, from anyone in that part of her life, but apparently she wasn’t so relaxed about it out here. Maybe she didn’t want her family noticing how different she was. She liked the idea of blending in once she was home, of sinking into the background and becoming something unexceptional. Here, she wasn’t a potential Death Bringer. Here, she wasn’t Darquesse, the World Killer. Here she was Stephanie Edgley – daughter, schoolgirl and soon to be big sister.

In the weeks following the glimpse of her future self, she had hated the thought of getting older, of getting stronger. The older and stronger she got, the more like her future self she’d become. But when she’d realised there was a way of sealing her name, of making sure she would never turn into the monster who would go on to kill her own parents, all that had changed. She was back in control and looking forward to becoming more like Tanith. Toned. Streamlined. Efficient.

She didn’t need a gym membership to do it, either, but it was a nice gesture from her folks. It showed they were taking an interest without interfering. She appreciated that.



They went visiting. At midday every Christmas, her mother’s side of the family would meet up at Valkyrie’s grandmother’s house over in Clontarf. Valkyrie used to dread this visit, but now she loved it. Her cousins were so much more interesting than they had been as children, and her aunts and uncles revealed personalities that all their head-patting and cheek-pinching had obscured over the years.

Her nana reminded her of a silver-haired Tasmanian devil, whirling from group to group, making sure everyone was enjoying themselves, or at least had a paper plate piled with food in their hands. Valkyrie chatted and laughed easily, feeling like a normal sixteen year old.

After an hour of good times, it was time for the bad. They drove from her mother’s side of the family back into Haggard, to her father’s side. They found a parking space on the road outside, and walked like condemned prisoners up the garden path to the front door.

“Knock,” said Valkyrie’s mother.

Her dad shook his head. “Don’t want to.”

“They’ re your family.”

“I can’t knock. I have no hands.”

“Stephanie, would you be a good girl and knock on the door, please?”

But Valkyrie was busy pretending she was deaf.

Her mother sighed, said “Fine”, and raised her knuckles. She hesitated. Her hand lowered. “Would they miss us?” she wondered.

“They wouldn’t,” Valkyrie’s dad said immediately.

“It’s probably packed in there,” his wife continued. “It’d be pretty difficult to see anyone. We could be in there an hour and not get through half of them. I doubt we’d even be noticed.”

“We should go home and wait for the turkey to be ready.”

And then the door opened, and Beryl looked out at them, and any hopes of escape were dashed.

“Happy Christmas,” Beryl said, her mouth twitching into a rigid smile. “Won’t you come in?”

Valkyrie let her parents go first, and trudged in after them. The heat in the living room was on full blast. That, and the hot air being emitted from the assembled guests, was probably eating a hole in the ozone layer. There were some Edgleys here, but most of the crowd were Beryl’s lot, the Mullans. They talked long and they talked loud, and Valkyrie guessed that half of the adults were already on their way to full drunkenness.

She headed for a gap in the crowd near the Christmas tree, gaudily decorated in different-coloured lights and streams of tinsel. It wasn’t a particularly big tree, nor was it particularly nice. It was lopsided, lacking that ideal Christmas tree shape that her father always managed to find, no matter how late he left it.

Carol and Crystal broke through the crowd, practically stumbling into her.

“Oh,” said Carol.

“Ah,” said Crystal.

Perfect. “Merry Christmas,” Valkyrie said.

They responded in kind, with as much enthusiasm as Valkyrie had mustered. They had changed so much since the last time she’d seen them. They were almost nineteen, and Carol was heavier, looking like she’d been insulated and left to wander around on her own. Her dress was designed to seize as much of that extra weight as possible and shove it out in front. The result was possibly not what she had intended.

Her twin had gone the other way. From what Valkyrie’s mother had told her, Crystal had become obsessed with counting calories, and flitted from one diet to the next, gradually getting skinnier and skinnier. She was close to losing all shape except straight. Carol was still bottle-blonde, Crystal was a redhead, and neither looked healthy.

“You’re looking well,” Valkyrie lied.

Carol nodded and Crystal grunted, and Valkyrie prepared for the sarcastic comments to start flying.

Instead, Carol sighed, and said, “Get anything nice?”

“Uh… mostly clothes. You?”

“Same. We got money too.”

“Dad said he’ll buy us a car,” Crystal added. “He says as soon as the economic climate picks up a little more.”

“Right,” Valkyrie said. “Can you drive?”

“Like, right now? No. But when we have the car, we’ll have a reason to learn.”

“Makes sense. How’s college?”

“Boring,” said Crystal.

“It’s not too bad,” said Carol.

Valkyrie nodded. She hadn’t a clue what to say. They’d never gone this long without flinging insults before. And then she saw it, the looks the twins were getting from their other cousins. She saw smirks and sneers, right behind their backs. The twins were doing their best to ignore it all and concentrate on the one person who wasn’t mocking them.

Valkyrie felt a sudden, and quite surprising, need to protect them, so she plastered a big smile on her face and forced herself into conversation. She laughed and joked, and basically acted like Carol and Crystal were the two most interesting people alive.

It was quite a performance.

When it was time to go, she said her goodbyes and hugged the twins, promising to meet up soon, and then she allowed herself to be dragged out of the house. Her parents stared at her as they walked to the car.

“Do not ask,” Valkyrie sighed.

They got home, and she helped her mother with the turkey and ham and roast potatoes while her dad lit the fire. They sat down to Christmas dinner, pulled crackers and told the awful jokes they found inside. Valkyrie was stuffed after dinner so turned down the offer of Christmas cake. Her phone rang and she walked into the kitchen as she answered.

“Is that Valkyrie?”

It was a woman’s voice, sounding very distant, and the line crackled.

“It is,” Valkyrie said. “Who’s this?”

“Nye is ready for you.”

It was the banshee. Valkyrie frowned. “What, today?”

“Yes. Today. Now.”

“But it’s Christmas.”

“Doctor Nye cleared his schedule for you. Unless you’ve—”

“No,” Valkyrie said quickly, “no, that’s OK. I can do it. Where do I go?”

“You’ll be picked up,” said the banshee.

“Where?”

“Wherever you are. You have exactly ten minutes.”

The banshee hung up. Valkyrie felt sick. Some advance warning would have been nice. It was bad enough she had to leave her parents on Christmas Day, but now this had to be the day she died? Granted, it wasn’t permanent death. At least, she hoped it wasn’t. All at once she felt glad this was happening so suddenly. If she had time to consider all the possibilities, she might not go through with it.

She walked back to her folks. They were sitting at the fire, talking. If something went wrong, if Nye killed her but was unable to revive her, this would be the last time she’d ever see them. She hugged her dad, and then went and hugged her mum.

“Thanks for a great Christmas,” she said.

“Aww,” said her mum, “you’re welcome, love.”

“I’m going to lie down for a bit,” she said. “I think I ate too much.”

“That gym membership is really looking like a good idea now, eh?” her dad winked.

She smiled and left, and the moment she was out of the room her smile disappeared. She’d had a lot of practice at closing off the part of herself that felt sad about things like this. Now it came naturally, and she felt the wall go up and didn’t stop it. She climbed the stairs to her bedroom and called Skulduggery.

“I can’t meet up later,” she said.

“Oh,” came his reply. “That’s a pity.”

“Yeah. There’s a family thing on that we’re all going to. Hopefully it won’t happen every year, but I couldn’t really say no.”

“Of course not. Well, maybe I’ll drop by later tonight.”

“I’m not sure when we’ll get back,” Valkyrie said, feeling terrible all over again. “How about, if I’m back at a reasonable hour, I let you know, OK?”

“Sure, that’s fine. Are you having a good day so far?”

She swallowed. “It’s great. Everything’s great.”

“Even your cousins?”

“Surprisingly, yes. I really have to go.”

“All right then. Merry Christmas.”

“Skulduggery?”

“Yes?”

Valkyrie hesitated, a jumble of words on her tongue. “I’m really glad we’re friends,” she ended up saying.

“Me too, Valkyrie.”

“Bye.”

She called Fletcher, and told him she couldn’t see him. He wanted to know why he couldn’t just pop over, present her with her gift, and vanish. She didn’t tell him she didn’t want to see him. She could lie about this on the phone – not face to face.

“Fine,” he said, sounding annoyed. “I won’t come over.”

“But tomorrow,” she said. “I want to go out on a date.”

“You what?”

“A date. I think we should go out.”

“Go out where?”

“I want to go dancing.”

His voice turned sceptical. “Seriously?”

“There’s a nightclub in Skerries that has a disco thing every Christmas for under-eighteens. I just want to have a good time with you. We never get to do normal things, and we’re not going to live forever, you know? I think we should cram the normal stuff into our lives now, while we have the chance.”

“You OK, Val? You’re sounding pretty… morbid.”

“Will you take me dancing or not?”

He gave an exaggerated sigh. “Fine.”

“Also…”

“Yes?”

“Tomorrow, I think you should meet my parents.”

For the first time since she’d known him, Fletcher Renn was too stunned to speak.



Valkyrie put the phone down, undressed and touched the mirror. Her reflection stepped out, started putting on the clothes Valkyrie had just taken off, while Valkyrie donned her black outfit.

“You’re going to die,” the reflection said as it dressed.

“I know,” Valkyrie replied, irritated.

“You might never come back.”

“You know what to do if that happens.”

The reflection nodded. “Take over your life. Be a good daughter. Make sure our parents are happy.”

Valkyrie looked up. “What did you say?”

“I’m sorry?”

“You said make sure our parents are happy.”

“I said make sure your parents are happy.”

“You said our.”

“Oh. It must be another glitch. I was never meant to be used this much, as you know. Do you have any more instructions for me?”

Valkyrie looked at it. It would be an absolutely perfect copy except for the fact that she doubted her own face had ever looked quite so innocent. She put on her jacket, and went over to open the window. “Just stay up here for half an hour.”

“OK. Merry Christmas.”

Valkyrie slid out of the window and let herself fall. She landed gently and hurried away from the house.

She went down to the pier, checked the time on her phone, and looked around for whoever it was who was picking her up.

Valkyrie didn’t like the fact that the banshee apparently knew where she lived. Haggard was her safe place, her haven, and the times when her other life had encroached upon it disturbed her more than anything. Dusk had led a small army of the Infected here – it was on this exact spot that she’d finally managed to lose them. Remus Crux had visited Haggard twice — the first time to arrest her, the second to try to kill her. Such invasions were unforgivable in her eyes.

She heard hoofbeats and turned as the great black Coach-a-Bowers materialised in front of her.

“Oh, hell,” she said.

The headless horses swung around as they slowed. The driver, the Dullahan, gave a last tug of the reins and the horses settled. Their bodies were sleek and muscled and beautiful. They were huge – their backs level with Valkyrie’s eyes – and steam rose from them into the cold air. Their heads had been severed halfway up the neck, and now that she was close enough Valkyrie could see that it hadn’t been a clean cut. She saw nicks and tears and false starts, evidence of uneven sawing. The wounds hadn’t healed over, but neither were they leaking blood.

The Dullahan didn’t climb down. He didn’t even give any indication that he knew she was there. Could he see her? Could people without heads see?

And then the carriage door opened and a single pale arm drifted out of the darkness within. The hand beckoned to her, the finger curling slowly.

Valkyrie stepped forward on unsteady legs, and reached up to take it.
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NYE

[image: Image Missing]he hand was cold to her touch. Another reached out, taking gentle hold of her wrist. Another hand then, closing around her sleeve, and another, and with every hand that held her, Valkyrie was pulled just a little closer to the open door. She put a foot on the step and rose up off the ground, and there was a sound, like a sigh, as the hands guided her inside.

Valkyrie’s breath left her. Her lungs filled with cold. Her blood slowed in her veins as her heart stopped beating. She no longer felt the weight of her clothes against her skin. She sat back in the seat, a dead thing now, feeling nothing, and her mind became dull.

There was no warmth in the carriage. Three people sat opposite, looking at her with blank eyes. A part of her wondered briefly where all the others had gone. She had expected, after all, a carriage filled with the dead. But no, there were just these three, and that idle curiosity faded from her mind before she could ask them any questions.

She looked away. She didn’t care what they were wearing, or what they looked like. A man and two women, that’s all she saw before she lost interest. The carriage trundled along uneven ground. The seats were red leather, but the colour was muted. She parted the black curtain with a hand so pale it was turning blue, and she looked at her reflection in the window and saw the face of a corpse, framed by dark hair.

She took her hand away, the curtain falling back into place. She sat on the red leather seat, opposite the three dead people, and the dullness in her mind became a thick and heavy blanket that suffocated her thoughts in their infancy.

And time did what time did – it passed.

*    *    *



Valkyrie was gazing blankly at the shoe of a fellow passenger when she became aware of the carriage slowing to a stop. She dragged her gaze upwards, to the window, but the curtains were still drawn and she felt no urge to part them now. The door to her right opened, and the three dead people left without speaking. Moving without energy, she followed them.

They were in a warehouse of some sort. It was as cold here as it had been in the carriage. The Dullahan was waiting for her, and she followed him away from the others, into a room of tables. The head of a woman blinked at her from where it lay, on its side, beside a body separated from its limbs. Dead people, in various stages of dissection, hung from the walls on hooks and large iron nails. They looked at her as she passed, but made no sound.

The Dullahan stopped before a creature wearing a grubby smock, its arms and legs impossibly long, hunched over a corpse on a table. It swivelled its head as Valkyrie approached. In the gap above the surgical mask and beneath the cap, she could see the oily pallor of its skin. Its eyelids were punctured with broken bits of black thread, and its pupils were small and yellow.

It put away the knife it had been using to poke around inside the corpse, and pulled the mask down to its chin. It had a large scab where the nose ought to have been, and a mouth, like the eyes, that had once been sewn shut, but which now gaped at her with a smile like an open wound.

“I’ve been looking forward to this,” it said, its voice high-pitched and breathless. It was impossible to tell whether this creature was male or female. “Do you know who I am?”

Valkyrie nodded. “Your name is Nye.” Her voice sounded odd to her.

“Indeed it is. I’m the only living thing in this place. Do you know what that makes me?” It didn’t wait for an answer. “It makes me better than you.”

Valkyrie didn’t say anything. None of this mattered.

Nye looked at the Dullahan, and annoyance flashed across its face.

“I know, damn it. I will. Well, I’m not going to deviate, am I? I learned my lesson!”

Seemingly satisfied, the Dullahan turned and walked out.

“But just to be sure,” Nye called after him, “if she doesn’t make it, I get to keep what’s left, yes?”

The Dullahan didn’t slow down.

Once he was gone, Nye stood up straight, its head nearly brushing against the lights hanging from the ceiling. It looked at her. “You’re here to get your true name sealed,” it said. “It isn’t easy, you know. Not many people ever find out what their true name is, so people like me don’t get a lot of practice doing what we have to do. What did the banshee tell you?”

“She said I’d have to die,” Valkyrie answered.

“Which you have already done,” Nye nodded. “You died in the Coach-a-Bowers, and you’ll be dead until you leave this place and life returns to you. Did she say anything else?”

“You’d need to operate.”

That open-wound smile again. “Yes. It’s a delicate procedure, requiring me to carve three symbols on to your heart in an impossibly precise fashion. I would ask you if you are prepared to accept this risk, but I honestly don’t care. The fact is, you’re dead, and you’re here, so your free will is a little compromised, isn’t it? You’re not thinking too clearly. Even if you changed your mind right now, I’d still go ahead with the operation and you wouldn’t be able to stop me. I haven’t done this in years, so I’m mildly curious to find out if I can do it without killing you forever. Undress now, please.”

No argument occurred to her, so Valkyrie did as she was told while Nye wiped its instruments on old rags and laid them out on a small tray. When she was done, she lay on a table and Nye strapped her wrists and ankles tight. It spat on the blade of its scalpel, and looked down at her.

“The truly tragic thing about all of this,” it said, “is that you won’t feel any of the great pain I’m about to put you through.”

Nye pressed the tip of the scalpel to Valkyrie’s shoulder and slit her skin all the way to the breastbone. Blood, with no functioning engine to pump it, trickled lazily.

“This ought to be excruciating,” Nye said, its voice straining with effort as it continued to cut down to her belly. “If you were alive right now, you’d be screaming. Begging me to stop. I’m going to be cracking open your ribcage in a minute, so that would definitely be sore.”

Nye stood back, putting down the scalpel and shaking its hand loosely, like it was getting rid of a cramp. “That wasn’t easy,” it told her. “You’ve got an impressive amount of muscle around the abdomen.”

Valkyrie didn’t want to see this – didn’t want to see what Nye was doing to her. She tried telling it, but she possessed no energy to speak. Nye looked into her eyes and its own eyes widened, as if it understood.

“Oh, my!” it said suddenly. “Oh, you’re quite right! I am being very unprofessional!” Nye took a moment to fix its surgical mask back over the lower half of its face. “Hygiene is most important in the operating theatre. I’m terribly sorry.”

Nye peeled the flaps of skin away from the chest wall, and Valkyrie looked down at herself as her flesh came apart as easily as a zipper being undone.

“Some people use an electric saw to get through the ribs,” Nye continued, “but I find it somewhat unsatisfying.” It held up large pruning shears, the kind Valkyrie would have found in the garden shed at home. “And these are much more effective.”

Valkyrie closed her eyes as Nye bent over her again. She heard a loud crack, and looked around, craning her head, seeing all the dead people on the walls around her. None of them seemed to care about what was going on. There was another crack, and when she looked back at herself, Nye was lifting her sternum away from her body.

“Almost at the heart,” Nye told her. “Now, I am going to have to remove it so that I can carve in some symbols, which will take a little time, but I’m fairly confident that I can reattach all the necessary arteries and such afterwards. Heart surgery isn’t brain surgery, after all,” it added with a chuckle. “Little medical humour for you there.”

It went back to work and Valkyrie lay there, knowing she should be filled with pain, yet unable to escape the dullness that had settled over her mind.

Nye lifted her heart from her chest and showed it to her.

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t make any jokes about how I’ve stolen your heart,” it said. “I’ve used them all up on previous patients, I’m afraid. Rest assured, every last one of those jokes was suitably morbid and witty.”

Valkyrie watched her heart being placed on a tray beside the pruning shears. Nye’s yellow eyes narrowed as it smiled beneath its mask.

“There,” it said. “That wasn’t so bad now, was it? I didn’t drop anything. I didn’t nick the kidneys or put my thumb through a lung. The first part of this operation, I think you’ll agree, has been a resounding success. And now it’s time for supper.”

Nye turned and walked away on its impossibly long legs, leaving Valkyrie strapped to the table.
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SOUL SEARCHING

[image: Image Missing]ye returned an hour later and put Valkyrie’s heart in a vice. She watched the vice being tightened, and a part of her mind started to scream, fearing the heart would burst. Nye’s hand came away from the vice and she relaxed, settling back into the dullness that death brought. Nye spoke to her while it held a scalpel over a flame, telling her about past glories, about the life it had had outside these rooms. The words meant nothing to Valkyrie, forgotten as soon as they reached her ears.

Nye hunched over the vice and gently pressed the red-hot scalpel against her heart. A book lay open beside it, and before every stroke of the scalpel, Nye would consult the pages, measuring the length and breadth of the symbols detailed within, calculating depth. The scalpel went from her heart back to the flame, then to her heart. Again and again, this process was repeated. Slight trails of smoke rose from the lines being carved. Valkyrie could hear the soft sizzle of the meat.

An hour, it took Nye, to complete the first symbol. The second one, a simpler pattern, took half that time, but the third one took twice as long.

“Once this heart is back inside you,” Nye said, yellow eyes fixed on its work, “and once it begins beating again, these symbols will inhabit you. Do you understand me? Do you understand anything I’m saying? The dead here are so dim-witted.”

Valkyrie grunted.

“Oh, good, you can understand me. When you walk out of here, you will own your true name, instead of your true name owning you. Armed with this knowledge, you can do great things. You could be the greatest sorcerer this world has ever seen.” Nye glanced at her. “Or you could be the most terrible.”

The door opened, and Nye’s eyes returned to the heart as the Dullahan strode in.

“Almost finished!” Nye called. “I can’t be rushed on things like this, you know! One wrong stroke, one part of a symbol too thin or too thick or too deep or too shallow, and it’s not going to work! I am a professional and I must not be hurried!”

The Dullahan stood still, and Nye straightened up, uncoiling its long body. “Oh,” it said, in response to whatever the Dullahan was silently saying. “Of course. No, no, I completely understand. Your duties take you elsewhere. You are a busy man, after all. Have no fear, when the operation is complete, I shall send this girl on her way, back to the land of the living. Of course not. I wouldn’t dream of such a… Now, listen, as I’ve said before, those experiments are over, and you know that. That part of my life is behind me. I realise now that I was misguided and… I learned my lesson. Yes. Well, if you can’t trust a surgeon, who can you trust?”

Nye listened for another moment, then nodded gravely, and the Dullahan turned and strode out. The door closed behind him.

Nye returned its attention to the heart, and didn’t speak for fifteen minutes.

Finally, it straightened up again. “Done,” it said. “And a splendid piece of work it is too, if I do say so.”

It took the heart from the vice, and showed it to Valkyrie.

“You see the precision?” it said. “See the craftsmanship? China Sorrows herself could not have constructed these symbols any better. A work of art, don’t you agree?”

Nye pulled the surgical mask down off its face. “But I’m afraid I have a bit of bad news. The Dullahan has been called away. You may have heard me agreeing to look after you, to deliver you back to the living. But the bad news, the truly unfortunate and tragic news, is that I was lying the whole time.”

Nye dropped the heart on to the tray beside the table, disturbing the instruments, making them jangle.

“No one will know you never left. I can hide you among the corpses here. You’ll never be found. I’ll tell the Dullahan, and I’ll even tell the banshee if she comes to investigate, that I waved goodbye and watched you leave. Who knows what could have happened to you after that? You could be lying in a ditch for all we know.”

Nye leaned down over Valkyrie, its face centimetres from her own. “You’re mine now,” it said. “You’ve been delivered to me to help with my research. I know you have. All these corpses around you? All these dead people, and many more besides? They’ve all helped me. They’ve all tried, at least. But you… I have a good feeling about you.”

It stalked off, with great loping strides. Valkyrie turned her head to watch it.

“What do you know about the soul?” it asked from the other side of the room, as it pulled a sheet off a large instrument cart. “Not much, I’d wager, but you’ve undoubtedly seen it in different forms.”

Nye pushed the cart over. Its wheels creaked and the blades and saws and clips clattered. “Ghosts, Remnants, even gists, are forms the soul can take. But none of them are its pure form.”

The cart banged into the table. The blades were caked with old blood.

“The pure soul resides somewhere in the body, somewhere it can’t be disturbed. I’ve narrowed it down to the likeliest places, but as yet I haven’t found it. I do, however, feel like I am on the cusp of a breakthrough.” It picked up a long breadknife. “I’m going to do you a favour. I’m going to dissect your brain last. That way, if I find your soul among your innards or inside your organs, you can at least partially share in my moment of glory.”

Nye pulled the mask up over the scab of its nose. “This is going to get messy.”
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THE GRAVE

[image: Image Missing]he country roads started out plump and healthy, before narrowing as they came closer to Roarhaven, finally becoming little more than starving veins that twisted through a dead and frozen landscape. The town squatted between a stagnant lake of foul water, a few desiccated trees bordering its banks, and a hillside of frosted yellowed grasses and gorse brush. The main street, if that’s what it was, possessed a gnarled handful of shops and businesses necessary for survival, but this was not a town that attracted visitors. Roarhaven was the town where sorcerers lived.

Tesseract parked his truck and moved through into the trailer. His whole life was in this trailer, firmly secured against the rigours of the road. Everything was held down by straps and buckles and bolts. The wall above the desk was lined with his metal masks. He took one down, one that had a frown over the eyes and a snarl carved below the nose. Sometimes he preferred the blank ones, but today he was feeling like he wanted some expression.

He checked the needles around the edges, and when he was sure nothing was clogged, his hands went to the mask he was already wearing. There was a slight hiss as the needles retracted and the mask detached. He took it away and looked at his lumpy face in the small mirror. Every day, the lumps were different. Sometimes his cheeks would bulge, and his forehead swelled. Other times it would be his nose that would swell up and his chin that would jut out. Whatever way the lumps arranged themselves, he was always ugly. The masks made his skin pale and greasy, and the angry red wounds where the needles slid in, arranged in a border around his face, would weep with pus.

Even as he was looking at himself, he saw his flesh begin to rot. He quickly pressed the new mask to his face, hearing the needles hiss as they slid into the wounds. He felt the rot stop, and recede, as the liquid contained in those needles did its job. Saving his life for yet another day. He made slight adjustments to the straps, and left the trailer.

A woman was waiting for him outside – Ceryen. She led him up the hill on the east side of the town, to where the Torment was peering into a large hole that was being dug by a man named Graft.

Tesseract gave the Torment his report, keeping it short and succinct. The Torment nodded.

“If you want me to continue,” Tesseract said, once he’d finished, “I’m sure we could come to an arrangement. A group rate, perhaps. Skulduggery Pleasant, Valkyrie Cain, Erskine Ravel, Tanith Low, Ghastly Bespoke. And the Teleporter, if you wish.”

“We have plans to take care of them,” the Torment said with a wave of a hand. “Our contract with you is now complete.”

Tesseract was disappointed, but didn’t press the point. He was a professional after all. “In that case, all that remains is my fee.”

“Of course,” the Torment said, but he made no move to pay him.

Something pricked Tesseract’s skin, and he turned his hand as a tiny white spider scuttled into his sleeve. One of Madam Mist’s, if his files were correct. Tesseract felt hot, and his tongue felt heavy.

“You were in a bar fight,” the Torment said. “There is nothing wrong with this, and you got the information you needed to complete your assignment. Unfortunately, the men you killed were citizens of Roarhaven.”

Tesseract tried to reach for him, but his arm wouldn’t move. He swayed on his feet, unsteady.

“I personally did not care for these men. They were irritants and braggards. But if we are to control this town, we need to follow its rules. You took the lives of Roarhaven mages. So we take yours.”

The Torment walked away. Tesseract saw Ceryen out of the corner of his eye. He couldn’t even move his head any more. He felt her hand on his shoulder, and she gave a push. He toppled forward, into the hole, into the grave, landing in a twisted position with his right ear pressed into the cold, wet earth.

“OK,” Ceryen’s voice came from above him, “fill it in.”

“There are two shovels,” he heard Graft mutter. A rain of dirt pattered across Tesseract’s back.

“I’m the brains,” Ceryen responded. “You’re the brawn.”

“The brains of what, exactly? Digging a hole? They really entrusted you with a lot of responsibility, didn’t they?”

Another shovelful of dirt came down, heavier than the last.

“They did, actually,” Ceryen said. “You think this is just digging a hole? Filling it in? It’s not. This is disposing of evidence. If it was a simple hole-digging job, you’d have been able to take care of that yourself now, wouldn’t you? You wouldn’t need supervision.”

“I don’t need supervision,” Graft said. “I need someone using that second shovel.”

Every last ounce of feeling was leaving Tesseract’s body. It took all of his remaining strength to turn his head even the slightest fraction, but turn it he did, until he was looking straight down, his chin tucked into his chest. Then he could move no more.

“You know your problem?” Ceryen was saying. “You complain too much.”

The dirt came tumbling down on the back of Tesseract’s head.

“No, I don’t,” said Graft.

“You do. You think you should be leading. You think the direct way is the only way. You have no idea about tactics, or strategy.”

“It’s a hole, Ceryen. What strategy is there, other than dig it?”

Ceryen’s voice turned smug. “Get someone else to dig it.”

A few moments passed, and Graft said, “I hate you.”

Another shovelful of earth came down, and another, and their voices grew dull as they buried Tesseract alive.





24
THE DEAD GIRL

[image: Image Missing]alkyrie lay in the semi-darkness.

Nye wasn’t there. Nye had left to go to bed. Valkyrie didn’t care. She lay there in the semi-darkness with her heart outside her body.

Her gaze drifted from the ceiling. The main lights were out, and only patches of the room were visible. The bodies on the walls were nothing but shapes. Her eyes took in their forms, took in the geometry of the room, took in the tables and carts. Then she closed her eyes, and when she opened them, Skulduggery was standing over her.

“I’m here to rescue you,” he said. He was dressed all in black. Even his shirt was black. “Can you understand me?”

Valkyrie nodded. Hope blossomed, flowered.

“Good,” he said. “Remember when you rescued me from the Faceless Ones? You came in and dragged me out? I’m returning the favour, because that’s what partners do.” She waited for him to start unbuckling the straps holding her down. Instead, his head tilted. “Why are you here, by the way? This is an odd place to be.”

They didn’t have time for this. Nye would be back soon.

“Are you here for an operation?” Skulduggery asked. “Why would you need an operation? What’s wrong with you? Why are you folded open like this? Why is your heart over there?”

“Please…” she whispered.

“Please? Please what? Please help you? Why would I help you? You’re going to kill me.”

Valkyrie shook her head. This wasn’t right. “No…”

“Yes, you are. You’re going to kill me, Valkyrie. You’re going to kill everyone. Why should I help you? Can either of you give me a reason?”

Her parents were standing on the other side of the bed. She didn’t know how they’d got there.

“My Stephanie wouldn’t kill anyone,” her mum told Skulduggery.

“My Stephanie would,” her dad said sadly.

Valkyrie’s mouth was dry. “I’m stopping that from happening.”

“Can we take that chance?” her mum said. She patted her belly, which was huge. “I’ve got another child on the way. A better child. Better than you. We can’t risk you hurting it.”

“I think we should shoot her,” Valkyrie heard her own voice say. Her reflection was standing beside Skulduggery, dressed in the clothes Ghastly had made for Valkyrie, but they were all in pink. “Why do we need her? I can take her place.”

This was wrong. This wasn’t real. This didn’t make sense.

“But you can’t do magic,” Valkyrie’s dad said.

“I think that’s a good thing,” her reflection responded. “Valkyrie can do magic, and she’s going to kill the world if Skulduggery doesn’t shoot her.”

“Who’s Valkyrie?” asked her dad.

“Stephanie,” said the reflection.

“Oh,” said her dad.

“She’s right,” Skulduggery said, and took out his gun. “I’m going to have to shoot you, Valkyrie.”

“Not real,” Valkyrie mumbled.

“I’m sorry?”

Valkyrie focused on a single spot on the ceiling above her. The harder she stared, the less defined the figures around her became. Her mother and father faded away. Her reflection slowly disappeared. Only Skulduggery remained.

This was all in her head.

“You’re right,” Skulduggery nodded.

She ignored him, and the gun he was holding.

“You can’t ignore me forever,” he pointed out. “And I’m not going to shoot you. Imaginary bullets are surprisingly ineffective against… everything, really. I’m not going to come for you, you know. There is no one coming to rescue you. You got yourself into this mess, and it’s up to you to get yourself out.”

Skulduggery holstered the gun, and faded away, leaving Valkyrie alone again.

No.

She held on to it, that momentary hope that had spread through her. She caught it before it flitted away and her mind returned to the dull state of non-being. How long had she lain here like this, without a thought entering her head? Even now it was a struggle to keep her mind remotely sharp. She needed to get free. She needed to escape.

Her body was numb. She couldn’t feel the air around her, or how the spaces connected. She clicked her fingers and couldn’t feel the spark – couldn’t focus enough to turn it into a flame. The Necromancer ring was in her jacket, in the pile of clothes on the next table over. Magic wasn’t going to save her. Not here.

Nye had left its serrated breadknife on the table beside Valkyrie’s knee, but it was too far to reach. The cart, on the other hand, was still in place beside her, and on it were all the instruments that had been used to cut her open and poke about inside.

She strained against the strap that secured her left wrist, and her fingers stretched for the tip of the scalpel. She tapped it, lightly, and it moved, and she tapped it again and suddenly it was within reach. She closed two fingertips around it, and slowly pulled it off the cart. But her numb fingers didn’t have a good enough grip, and the scalpel fell to the floor.

Anger flashed into her mind and she kept it there, refusing to let it go, to allow the apathy to return.

She reached for the cart itself and shook it as best she could, trying to move some other blade closer. But the instruments only rattled and moved further away. She got a good grip on the edge of the cart and pulled it, in an effort to tip it over. The cart tilted for a moment, then slipped from her grasp, clattering back to its four wheels and knocking against the big lamp Nye had been using as an overhead light. The lamp toppled, hitting the table and sliding along it on its way to the floor. Valkyrie made a grab for it. The lamp hit the ground, and Valkyrie looked down and realised she was holding the lamp’s electrical cord.

She had something. Now she needed to think clearly enough to figure out if it could be of any use.

She pulled on the cord, then carefully inched her fingers back along it, and pulled again. She repeated the exercise slowly, until there was a loop of cord moving across her belly. The loop found her other hand, and her movements became more confident. She pulled on that cord until it became taut, and then she pulled harder.

She heard the plug being yanked from its socket, then she pulled it across the floor. It got caught twice, probably on the legs of tables, but Valkyrie managed to loosen it, and kept pulling. She didn’t know how long it took, how many seconds or minutes – all she concentrated on was the task. And then the plug was in her hand. She let it go, let it hang on a long piece of cord, down by the table. She started to rotate her wrist.

The plug swung in a wide circle. Before she released it, she made sure that the slack was wrapped around her other hand. Then she let go, and the plug rose through the air and hit her leg. She pulled it back. It touched against the breadknife, then fell off the edge of the table.

Valkyrie gathered it back in her hand, swung it again, and released it a second time. The plug landed behind the breadknife, and when she pulled it, the breadknife moved a little before the plug slipped over it.

She tried a third time, and missed completely.

The fourth time, the breadknife moved closer to her hand.

It took eight swings until the breadknife was in her hand. She held the handle so that the blade was pressing into the strap on her wrist. She started sawing. At first, the serrated edge caught on the strap and every movement was an uncoordinated jerk. But then the blade found purchase, and Valkyrie found her rhythm, and she started to cut through the strap.

Her eyes wandered as she cut, her gaze drifting from the walls to the ceiling, becoming transfixed by a low-wattage bulb at the far end of the room. In the gloom, it was as bright as the sun.

She looked at the bulb.

The bulb flickered and Valkyrie frowned, unable to remember how long she’d spent looking at it. She dragged her eyes away and looked down at her hand. She still held the breadknife, but she was no longer cutting.

She snarled, the anger flaring and driving back the dullness. She focused on the blade and the strap. Nothing else mattered. There was nothing else in the world, only this blade and this strap.

And then the blade cut through the strap, and her hand was free.

Valkyrie dropped the breadknife and reached across to undo the strap on her right hand. Both hands loose, she pushed herself into a sitting position, and reached down to undo the ankle restraints. And then she was free.

Moving slowly, she swung her legs off the table, and stood. There was a table nearby, stacked full of bandages. She took a roll and wrapped it around her torso, around and around, then walked unsteadily to her pile of clothes. She dressed slowly, feeling no sense of comfort or relief. She took out her phone but could get no signal.

Valkyrie went to the door and opened it, moving into the corridor beyond. This wasn’t how she had come in, but she walked on nonetheless. All she wanted was to get out. She didn’t care how.

She passed a room where every blade ever forged hung on rusty nails, and another room containing nothing but heads in jars that gaped at her as she passed. A third room was empty, the walls splashed with blood.

She got to a large hall, reached the door on the other side, then stopped. Her heart. She’d forgotten her heart, and all the other things Nye had removed from her. Valkyrie turned, and something caught her eye and she looked up. Nye lay sleeping in a hammock high above her, its arms and legs dangling down. She looked at all the pulleys and ropes and levers, but didn’t wonder about the process Nye went through to raise itself off the ground every night. She heard the surgeon snore.

Moving quietly, she retraced her steps, passing the rooms with the blood and the heads and the blades, and stepped back into the operating theatre. She took her heart and her sternum and put them in a bag she found in the corner, and then she left by the other door.

She emerged into the warehouse where she had first stepped down from the carriage. The dead stood around, barely looking at her as she passed between them.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Valkyrie turned as Nye ducked through the doorway.

“You think you’re going to escape?” it asked, walking over. It was still wearing the smock, but not the mask or the cap. Thick veins pulsed against the pale skin at its temples. “You can’t escape, you stupid girl. You’re dead. In here, as in the Dullahan’s carriage, you enjoy an untroubled existence. You’re one of the dead things. But outside of these walls is life. You set one foot outside, you collapse. Blood spurts and your body caves in. You’re carrying your heart around in a refuse bag, for God’s sake. What did you think was going to happen?”

“Let me go,” Valkyrie said, her tongue thick in her mouth.

“No,” Nye said. “Get back on the table. I’m not finished with you.”

“Fix me then,” she said.

Nye’s ruined mouth jerked into a surprised smile. “I’m sorry? What? You’re giving me orders, is that it? Is that what you’re doing?”

She nodded.

“You don’t give me orders!” Nye screeched, and it was in front of her before she even realised it had moved. The back of its hand swooped down and caught the side of her face. The force of the impact sent her stumbling, but she felt no pain.

“I’m in charge here!” Nye yelled, and kicked her. Valkyrie rolled across the ground, and the bag was snatched from her grasp.

“We’ll see how many orders you give once your heart has been incinerated!” the surgeon spat, and turned to stalk back to the door.

Valkyrie pushed herself up and reached out, but Elemental magic was still closed off to her. A thought flashed into her mind, and she plunged her hand into her jacket pocket, sliding the ring on to her finger.

Shadows coiled around her, and a great wave of darkness smashed into Nye and took it off its feet. The surgeon squealed in fear and Valkyrie slammed the wave to the floor. Nye struck the hard ground and bounced slightly.

Valkyrie went to walk towards him, but, like an eager servant, the shadows swept her up. She touched down beside Nye and it scrambled up, tried to run. She was vaguely aware of an intent, to simply stop him from fleeing, and then suddenly the shadows wrapped themselves around Nye’s right leg, its long right leg, and wrenched.

Nye screamed as its leg snapped in a dozen places, and it fell to the ground.

“Please!” it called. “You don’t know what you’re doing!”

The shadows played with Valkyrie’s hair.

“That’s Necromancy!” Nye yelled. “But you’re dead! It’s death magic wielded by a dead person – you don’t know what you’re doing! You can’t control it – you’re not strong enough! Please don’t kill me!”

“Fix me,” Valkyrie said.

“I will!” Nye cried, tears streaming down its face. “But my leg is broken! Let me mend it and then I’ll—”

“Fix me now,” Valkyrie said without emotion, “or I’ll let the shadows kill you.”

Nye nodded quickly. “Yes, yes, of course. Just get you back to the table and—”

“No straps,” said Valkyrie. “Nothing tying me down. You do this or you die.”
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DIRT

[image: Image Missing]urviving the poisoning wasn’t the hard part. Tesseract had survived poisonings before. The fluids that his mask injected into his skin were designed to bolster his immunity and his natural, and unnatural, defences -mainly against the rotting disease that cursed him, but also, as a happy side effect, any other diseases, afflictions and poisons he happened to encounter on his travels. So the poisoning hadn’t really troubled him for more than a few minutes.

The being buried alive part, however, was more of a reason to worry.

He had made a small air pocket for himself, giving him a little more time to shake off the poison’s effects. When the feeling returned to his limbs, he tried to heave himself up, but the weight of the earth was just too much. The hole was, at the most, one and a half metres deep. That meant that all he had to do was stand up and he’d be out.

Standing up, however, was not as easy as it had once been.

His fingers scrabbled at the dirt, digging upwards slowly. He managed to get them reasonably far up, before realising that all he had achieved was to put himself in an even more uncomfortable position.

He lifted his body, straining against the weight, and kicked his legs. Loose earth shifted beneath him as he moved his right knee slowly. Moving the second one was more difficult, but he managed it. Now both knees were beneath him, his face was still pressed to the bottom of the grave, and his arms were somewhere above. If he died down here and was dug up in hundreds of years’ time, he had a feeling the archaeologists would be puzzling over what exactly he had been doing upon his ridiculous death.

Tesseract took a deep breath, the last of the oxygen, and raised his head. His legs were burning, his back muscles screaming at him, and he felt like every tendon in his neck was about to snap. He pushed upwards, forcing his body straighter, his hands clawing at the freezing dirt. The fingers of his left hand suddenly felt no resistance. He pulled himself up, his right hand breaking through now, and then he felt air on his scalp, and all at once his head was free.

He gasped, sucking in air through his mask and blinking the dirt away from his eyes. His vision was blurry, but he was relatively sure he was alone. The way his luck had been going lately, he wouldn’t have been at all surprised to find Ceryen and Graft standing here, still arguing.

A little more effort was required to climb out of the grave, and then Tesseract sprawled on the sodden grass, his vision clearing as he looked up at a sky so grey it could have been made from slate. He was just thankful to be looking up at any kind of sky at all. Slate grey, he decided, was a particularly beautiful shade of grey.

He got to his feet. There was cold clay in his clothes, down his back, down his trousers, in his mask. He brushed off what he could, shook out what he was able, but there was no denying the fact that it still felt like he had just crawled out of his own grave.

He looked down the hill, at the town and the lake and the Sanctuary. He didn’t take it personally. He was a hired killer, after all. It would be pretty hypocritical to take a murder attempt personally, after everything he’d done. But that was no reason to let them live.

Graft, from what he could remember from his files, lived just off Roarhaven’s main street. Tesseract found him in a small house, freshly emerged from the shower, and killed him while he begged for his life.

Ceryen worked directly for the Torment, though, so she would have returned to the Sanctuary. Tesseract entered without being seen. Everyone was too busy setting it up for business to bother guarding the entrance. After fifteen minutes of sneaking around, he heard the Torment’s voice, and followed it through the long corridors.

He peered round a corner, saw the Torment and three other Children of the Spider – Madam Mist, a young woman called Portia and a young man called Syc. Ceryen trailed behind at a respectful distance. The Spider people were talking among themselves.

Tesseract had encountered Portia before, but had only heard stories about Mist, and had only ever seen a blurred photograph of Syc. He didn’t know much about them though, and that made him uneasy.

The Torment led his brethren through a heavy set of double doors, and gestured at Ceryen, dismissing her. She bowed, waited until the doors were shut, and walked towards Tesseract. He stepped back into the shadows to watch her pass, then followed. When they were far enough out of earshot, he made himself known by reaching down and tapping her leg. She screeched as it bent back on itself and she crumpled to the ground.

“Hello, Ceryen,” Tesseract said, walking around so she could see him.

“My leg!” she cried. He had never worked out why some people liked to name the parts of them that had broken. “Please don’t kill me!” He knew what was coming next. Tales of woe and then begging, interspersed with logic and reason. “The Torment ordered it! I was following orders! Please don’t kill me! I have a family!”

“And yet I’m going to kill you anyway.”

She lunged at him, but he reached down, and caved in her head with a touch.

“You are not an easy man to kill.”

Slowly, Tesseract turned to face the Torment, who stood with Madam Mist at his side. He heard movement behind him, and didn’t have to glance back to know that Portia and Syc were closing in to trap him.

“You shouldn’t have tried to cheat me,” Tesseract said. “I would have returned home and we would never have crossed paths again. Instead, we are where we are. You understand, I cannot let you live.”

“You speak as though you hold the upper hand. There are four of us.”

“Being outnumbered means very little to me. You will still die one by one.”

The Torment vomited blackness that splashed to the ground and became spiders, as big as rats. Tesseract kicked one away from him, stomped on another, and backed away as thousands of smaller spiders, tiny spiders, spilled towards him like water. They flowed from the folds of Madam Mist’s long dress, scrambling over her body, in and out of her clothes, crawling up her neck and disappearing behind her veil.

He heard blades being unsheathed, and spun to dodge the first swipe of Syc’s twin daggers. He tried to grab him, but Syc was fast, faster than anyone Tesseract had ever seen. The blades flashed again and Tesseract stumbled. He stepped on a mass of spiders and they crunched beneath him.

One of the big spiders scuttled up his leg, digging its talons in as it came. Tesseract snarled and looked down. Syc was young and inexperienced and unimaginative, and he took the bait. When he sprang, Tesseract caught him and hurled him into the wall. Syc kept him at bay by vomiting, like the Torment had. The inky blackness coalesced, formed spiders, not as big as the Torment’s, but definitely getting there. Tesseract backed away again. Too many damn spiders.

Portia came for him. Like Syc, she had a way to go in her studies, but the fact that she wasn’t able to complete the full transformation to spider made her look even more fearsome. She had grown to twice her size, with black armour covering her chest and back. Four extra arms sprouted from her elongated torso, each tipped with claws, but it was Portia’s face that was the most terrifying. Her fine-boned features had disappeared, replaced by a mouth that was a gaping hole, filled with fangs that dripped venom. Eight black eyes were grouped around her head.

Tesseract dodged as she attacked. Spiders were crawling all over him. Their poison was in his system and making him clumsy. He should have run when he’d had the chance. He looked up to see Syc plunging a dagger at his chest.

He blocked, fingers closing around Syc’s wrist. The bones there broke and Tesseract took the dagger and slammed an elbow into Syc’s face. He kicked him and the younger man went down, falling on thousands of spiders. Tesseract used him as a springboard to leap on to Portia. He held on as she tried to dislodge him, then slipped the dagger between her armour plates. He dropped to the ground as she reared back, shrieking.

Something flitted to her face, and clung there. Something black. Tesseract turned, saw Anton Shudder striding through the corridor, Remnants swirling around him.

One of those foul black things crawled into Syc’s mouth, and the young man gagged and choked. Barely aware of the Torment and Mist already fleeing, Tesseract knew it was too late for him to make his escape. So he leaped forward, to Shudder, kicking him to drive him back. Shudder smiled, and reached for him, and Tesseract seized his arm and broke the bones.

Shudder hissed in pain and stepped back. “You’ve damaged me,” he said.

Then the Remnant darted out of his mouth, to Tesseract’s mask, and for a moment Tesseract couldn’t see anything. It squirmed in through the eyeholes and he felt it cold on his face, sliding down. He glimpsed another Remnant attaching itself to Shudder’s unconscious form – waste not, want not – and then he fell to his knees. The Remnant found his mouth, and Tesseract gagged as it forced its way in.
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THE TRUTH

[image: Image Missing]alkyrie stepped into the sunlight and she was alive again.

She rubbed her eyes, as if she was awakening from a long sleep. Feeling flooded through her. Emotion. Sensation. The cold air forced the grogginess from her mind, which began to sharpen as the world came into focus around her. She was in the docklands. The weak sun was directly overhead. It was midday.

“You haven’t fallen apart,” Nye said.

Valkyrie turned. Nye stood inside the warehouse, where everything was grey and lethargic. She looked at the line she’d crossed as she’d moved from dead to living – a line where the gloom of the warehouse was beaten back by the vivid clarity of life.

“I’ve done a good job,” Nye nodded, more to itself than to her. “And it wasn’t easy, what with the pressure I was under. But I did it. I’m one of the few who could.”

“How many more like me do you have in there?” Valkyrie asked.

“Like you?”

“People who aren’t supposed to be there.”

“None,” it said, shaking its head. “Everyone else was delivered by the Dullahan according to the rules. The Dullahan always follows the rules. He makes sure I do too.”

“Sometimes he messes up. You were going to keep me.”

Nye smiled. “Can’t blame me for trying, eh? But all’s well. You’re walking, talking, living, breathing – and not falling apart. And your true name is sealed. It wasn’t easy, but I knew, if anyone could do it, I could.”

Valkyrie reckoned she ought to do something, but she couldn’t think what. Arrest him? Punch him? Threaten him? She decided to go with threatening. “I’ll be keeping an eye on you,” she said. “If I ever hear of you trying anything like that again, I’ll come back and drag you out of there.”

Nye nodded. “Yes, yes, you’re very frightening. Better run along and play now. Grown-ups have work to do.”

It smiled, and the warehouse door slid closed. Valkyrie glowered. She should have gone with option two.

She hailed a taxi. She was halfway home before she thought to check that she had any money, but thankfully she found some cash in her back pocket. The driver listened to the radio all the way to Haggard, and Valkyrie watched the world pass. She got out at the pier, hurried to her house, and rose to her window. She slipped her fingers through the crack, opened it and climbed in.

Her room was empty, the reflection elsewhere. Valkyrie was glad. She looked around and realised she was smiling. It was good to be home. It was good to be alive, and safe, and home, and it was good to know that she wasn’t going to become a monster who would murder the world. That was particularly comforting.

She heard someone coming up the stairs, and recognised her own footsteps. The reflection opened the door, not looking the least bit startled to see her.

“Your parents have gone out,” it said, and Valkyrie wondered if it had said ‘your’ simply to reassure her that its earlier mistake would not be repeated. “Do you want to resume your life?”

Valkyrie shook her head. “I just want to take a shower and eat something, then I’ll be heading out again.”

“I’ll stay up here then, shall I?”

Valkyrie remembered, in her hallucination, the reflection encouraging Skulduggery to shoot her. “Yeah, you do that.”

She went downstairs, grabbed a plate of leftover turkey and a glass of milk while she turned on her phone. Messages popped up – three missed calls. She cringed, and called Skulduggery to apologise for sleeping in. He sounded bemused, but told her he was on his way, and he’d be there in half an hour.

Valkyrie ate more turkey and drank more milk, then took a shower. As she stood under the spray, she ran her hand along her chest, not detecting the faintest trace of any scar. Nye was good – its skills might even be comparable to Kenspeckle’s. And she reckoned their bedside manners were roughly the same, too.

She dressed, grabbed the present she’d wrapped for Skulduggery, and climbed out of the window without even glancing back at her reflection. She walked to the pier, wondering if she should tell Skulduggery what she’d done. Now that the danger was over, now that the future was changed, could she share this secret she’d had to keep for five months? He’d understand why she hadn’t said anything. If anyone would understand, he would.

She reached the pier. The Bentley was already parked, and Skulduggery stood beside it, looking out at the sea that thundered against concrete and rock. He had brown eyes today, and thin lips. Same cheekbones and jaw, and the same waxy skin. His hat was cocked at its usual angle. Valkyrie marvelled at the way it tended to stay on, no matter how hard the wind was blowing. Then she realised he was probably manipulating the air around his head. Sneaky and stylish, the perfect combination.

She held out her hands. “Present.”

He looked at her. “You’re not getting your present.”

Valkyrie frowned. “What? Why not?”

“Because it was a Christmas present. It’s not Christmas any more.”

“Of course it is. There’s twelve whole days of Christmas.”

“They don’t count.”

“Yes they do.”

“The twelve days are merely to let people know when it’s time to take down their tasteless decorations. It’s St Stephen’s Day today, and I didn’t get you a St Stephen’s Day present.”

The wind whipped her hair in front of her face. “But… But that’s not fair! I have your present!”

“Can I have it?”

“No you can’t!”

“Why not?”

“Why do you think? Because you won’t give me mine.”

“Ah, that’s just mean.”

“How can you consider that mean when you started it?”

“I’m not giving you your present because I just don’t give Christmas presents after Christmas. I don’t see the point. But you have no such policy, and so no such excuse. The only reason, that I can see, that you won’t give me my present is because of sheer bitterness. You’re just being mean.”

Valkyrie glared. “Fine. Here’s your present.”

She took it from her jacket and threw it to him. He examined the wrapping. “It’s a fairly distinctive shape.”

She grunted.

“I’m not entirely sure I need to unwrap it. I think I can guess what it is.”

“Good for you.”

“Valkyrie, is it a hairbrush?”

She jabbed a finger at him. “Yes! See? That’s a thoughtful gift! You haven’t needed a hairbrush in hundreds of years, but you do now! Sometimes, anyway.”

“Yes, but you got me a hairbrush for Christmas.”

“It works on two levels! It’s thoughtful and amusing! The present you gave me works on no levels, because you didn’t give me a present. Don’t you dare complain.”

Skulduggery hesitated, then put the gift in his pocket. “It’s a very thoughtful and amusing present, Valkyrie. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Can we get in the car now? It’s really cold.”

“Did you have a nice Christmas?”

“Sure.”

“How did your family event last night go?”

“Fine.”

“Do you think it will become an annual tradition?”

“Nope.”

“OK then,” Skulduggery said.

Valkyrie nodded. “Let’s go.”

She moved to the Bentley, then looked back at him. His arms were folded. “You’re not moving.”

“We are hurtling through space at a rate of 390 kilometres per second, Valkyrie. I would hardly call that not moving.”

“Then we are not moving to the car,” she sighed.

“This is true.”

“And why are we not moving to the car, Skulduggery?”

“Because,” he said.

“Because what?”

He looked around to make sure there was no one watching, and let his face flow away. Once he was back to his usual skeleton self, he continued. “Because I am waiting for you to tell me what is going on. You’ve been keeping something from me – and that ends now.”

“Oh.”

“Ordinarily, of course, I would respect your privacy, but—”

“No you wouldn’t.”

“Sorry?”

“You wouldn’t respect my privacy.”

“Yes I would.”

“Skulduggery, you never respect my privacy.”

“I do so all the time. Just last week, I respected your privacy.”

“What was I doing?”

“Well, you weren’t around.”

“That makes almost no sense.”

“But it does make a bit of sense, which is all I need. As I was saying, ordinarily, I wouldn’t ask, but whatever you’re keeping from me is interfering with your work. You are my partner, after all.”

“OK,” she said, “I’ll tell you. I was going to tell you anyway, eventually. But before I do, I’ve already sorted everything out. I solved the problem. So keep that in mind when I tell you this. Promise?”

“I promise.”

“OK.” Valkyrie took a deep breath. “Are you ready?”

“I am.”

“You’re sure?”

“Quite sure.”

“OK. So I’ll tell you. Here I go. Skulduggery…”

“Yes, Valkyrie?”

“I’m… I don’t know how to say this. I…” She swallowed. “I’m Darquesse.”

Immediately, she felt better. Immediately, she felt cleaner, and lighter, and back to her old self. She found herself smiling.

“Right,” Skulduggery said.

“Yep.”

“You’re Darquesse.”

“That’s it.”

“In what way?”

“In a… what do you mean, what way?”

“You’re Darquesse in a metaphorical way? We all have evil in our hearts, we’re all Darquesse sort of way?”

“No,” Valkyrie said slowly. “I mean I’m Darquesse. In a literal, I’m Darquesse sort of way.”

His head tilted. “So you’re Darquesse?”

“Yes.”

“The same Darquesse who’s going to kill everyone?”

“That’s me.”

“The same Darquesse who kills your parents?”

“Apparently so.”

“And how have you reached this conclusion?”

“Remember years ago, when you were fighting Serpine, and the Book of Names fell? I caught a glimpse of my true name, so quick it didn’t even register. But when I heard the name Darquesse a few months ago, I knew I’d heard it somewhere before, and that’s where. It’s mine.”

“I see,” Skulduggery said. “How long have you known?”

“Roughly since we first heard about her. After the Sanctuary was destroyed.”

“And you’ve kept it to yourself?”

“Until now.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

“I wanted to take care of it.”

“Have you?”

“I wouldn’t be telling you all this if I hadn’t. Darquesse will not be making an appearance for the foreseeable ever. The world is safe.”

“How did you manage that?”

“I’ll tell you,” Valkyrie said. “But first you tell me what you think happens. Why do I kill everyone? Or why would I have if I hadn’t just, you know, stopped me?”

“The likeliest scenario would be that someone learns who you are and uses your true name to control you.”

“Exactly. So that’s taken care of.”

“How?”

“I sealed my name. I spoke to a few people, tracked down some other people, figured it out and implemented my plan all on my own. Are you proud of me?”

“Who did it?”

“Did what?”

Skulduggery cocked his head. “Who sealed your name?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Kenspeckle couldn’t have done it. Something like that would take years of research and trial and error, even for him.”

“It doesn’t matter, OK? It’s done. My heart was taken out, the little symbols were drawn on, and I was stitched back together.”

“By whom?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You said you’d tell me.”

“I said I’d tell you what I’ve been up to lately. I didn’t say I’d give you this person’s name.”

“There’s only a handful of possibilities…”

“Skulduggery, drop it.”

“You should have told me,” he said. “I could have made sure it was safe.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“You had your heart removed from your body,” he said sternly. “You were dead.”

“You’re dead all the time, and you’re fine.”

“Who did it?”

“I don’t want to talk about this. I don’t want to talk about the person who did it. I just—”

“Person,” Skulduggery said. “You keep saying person. Not he, or she. Is it in an effort to further protect the identity, or is it… Is it an it?”

“I don’t know what you’re—”

His voice turned hard. “Doctor Nye.”

“What does it matter?” she blurted. “OK, fine, it was Nye! So what? It did its job, and now I’m back home and everything’s grand.”

“Nye’s a sick, twisted, evil freak, Valkyrie. You’re lucky you came back. You’re very, very lucky.”

“I know,” she said quietly, and looked away.

“You should have told me. You should have trusted me. You should have…” He stopped, and went silent. And then he said, “Never mind.”

She looked up. “What?”

“You were scared. I understand. You didn’t know how I’d react.”

“Well… yeah.”

He stepped towards her, and his hand went to her shoulder. “That was a mistake,” he said gently. “I’m not going to judge you, Valkyrie. I’d never judge you.”

Suddenly she felt like crying. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

“What a burden it must have been. You’re very brave for facing it alone.”

“Thank you,” she mumbled.

“Amazingly, astonishingly stupid, but brave.”

She cracked a smile. “Yeah.”

“Very foolish, is what I’m getting at.”

“I can see that.”

“Thick, basically. Just thick. Dumb as a bag of hammers. Not too bright there, Valkyrie.”

“You can really stop complimenting me now.”

Skulduggery pulled her gently into a hug, and patted her back. “You brainless moron. You simple-minded cretin. You’re a half-wit. A dimwit. An imbecile. You’re as sharp as a marble. Thick as a ditch. Not the sharpest knife, nor the brightest crayon, and not the brightest bulb. You just fell off the turnip truck. The wheel is turning, but the hamster is dead.”

She laughed into his chest. “Please stop talking.”

He pulled away from her. “In future, you tell me if you think there’s even the slightest chance you might be responsible for Armageddon, agreed?”

“Agreed.”

He hesitated. “And you know, of course, that you might be wrong.”

“About what?”

“About what makes you become Darquesse. We don’t know what triggers it, we’re only guessing someone tries to control you.”

“So basically, even though I’ve just sealed my true name, that doesn’t mean I won’t turn? Yeah, I’ve thought of that. I don’t believe it, but I’ve thought of it.”

“OK,” he said, and nodded. “Just wanted to make sure.” He turned back to the Bentley, and opened the door. “I knew you were keeping something from me,” he said. “I didn’t think it was quite so big, though.”

Valkyrie smiled. “What did you think it was?”

“It seems laughably insignificant now.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“I… OK, I thought you were going to tell me that there was something going on between you and Caelan. You know what? I actually think I’m relieved.”

Skulduggery chuckled, and got in behind the wheel. Valkyrie turned away so he wouldn’t see her smile drop, and got in the other side.

“Where to?” she asked as she buckled her seatbelt.

“Someone told Tesseract where I lived. I spent all of yesterday asking questions, and I finally found who the culprit is.”

“Do I know him?”

“Yes you do.”

“Are we going to track him down?”

“Yes we are.”

“Am I going to enjoy it?”

“Immensely.”
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BACK WITH FINBAR

[image: Image Missing]inbar Wrong was curled up in the corner, with the wooden shutters on the windows closed. It was dark, and the place was quiet. Wreath had been forced to break the lock to get into the tattoo parlour. He’d moved quietly through the ground floor, then came upstairs, cane in hand. He didn’t know what use Necromancy would be against a Remnant in its true form, but it was better than nothing.

He’d spotted Finbar the moment he’d stepped in, and he’d been watching the psychic rock back and forward with his head down for three minutes. Every now and then, Finbar would mutter something. Wreath was now using his cane only to lean on. The Remnant wasn’t here any more.

“Finbar,” Wreath said. He got a mumble in reply. He repeated himself, louder this time, and Finbar looked up.

“Who’s that?” Finbar asked.

“Solomon Wreath. You know me.”

Finbar nodded. “I know you. Yes. You’re a Necromancer.”

“That’s right.”

“What do you want? I’m very…” Finbar stood up and straightened his T-shirt. “I’m very busy.”

“The sign on the door said closed.”

Finbar shook his head. “Never trust a door; they’ll always lie to you. Mr Wreath, I don’t want to be rude to someone as scary as you, but I don’t tattoo Necromancers. It’s a policy I have, that I came up with just there.”

“Finbar, what do you remember about the last few days?”

Finbar frowned. “Why d’you ask? The fact that you asked means there’s something I obviously don’t remember. What is it?”

“What do you remember?”

“I remember… I had a vision of something. A person. Dressed all in black.”

“Yes. Do you remember their face?”

“It’s… It’s hazy… Yes. I do.”

“Who was it?” asked Wreath. “Who did you see?”

Finbar’s eyes widened. “I saw you.”

“What?”

“I saw you, coming in here and threatening me and… and doing something…”

Wreath sighed. “That was two days ago.”

“It was?”

“You had that vision two days ago, so you sent your wife and child away and waited around to see if I’d turn up.”

“And here you are,” Finbar said dramatically.

“Actually, this is my second visit. I was here two days ago, and I’m here again.”

Finbar frowned. “Did I hit you with a cushion?”

“So you do remember. Do you remember anything about what you did afterwards?”

“Why should I tell you?”

“Believe it or not, Finbar, I’m here to help. I think Valkyrie Cain is in danger, and if you can remember what happened to you over the past two days, I hope to be able to stop something bad from happening to her.”

Finbar looked at him, like he was trying to make up his mind whether to trust him or not. Surprisingly, he decided to give it a go. “I remember this morning,” he said. “Or maybe it was yesterday. I locked the door and came up here. I think I’ve been to the toilet a few times. And had some tea.”

“And before that?”

“I… I, uh… I don’t know, it’s hazy… I think I was in a forest. I woke up, and there were all these trees, and I started walking. I’m not sure. I’ve been having these awful, awful headaches.”

“What forest?”

“Don’t know. I walked out, and someone stopped to give me a lift. I couldn’t see straight. The headaches, you know? I’m seeing… stuff.”

“Visions?”

“Or nightmares. Can’t tell. I think something went wrong. With me. In my head, like.”

Wreath had no way of knowing if the damage the Remnant had done was permanent. Some doors, once opened, can never truly be closed. He looked at this skinny man with the tattoos and the crumpled T-shirt and felt sorry for him.

“What are you seeing?” he asked.

“I really don’t know. It’s too confused. It’s not nice, I’ll tell you that much. What kind of danger?”

“I’m sorry?”

“What kind of danger is Valkyrie in?”

“I don’t know yet. I want to find out more before I tell her, though.”

“You should talk to the Skul-man about it,” said Finbar.

“Yes,” Wreath said. “Maybe I will. Finbar, thanks for your help. And I’m sorry about the headaches.”

“Me too.”

Wreath left him and walked down the stairs, but when he opened the door there was something waiting for him.
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That was the lesson Valkyrie was learning. They’d been scouring the city, looking for Scapegrace and Thrasher, and everyone they talked to made a face whenever the Z-word was mentioned. Noses were wrinkled in disgust, like the word brought with it a bad smell. Those who knew anything, anything in the slightest, were more than happy to share that information. Nobody clammed up, nobody refused to answer questions, and nobody demanded anything in return. Zombies, it seemed, were not afforded the same street code as other criminals and killers.

“I know them,” a notoriously tight-lipped sorcerer named Tarr had said. “One of them talks big and the other one agrees with everything he says. They the two you’re looking for? Yeah, I know them. They’re living out of a refrigerated truck that’s got two flat tyres. It’s parked a couple of streets over.”

They found the truck where Tarr said it would be. As they approached, they saw two men walking towards them from the other direction. When the men saw them, they stopped, spun, and proceeded to slip and slide on the icy pavement in a manic effort to get away. Skulduggery and Valkyrie strolled up to them.

“Hello, Vaurien,” Skulduggery said.

Spinning around again, and barely managing to stay on his feet, Scapegrace glared. “Why are you after us? We haven’t done anything wrong.”

“You’re zombies.”

“But we haven’t killed anyone.”

“Yes you have.”

“Recently. We haven’t killed anyone recently.”

“You told Tesseract where Skulduggery’s house was,” Valkyrie said.

Scapegrace shook his head. “No we didn’t.”

“Six sorcerers were killed in a Dublin bar,” said Skulduggery, “three nights ago. The one witness we found who would talk said that a big man in a metal mask took them apart, and afterwards he spoke with a pathetic little zombie who cowered and wailed. That was you, am I right?”

“No,” Scapegrace said. He pointed at Thrasher, who was grabbing a lamp post and pulling himself up off the ground. “It was him.”

“Oh,” Thrasher said.

“We’ve let you wander around,” Skulduggery said, “because we reasoned you’re not that big a threat. We didn’t think you’d be too eager to recruit more members, not after your little horde went crazy the last time. But now you have proven yourselves to be a nuisance the world could do without.”

“Spare my master!” Thrasher wailed. “End my life, but leave my master alone! I beg of you!”

“I agree with him,” Scapegrace said.

Thrasher jumped between Skulduggery and Scapegrace. “Master, run! I’ll hold them off!”

“You couldn’t hold off a sneeze,” Scapegrace muttered.

“But I’ll die trying!”

Thrasher lunged at Skulduggery, who pushed him towards Valkyrie, who stepped sideways and tripped him as he passed.

“OK,” Scapegrace said nervously, “how about a deal?”

Skulduggery took out his gun. “What could you possibly offer us?”

“Information.”

“About what?”

“About things. Things on the street. Secret things. Dark things.”

“Such as?”

“Well, I… I don’t know any right now. I mean, we’d have to go undercover for you. We’d be your spies, going places you could never go.”

“I don’t really think you’d be very good at that,” said Skulduggery.

“OK, OK then, how about you making us your back-up? You could have a secret army of zombies—”

“There are only two of you.”

“You could have a secret zombie duo as your back-up, ready at any moment to respond to your call. We could be part of your team, saving the world, beating the bad guys…”

“I think you’d probably betray us. Or just be useless.”

“We wouldn’t be, I promise.” Scapegrace looked like he was going to start crying. “Please. You can’t kill me.”

Skulduggery raised the gun. “You’re already dead.”

“Not really. Not properly dead. I can still do things. I can still think.”

“You won’t even know what’s happened.”

“But… but I want to stay. I’m sorry, all right? I’m sorry for all the bad things I’ve done. Valkyrie, I’m sorry for trying to kill you all those times. Please, don’t let him… don’t let him do this.”

He looked at her with his dull eyes, his burnt face slack and rotting, and for a moment he reminded her of a dead dog by the side of the road. “Skulduggery,” she said, “we can’t kill him.”

Skulduggery’s gun-hand didn’t waver. “And why not?”

“Look at him. It would be different if he was attacking us, but… he’s not.”

Scapegrace held up his hands. “See? I’m not attacking anyone. And neither is Thrasher. Are you, Thrasher?”

Thrasher sat up. “I think I bit off a piece of my tongue.”

“We don’t want to hurt anyone,” Scapegrace said. “We just want to be normal again. I want to live. I want be alive.”

Skulduggery lowered the gun, but didn’t put it away. “Impossible.”

“No, not impossible. There’s a doctor who can help us. Kenspeckle Grouse.”

“And why do you think Kenspeckle can help you?”

“Dreylan Scarab talked about him. He said he was the best in the world. If anyone can help us, he can. Do you know him? Do you think he would help us? Could you set up an appointment?”

“You really want to change?”

“Yes. God, yes. I hate being like this. I just want another chance.”

“Please,” Thrasher said. “It’s Christmas.”

“He has a point,” said Valkyrie.

Skulduggery looked at her. “‘It’s Christmas’ is not an argument. It’s not a reason. It’s just a statement of the obvious.”

“But this is the season of forgiveness.”

Skulduggery holstered his gun. “Fine. You want us to take these two to Professor Grouse, we’ll take them. If he can’t do anything for them, we destroy their brains. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

“I’m not sure I like that,” Scapegrace murmured.

Valkyrie smiled. “I don’t care.”

*    *    *



Thrasher yelped in anguish as a piece of his ear was cut off. Kenspeckle muttered something, probably telling him not to be a baby, as he carefully laid the piece of ear on a Petri dish. Valkyrie stood outside, looking in through the transparent door.

Kenspeckle turned to Scapegrace. “Sit up on the bed,” he ordered, his voice coming through the speaker on the corridor wall. Scapegrace did what he was told, but as the scalpel moved towards his left ear, the ear fell off. Scapegrace looked embarrassed. Kenspeckle examined the ear.

“Is this glue?”

Scapegrace nodded, a little sheepishly.

“And these small holes here – piercings?”

“Staples.”

Kenspeckle sighed, put the ear on a second Petri dish, and left the room. The door slid shut behind him. He joined Valkyrie.

“Well?” she asked. “Can you cure them?”

“I don’t know yet. Theoretically, yes. Zombies were an accident – much like champagne and penicillin, but much less welcome. Necromancers weren’t working on a way to turn people into shambling pieces of unintelligent rot—”

“Hey,” said Scapegrace from the other room.

“—they were trying to return the dead to full life. This is as far as they got. Not complete and utter failure, but look at them – they’re not exactly a roaring success either.”

“I resent that,” Scapegrace said.

“The question is, can I take what the Necromancers have done and go further? Can I complete the resurrection with my own brand of science-magic? That’s what intrigues me. Then there are all the variables. Can I reverse the decomposition? Can I return the body to its natural state? Can I reverse brain death?”

“My brain isn’t dead,” Scapegrace said angrily. “It’s sleeping.”

“All together, a fascinating proposition. Thank you for bringing it to my attention, Valkyrie.”

“My pleasure. I’d keep this door locked, though, if I were you.”

“I intend to.”

Scapegrace jumped off the bed, looking startled. “What? What was that? I’ve got to stay in the same room as him?”

Thrasher did his best not to look wounded.

“This will not do,” Scapegrace insisted. “We are not prisoners, we are guests. And as such, I demand separate rooms.”

“You are my patients,” Kenspeckle said, “and you will do what I tell you. Mr Scapegrace, how much time had passed from the moment you were brought back as a zombie to the moment you infected Gerald here?”

“His name is Thrasher.”

“I refuse to call him that. How long, Mr Scapegrace?”

“I don’t know,” Scapegrace scowled. “Two hours, maybe three.” He jabbed a finger at Thrasher. “And you – don’t get used to being called that ridiculous name.”

Thrasher hung his head.

“Three hours,” Kenspeckle murmured.

“Why is that important?” Valkyrie asked.

“It very possibly isn’t important in the slightest, but as usual I have my theories, and now seems to be an excellent time to test them.”

Scapegrace stalked up to the door. “Concentrate on curing me, OK? That’s the only reason we came to you. That’s your only purpose. Drop everything and focus on bringing me back to life.”

Valkyrie raised an eyebrow at him. “Before anything important falls off?”

Scapegrace glared, and Thrasher cleared his throat and looked down at his shoes.

“And what about you?” Kenspeckle asked, glancing at Valkyrie. “How are you going to spend the rest of the day, while I conduct tests on dead people? Are you going to be fighting? Running? Chasing?”

“Dancing,” she said with a smile. “I’m going to be dancing.”
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HER GUARDIAN ANGEL

[image: Image Missing]e could still her blood. He ran his tongue over his lips, liking the way it electrified his whole body. It was as if he had a pulse again, a working heart that beat in his chest. It was as if he was alive.

Caelan watched Valkyrie with her family, through the window of their kitchen. He watched her talk and smile and laugh. He was in love with that part of her, the part she didn’t allow him to see. When they were together, her guard was up, she was always careful around him, always wary. But here, at home, she could relax. She could drop the act. She could be herself. He doubted even Skulduggery Pleasant got to see this side of Valkyrie Cain. He doubted even the great Skeleton Detective knew this part of her.

Caelan sat back against the wooden fence of the garden. Finding her had been easy. Now that he had tasted her blood, there was nowhere she could go that he couldn’t follow. There were many aspects to being a vampire that he hated, but even he had to admit, sometimes his predatory abilities came in useful. Because of them, Valkyrie would never again be alone during the day. While the sun was up, she would always be protected, always watched over.

She didn’t know it yet, but he was her new guardian angel. The only thing left for him to do was to find a way to be around her at night, when the monster within showed its face.

Even his love wasn’t strong enough to protect her from that. Since he had tasted her blood, in fact, the monster had got stronger, more ferocious. In a frenzy, it had torn apart his room in the Midnight Hotel, which was undoubtedly why Anton Shudder had abandoned him.

The day before, he had returned to find that the hotel had already moved on without him. He didn’t blame Shudder. The only part which surprised him was the fact that it had taken so long. Caelan had barely made it to his emergency cage by nightfall, and he’d shackled himself up just as he felt the monster emerging. Just in time.

He didn’t like to think what would have happened if he’d been too slow. His mind, robbed of its reason and superficial humanity, would have focused on Valkyrie, and Valkyrie alone. Caelan knew he would never forgive himself if he harmed her in any way.

It was getting late. The sun would be down soon, and night would swoop in. His insides tearing, he forced himself to his feet. He took one last look at Valkyrie through the window, and jumped the fence.
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[image: Image Missing]alkyrie smudged her mascara and stormed away from the mirror, cursing. She hated make-up. She hated the fact that she had to wear make-up. Her dress was fantastic, her hair was glossy, her shoes had actual heels. So why did she need make-up? She was going for the bare minimum, but she had still managed to almost poke herself in the eye three times already. Growling, she returned to the mirror to finish the job.

Finally, she was done. Her phone rang.

“Hey,” said Fletcher. “You ready?”

Valkyrie looked at herself in the mirror. Presentable. “Yes,” she said.

“Cool, I’ll be there now.”

“Don’t teleport.”

He paused. “What?”

“Fletch, you can’t teleport into my room. This is a date. You knock on the front door. You meet my parents.”

“You were serious about that?”

“Oh yes. I’ve told them about you. You are my boyfriend, we’ve been going out for three weeks, you used to go to my school, where you were two years ahead of me. You’ve just started college. You’re studying economics.”

“Economics? Val, I know nothing about economics.”

“Neither do my parents. It’ll be fine. Your folks are separated and you live with your dad, somewhere not too close to here. You’re taking me to an under-eighteens’ disco. Say no more about it than that.”

“I really don’t know about this. Val, parents don’t like me when they first meet me.”

“Fletch, nobody likes you when they first meet you. You’re incredibly annoying, remember?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Knock on the front door in a few minutes.”

“How many minutes?”

Valkyrie sighed. “I don’t know. Surprise me.”

She hung up, put her phone in her purse, hung the purse off her shoulder, and went downstairs. Her parents were in the living room, watching TV. The Christmas tree was all lit up, the fire was roaring, and the mantelpiece was filled with cards. Her dad frowned at what she was wearing.

“It’s a little black dress,” she told him.

“It’s a little too little,” he frowned back. “And where’s the rest of it? I can see your knees.”

“Don’t be a prude,” his wife said from where she was sitting. She was far too comfortable, and pregnant, to get up. “Steph, you look lovely. Tell her she looks lovely, Des.”

“Stephanie, you look lovely. I do think the knees are a bit much though.”

“Dad.”

“Des.”

“I’m just expressing an opinion, that’s all. Personally, I think knees should be kept for the eighth or ninth date, or the wedding day. As a nice surprise, you know? ‘Oh, my darling, you have knees! I never would have thought!’”

The doorbell rang, and Valkyrie’s dad barred the way out of the room.

“Sorry, Stephanie,” he said, hiking up his trousers, “but it is a father’s duty to open the door to the first boyfriend. You stay here with your mother and talk about knitting patterns. If I approve of him, and like the cut of his jib, we may even adjourn to my study for brandy and cigars.”

“You don’t have a study.”

“I mean, obviously, the downstairs toilet.”

“And do you even know what a jib is?”

“Of course I do,” he said defensively. “It’s a hairstyle of some description.”

“No, it’s one of the sails on a ship.”

“And how do you know that?”

Valkyrie shrugged. “It’s just one of the things I know.”

“Well, just for that piece of showing off, young lady, you get to wait here while I interrogate your gentleman caller.”

And he was gone. Valkyrie looked back at her mum, who smiled and shrugged. “Let him have his fun,” she said.

Valkyrie strained to hear what was being said out in the hall, but all she could pick up were mumbles. She had a terrifying image of her father and Fletcher, standing there mumbling and looking down at their shoes. But then she heard the front door close, and footsteps approached. Her father led the way in.

“His hair is huge!” he exclaimed.

Fletcher followed him in, looking sheepish but cute in dark jeans and a black shirt.

“Look!” her dad continued, pointing. “It’s just sticking up at odd angles! Like a demented porcupine!”

“Stop teasing,” Valkyrie’s mum said, clambering to her feet. She shook Fletcher’s hand. “Your hair looks wonderful, Fletcher. I’m Melissa, and this is Desmond.”

Her dad glared. “I told him he should call me Mr Edgley.”

“Don’t mind him, Fletcher. You can call him Des.”

“Stop undermining my authority.”

“Sorry, dear. You say something now.”

“Thank you.” Her father peered at Fletcher through narrowed eyes. “What are your intentions towards my daughter then? I hope you don’t think you’re going to be holding her hand or anything. Just because her knees are visible does not mean she is the kind of girl to hold the hand of a strange-haired boy on their first date.”

“No, sir,” Fletcher said, “not at all.”

“Where are you planning to take her?”

“A dance, sir.”

“And yet you brought no flowers, no heart-shaped box of chocolates. It’s been a few years since I was on a date, Fletcher, as you can see by my wife…”

“Oi.”

“…but I still remember the rules. A bouquet of flowers and a box of chocolates. Every girl loves them.”

“I don’t like bouquets of flowers,” Valkyrie said.

“Every girl apart from my daughter, naturally.”

“I wouldn’t have minded the chocolates, though.”

“Hear that, Fletcher?”

“Des,” Valkyrie’s mother sighed, “would you please leave the poor boy alone? Fletcher, Stephanie tells us you’re in college. How’s that going?”

“Really well,” Fletcher said, trying to smile. “I’m doing economics. That’s the study of the economy. I love it.”

“Which college?”

“Hmm?”

“Which college do you go to?”

Fletcher nodded. “Yes.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Oh,” Fletcher said, and laughed.

Valkyrie’s parents looked at Fletcher in near bewilderment. Fletcher looked back at them in total bewilderment. Valkyrie shook her head.

“He’s not good with first impressions,” she said sadly. “He doesn’t know what he’s saying. We should go, before he starts to dribble. Fletcher, I expect you have the taxi waiting outside?”

“Um. Yes?”

“Perfect. Mother. Father. He’s not a total idiot. Please believe that. Fletcher, let’s go.”

She led the way out and Fletcher followed.

“You’re going to need a jacket!” her dad called after them.

“I’ll be fine!” she called back, and then stepped outside and gasped at the cold, but kept walking. Fletcher hurried to keep up.

“That went well,” he said.

“The moment we’re out of sight,” said Valkyrie, “teleport.”



A gust of freezing wind tore in across the sea and Valkyrie fought to keep her dress from flying up around her waist. She wasn’t used to dresses.

She stepped out of the queue to see how much further they had to go, and groaned. There were a lot of people waiting to get into Shenanigans, the number one nightspot in Haggard’s neighbouring coastal town. Valkyrie wasn’t sure, but she had a suspicion it was also the only nightspot in Haggard’s neighbouring coastal town, which wasn’t much to brag about.

According to her mother, it had once been an amusement arcade, out here on the tip of the peninsula, practically on the stony beach itself, back before the advent of home computers and games consoles. It had closed down, been extensively remodelled, and reopened as a pub, then a nightclub, then both. Now, finally, it was a nightclub again – a two-storey den of loud music, smoke machines and flashing lights. The place had changed owners more times than it had changed names.

Valkyrie’s parents used to take her here as a child. She played on the rocks, with the smell of the fishing boats coming in with their haul. Tonight, however, the tide was in and the fishing boats bobbed on the waves, and all she could smell was the sea.

She glanced at Fletcher, saw him visibly straining against his own irritation. He hated queues. Getting where he wanted to be instantly was as much a part of his life these days as breathing, and he really resented having to wait in line with other people.

The wind was getting stronger, threatening to mess her hair. She moved her hand discreetly, diverting the gusts around her. Standing in a bubble of calm, Valkyrie hoped nobody would notice that her hair was now still and her dress was staying down. Thankfully, they all seemed to be far too busy shivering.

They reached the front of the queue and passed in through the doors, into the warmth, just before the doormen announced that the club was full. Fletcher turned to her and she grinned, kissed him, then took his hand and led the way to the dance floor.
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THE FIRST WAVE

[image: Image Missing]hastly parted the blinds and looked out on to the quiet street. Still dark. Still empty. Still glistening.

“You look like you’re waiting for someone,” Ravel said from behind him. “Anyone I know?”

“I’m just looking, Erskine.”

Ravel took a sip from his mug of tea. “You know who I’d like to meet again? Tesseract. And this time we’d be ready for him.”

Skulduggery, not bothering to lift his gaze from his newspaper, said, “I wouldn’t be too eager for a rematch, if I were you.”

Ghastly lifted a swatch of material to a small table, and sat at the sewing machine. “It’s been a while since I faced anyone that good. It was only a few seconds, but it was enough.”

Ravel smiled. “You boys have lost your sense of adventure. There was a time when we’d have raced headlong into something like this.”

“We’re not young men any more.”

“Be honest, though – doesn’t the thought of the Dead Men getting back together fill you with a dangerous kind of glee?”

“The Dead Men aren’t getting back together,” Skulduggery said. “It’s just us, sitting around at Christmas because we’ve got nothing else to do.”

Ghastly pressed his foot to the pedal. The low whir of the machine caught his thoughts and settled them. He was always calmer when working. “Besides, I don’t go looking for fights any more, especially against people like Tesseract. I have responsibilities now. I have this shop. And you two are going to have to grow up sooner or later, you know. People expect a certain level of maturity from Elders.”

There was the sound of fingers digging into newspaper. “Do not joke about that, Bespoke,” Skulduggery said.

Ghastly smiled as he fed the sleeve of the jacket through the machine, making minute adjustments as it went. “You haven’t changed your mind about taking it on?”

“I think I would be a horrifically bad choice. Maybe Corrival can be convinced to ask someone who is less controversial than I am – China, perhaps.”

“Oh, everyone would love that,” Ravel laughed. “A founding member of the Diablerie and a devout follower of the Faceless Ones.”

“Ex-follower.”

“That will make such a difference to the people with long memories.” Ravel sat back. Then he said, “Your friend Tanith is an interesting girl.”

Ghastly hissed as the sleeve bunched up under the needle. He corrected the mistake and nodded. “That she is.”

“How long have you known her?”

“A few years,” Skulduggery said. “Not long. Bliss brought her in to help out against Serpine. She’s been a good friend to Valkyrie, and a good ally to the rest of us. And you, Erskine, are to stay away from her.”

Ravel laughed. “And why is that?”

He looked at Skulduggery and Skulduggery tilted his head, but said nothing. Ravel’s smile died away, and he glanced over at Ghastly. “Oh,” he said. “Right. Sorry.”

Ghastly raised an eyebrow. “Sorry about what?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all. Tanith’s great, but she’s not my type. I mean, I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with her. She’s amazing. But, you know, not for… not for me, basically. For someone else, though, I’d say she’d be, uh, perfect. If, you know, if someone else liked her.”

Ghastly concentrated on sewing, and Ravel changed the subject pretty fast.

“I was thinking, actually, about this Council thing. Maybe it won’t be so bad. It could be a new start for everyone. New Council, new Sanctuary… The slate wiped clean. I think it’s time you had a clean slate, Skulduggery.”

Skulduggery folded the newspaper and put it down. “Meaning what?”

Ravel hesitated. “Whatever burden it is you’re carrying around, whatever you did during the war that was so terrible, maybe it’s time you let it go. It might be good for you, to reclaim your family crest. Sooner or later, you’ll have to forgive yourself and move on.”

Skulduggery was silent for a moment. “Is that so?”

Ghastly stopped sewing. “I agree with Erskine. The fact is, I think Valkyrie might be your way to do just that. I think she’s a good influence on you, to be honest. She makes you a better person.”

“You didn’t always see it that way. She told me about the vision your mother had – about Valkyrie and myself fighting side by side, and falling.”

“And the world falls with you,” Ghastly said. “I think my mother was the first Sensitive to foresee the arrival of Darquesse, but I don’t think that future will happen. Not any more. The two of you, together, are strong enough to change what’s to come.”

“You sound uncharacteristically optimistic, Ghastly.”

“It’s Christmas. I’m allowed my optimism.”

Someone knocked on the door, and Ghastly got up to answer it.

Ravel smiled. “Who could that be, I wonder? Who would venture out on such a cold, unforgiving night as this? A certain young Englishwoman, perhaps?”

Ghastly glared at him. “Do not say anything.”

“Not a word.”

Ghastly opened the door, but instead of the shapely figure of Tanith Low, he was greeted with the portly figure of Corrival Deuce. “Grand Mage,” Ghastly said, slightly dismayed.

“Don’t sound so bloody enthusiastic,” Corrival sighed, shuffling by him. “Oh, it’s nice and warm in here. Hello, lads.”

Skulduggery and Ravel stood.

“What’s wrong?” Skulduggery asked.

Corrival laughed. “Why must something be wrong? Can I not visit old colleagues without some dastardly ulterior motive? It’s the holiday season, for God’s sake.”

Ravel frowned. “So… there’s nothing wrong?”

“Nothing. You can relax now. That’s an order.” Corrival picked up a wooden chair, brought it closer to the others. “So what’s going on? Three old friends sharing war stories, is that it? No ladies? No other company?”

“Just us,” Ghastly said.

“Not ideal,” said Corrival, “but it’ll do.”

Corrival slammed the chair into Ghastly’s back. The skylight exploded in a shower of broken glass, and Solomon Wreath dropped down into the shop at the same time as the door crashed open and Anton Shudder strode in. Ravel charged at Wreath and Skulduggery went for Shudder.

Corrival’s lips were black and dark veins spread beneath his skin. He pushed at the air and Ghastly was lifted off his feet. He hit the wall, breaking shelves.

Shudder was holding his right arm like it was broken, but his gist was darker and more furious than ever. It flew at Skulduggery and he barely had time to dive out of its path. Tackling the gist itself was futile – the only way to fight Shudder was to take the fight directly to him. Skulduggery clicked his fingers and hurled a fireball, but the gist swooped down to intercept.

At the other end of the shop, Ravel was doing his best to avoid the sharpened shadows that Wreath was firing at him. He sent the Necromancer stumbling with a wave of air, then lunged, trying to wrestle the cane from his grip.

Ghastly dived and rolled to avoid another wall of air, and he came up beside Corrival and swung a punch that would have felled someone twice his size. But Corrival merely grunted, and Ghastly was reminded of his mercifully short fight against Tesseract – an enemy who did not seem to feel pain. Corrival hit him and the world spun. Ghastly fell back.

The gist screeched as Skulduggery reached for one of the massive rolls of fabric that Ghastly kept along the wall and yanked it out. The fabric, a very expensive deep red, unspooled with a rumble, and the gist flew straight into it and became tangled. Before it could shred its way clear, Skulduggery used the air to fling himself at Shudder. He got behind him, wrapped an arm around his throat, and tightened. The gist shrieked as it was pulled back into Shudder’s chest.

Ghastly snapped his palm at the air and Corrival hurtled backwards. He looked over at Ravel, who had taken Wreath’s cane and was using it to beat the Necromancer senseless. There was movement at the broken skylight, and a Remnant flitted down, attaching itself to Ravel’s face. Ravel jerked away and fell to his knees. Ghastly ran to help but it was too late – black veins were already spreading across Ravel’s skin.

“Skulduggery!” Ghastly shouted. “We have to go!”

He turned to the door as Tesseract walked through.

Skulduggery grabbed Ghastly. “Hold on,” he said, and they flew upwards, up through the skylight and into the cold night air.
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SHENANIGANS

[image: Image Missing]henanigans was packed. Valkyrie and Fletcher went up to the second floor, where there were huge mirrors on one side, perhaps in an effort to convince the dancers that the dance floor was bigger than it was. The mirrors were a distraction. Fletcher kept glancing at his reflection as he danced, checking his hair. Valkyrie didn’t laugh at his vanity, though – she took a few glances at the mirrors herself, just to make sure she looked as good as she reckoned she did.

There were two steps leading down to the dance floor. No alcohol was being served, but even so, three people had already stepped off them without realising they were there, and fallen flat on their faces. Valkyrie remained amused by the whole thing.

They danced, and laughed, and talked loudly over the music, and then Fletcher went to the bar to get her a Coke. Valkyrie stood by the edge of the dance floor, and a boy approached. He was Fletcher’s age, with brown hair cut short, and a nice smile.

“Hi,” he said.

Valkyrie gave him a polite smile back. “Hi.”

He leaned in so he could be heard. “Can I buy you a drink?”

She shook her head. “My boyfriend’s getting me one.”

“That’s your boyfriend?”

She nodded.

“He’s a lucky guy.”

She smiled again.

“Name’s Owen. What’s yours?”

“Valkyrie,” she answered.

“Sorry?”

She blinked. “Stephanie,” she said loudly. “My name is Stephanie. Hi, Owen, how are you?”

“Oh, I’m good,” Owen said. “I’ve been watching you all night.”

Valkyrie nodded again and leaned in. “Yeah, that’s a little creepy.”

He laughed. “I was wondering if I could have your phone number.”

“I’ve got a boyfriend, Owen.”

“I’ve got a girlfriend, Stephanie. That doesn’t mean you can’t give me your number.”

“Very true,” she said, patting his arm. “It just means I won’t.”

Valkyrie slipped by him and didn’t look back. She pushed her way into the crowd, eventually breaking through. She went straight to the ladies’ toilets. For once, there wasn’t a line of girls waiting to get in, but Valkyrie still had to wait a minute for a cubicle to become empty. She stepped in and locked the door behind her.

The music was muted in here, enough to hear the chatter of the girls around her. When she finished, she undid the latch on the door, and went to the sinks to wash her hands and check her make-up. Not one smudge. Whenever she felt like the dancing was about to result in perspiration, Valkyrie and those around her would suddenly be caught in a mysterious but welcome blast of cool air. Magic was astoundingly handy at times.

A crowd of girls came in behind her and she turned to leave, but they blocked her path.

“That’s my fella you’re chatting up,” the first one said, a pretty blonde with an ugly sneer and too much make-up.

Valkyrie stepped back. “I’m not chatting up anyone,” she said. “I’m here with my boyfriend.”

The blonde’s three friends closed in around her, girls in low tops and short skirts and high heels. Valkyrie recognised one of them from school, but didn’t know her name.

“Looked like you were chatting him up to me,” the blonde said, her head tilting with the attitude of someone who’s starting a fight.

“You’re talking about Owen?” Valkyrie asked. “We had a very short chat, that’s all. I have no interest in him, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

The blonde jabbed a finger into Valkyrie’s chest. “Do I look like I’m worried? You think I’m scared he’ll go with you, do you?”

Valkyrie smiled patiently. “I like how you do your make-up. Do you use a brush, or just dip your head in the bucket?”

The blonde’s head shot forward. Valkyrie managed to turn her face just in time, and got a whack into her cheekbone instead of a broken nose. She stumbled back against the sinks as all four girls came at her. Two of them grabbed her hair and she cried out as she was pulled forward. She fell to her knees and the blonde, she was pretty sure it was the blonde, slammed a kick into her ribs. The breath left her body. They were all around her, cursing her, kicking her, not letting her get up.

The blonde kicked again and Valkyrie blocked it, held it, and with her other hand she scooped the blonde’s supporting leg from under her. The blonde screeched as she fell, taking one of her friends with her. Valkyrie reared back, driving the point of her elbow into the muscle of another girl’s thigh. The fourth girl, now temporarily alone, stood back as Valkyrie got up. Valkyrie punched her, hard, across the jaw, and she went down.

Valkyrie held her ribs, struggling to breathe. Kicks like that would have been easily absorbed by Ghastly’s clothes if she’d been wearing them – but she wasn’t wearing them. She was in a nightclub toilet, fighting in a dress that was too damn short.

The girl Valkyrie had hit in the thigh flung herself at her. Valkyrie deflected the fingernails that were aimed at her face and gave her a shove, and the girl’s head cracked into the wall.

The blonde and her one remaining friend were on their feet now. Valkyrie ducked under a swipe and her fist sank into the friend’s soft belly. She wrapped an arm around the girl’s waist and flipped her over her hip. The blonde was struck by her mate’s flailing legs, and staggered back against the closed door of a cubicle.

Valkyrie faced the blonde, surrounded by the sobbing, groaning forms of her other attackers. She slipped off her right shoe. Fury distorting her face, the blonde launched herself forward, and Valkyrie’s bare foot hit her square in the chest and drove her back. The cubicle door crashed open, the blonde landing on the terrified girl within.

“Sorry,” Valkyrie called. She put her shoe back on and grimaced as pain shot through her ribs. The light flickered weirdly and threw shadows across the walls. She turned to go, and was just leaving when she heard one of the girls gagging. She stopped. If anything she’d done resulted in serious injury for anyone in the bathroom, as detestable as they may be, she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep for a month. So she turned, walked back in, and froze. All four girls she’d fought, plus the other girl who’d been in the cubicle, were now standing, and they looked at her and smiled with black lips.

“No,” Valkyrie whispered.

“You can’t get away,” the blonde said. Black veins spread over her face. Valkyrie had seen that happen before, back when Kenspeckle had been possessed, back when he’d tortured Tanith.

“We’re all out of that little room,” the blonde continued. “Every single one of us. And one of us has seen the future. We know you’re going to kill the world, Darquesse.”

Valkyrie paled. “That’s a lie. That’s wrong. That isn’t the future any more. I changed it.”

“Then we’re going to change it back. We’re not here to fight you. We’re here to join you. We want to help.”

“Don’t come any closer.”

“You’re frightened. You’re confused. We understand. That’s why we’re here. We’re here to guide you and to serve you. We love you, Darquesse.”

Valkyrie spun and bolted.

She ran for the first set of stairs, barging through a crowd of the young and the beautiful. Someone screamed, and then someone else screamed, and Valkyrie looked up to see a cloud of black streaming down over the bar. Remnants, hundreds of them, diving at the people as they panicked below. She watched the shadow creatures crawl up to screaming mouths, impervious to the desperate attempts to keep them out. Throats bulged as the creatures forced their way inside.

Valkyrie looked around for Fletcher, saw him across the room, shouting for her. The crowd surged, knocked him over, and he was lost to sight. She forgot about the stairs and ran for the edge of the terrace. She vaulted over the railing and fell, the Remnants swirling all around her as they attacked the people on the dance floor beneath.

She used the air to slow her descent, but still landed heavily on top of a young couple who were trying to get away. All three of them collapsed, and immediately half a dozen Remnants attached themselves to the young man’s back and shoulders. Valkyrie had to leave the girl to scream as her boyfriend was taken over, and then the music was cut off and all she could hear was screaming.

She ran past terrified dancers, avoiding the grabs of those the Remnants had already overcome. She dodged into a Staff Only area and ran the length of it, out through the open door, finding herself at the rear of the club. Seawater sprayed over the edge of the concrete barriers, making the ground dark and wet. Valkyrie took out her phone to call Skulduggery, and saw she had three missed calls from him. She heard footsteps and looked up. A Guard was hurrying over.

“What’s going on in there?” he asked. “What’s happening?”

“There’s a fight,” Valkyrie said, struggling to think of something. “I wouldn’t go in there if I were you.”

The cop didn’t answer; he just slapped the phone from her hand and charged, and they hit the low wall and tumbled over into the cold, heaving water.

There was a moment of shock that Valkyrie pushed back as quickly as she could, and then she swam for the slipway. The Guard rose up from beneath her and pulled her down. They grappled in the freezing dark. Her fingernails raked across his face and he let go. She broke free and swam. The cop was right behind her. She changed course, forgetting about the slipway now and just swimming back to the wall.

She gripped the water and it churned, lifting her from its depths, throwing her to the barrier. She crashed against it and held on, gasping, then threw a leg over and fell to the road on the other side. She’d lost her shoes somewhere in the sea.

There was water in her ears, so she didn’t hear the cop behind her until his arms encircled her waist. He threw her into the side of a parked van and she fell. He grabbed her ankles and hauled her back. She cried out, her dress bunched up and her shoes gone and her wet hair in her eyes. The cop dragged her some more and laughed.

Valkyrie swept her hand behind her, and a gust of wind hit the cop hard enough to make him release her. She got up as he pulled a long baton from a deep pocket and grinned at her. A sliver of streetlight caught the side of his face – Valkyrie could see the dark veins beneath his pale skin.

She snapped her palm against the air. The space shimmered, but the cop was already moving, dodging the strike. She clicked her fingers in his face and a flame flared. He cursed and staggered back, hands at his eyes. She kicked him square between the legs and he buckled, but he blocked the knee that came for his face and lunged at her. Valkyrie sidestepped and he went past, tripping over her foot. His face hit the side of the van with a sickening thud. He lurched unsteadily to his feet. She kicked his leg, deadening the muscle. He toppled sideways against the van, blood streaming from his shattered nose. She clicked her fingers and hurled a fireball. It hit his arm. He howled and dropped the baton, and she kicked it away.

“No way,” said a disbelieving voice behind her, and she turned, snarling at whoever it was who dared interrupt. Then she froze.

“Stephanie,” her cousin Carol said in astonishment, “why are you beating up that policeman?”
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[image: Image Missing]he cop seized the opportunity offered by Valkyrie’s distraction, and dived on her. She fell back, his hands on her throat, his face twisted. “Let go of her!” Crystal roared, trying to drag him off.

Carol started whacking her handbag into his head. When that had no effect, she tried clawing his eyes out. The cop cursed, but didn’t take his hands from Valkyrie, and then Fletcher was there, barging between Carol and Crystal. He wrapped an arm around the cop’s throat, and all three of them managed to haul him away. Carol and Crystal let go, and Fletcher and the cop vanished.

The twins stared.

“Whu?” said Carol.

Fletcher arrived back, without the cop. “They’re everywhere,” he said. “The entire club…”

Managing to get her breathing under control, Valkyrie listened. “No more screams,” she said. “Oh my God, they got everyone.”

“Where did you go?” Crystal asked Fletcher.

Valkyrie picked her phone up off the ground. “Everyone hold hands. Fletcher, the pier beside my house. Go.”

They teleported to the pier, just four miles up the coast. Carol and Crystal staggered away from them, eyes wide at their new surroundings, and in unison, they doubled over and threw up on their own shoes.

“What’s happening?” Carol wailed.

“You’re safe now,” said Fletcher.

“We were outside Shenanigans!” Crystal screeched. “How are we here?”

“I teleported you,” he said, doing his best to sound reassuring.

Carol blinked. “Like in Star Trek?”

“Exactly like in Star Trek,” he smiled, “without the machines.”

Carol swung her gaze to Valkyrie. “And you. You. You set fire to that Guard. You set fire to a policeman!”

“No,” Crystal said. “She threw fire. Stephanie, you threw fire at him. And then you pushed him away, but you didn’t even touch him. How did you do that?”

“It’s complicated,” Valkyrie said, suddenly feeling very wet and very cold.

Crystal stepped back, wary. “Are you a mutant?”

“I’m sorry?”

Carol’s eyes widened. “Do you have super powers?”

“No, I don’t. It wasn’t super powers, it was… well, magic.”

Carol laughed suddenly, and a little crazily. “You expect us to believe that?”

“You’d be willing to believe that Valkyrie is a super-powered mutant,” Fletcher said, “but not that she’s magic?”

“Who’s Valkyrie?” Crystal asked.

“I am,” Valkyrie answered. “It’s like a code name, or something. You can still call me Stephanie, though. In fact, I’d really rather you still called me Stephanie. I’ll answer your questions in a second, OK? I have to make a call.”

She turned away, and speed-dialled Skulduggery. “Remnants,” she said when he answered.

“I know,” he said. “What happened?”

“They came after me in the nightclub. Hundreds of them. They’ve taken over everyone inside.”

“Are you OK?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m sore, and freezing, but we got out.”

“Get to Kenspeckle’s. Ghastly’s already there.”

“We have to warn the others.”

Skulduggery hesitated. “You let me worry about that.”

“What do you mean? They’re all in danger.”

“For all we know, the Remnants have already got to them. Valkyrie, I’ll check it out. I’ll do my best to gauge if they’re still who they are, but you have got to get yourself to safety.”

“What about my parents? If the Remnants possess someone who knows where I live…”

“Your reflection isn’t alive – they can’t possess it. Tell it to alert you if anything happens. That’s the best you can do.”

“I don’t like this…”

“Just get to Kenspeckle. He’s already locking down the building. You and Fletcher stay there with Ghastly and wait for me. Do not answer your phone to anyone. Understand?”

“Yes.”

“Be careful. I’ll see you soon.”

He hung up.

“OK,” Carol said. “Just what is going on? Explain it to us. Right now. Or we will… We will tell our parents. And they’ll tell your parents, and you’ll be in serious trouble.”

“Don’t tell your parents,” Valkyrie said, her eyes narrowing. She forced herself to be nice. “Guys, we don’t have a lot of time here, but you know all those things Uncle Gordon wrote about?”

“In his books?” asked Carol. “We were never allowed to read his books. Mum said there were dirty bits.”

“I read them,” Crystal said, somewhat meekly.

Carol looked astonished. “When did you read a book?”

“I read a few of them,” Crystal said defensively. “They’re all about magicians and wizards and monsters. There are some dirty bits, but they’re not that bad.”

“It’s all true,” Valkyrie interrupted, “except they’re not called magicians and wizards, they’re called sorcerers and mages. Everything Gordon wrote about was true.”

“Even the dirty bits?” Crystal asked.

“Well… maybe not the dirty bits.”

Carol put her hands on her hips. “How did you become magic?”

“Some people are born with magic inside them. All it takes is the proper training to let it come out.”

“We’re your cousins,” Carol said. “Are we magic? Does it run in the family? Is there a test we can take to find out?”

“There’s no actual test,” Valkyrie said slowly, desperately searching for a believable lie, “but the fact is, you’re not tall enough to be magic.”

Crystal looked disappointed. “Really?”

“That’s true,” Fletcher said. “There is a height requirement, and you guys are just a little under it.”

“We could wear higher heels,” Crystal tried.

“Not going to work,” he said with a sad shake of his head.

“That man,” Carol said. “The thin man at Gordon’s will reading, with the ridiculous name. He’s involved in this, isn’t he?”

“Skulduggery Pleasant,” Valkyrie nodded. “And yes, he is.”

“I knew there was something wrong about him. I knew it the moment Mum said there was something wrong about him. I’m a very good judge of character. So, OK, you’re witches and wizards and whatever else…”

“Sorcerers,” Valkyrie insisted.

“…but why were you fighting with the cop?” Carol continued. “What’s that all about? And what was going on in there? The bouncers said it was full, so we were trying to sneak round the back, and then we heard all this screaming.”

“The cop wasn’t a cop. He was a Remnant – like an evil ghost. They crawl inside your mouth and absorb your personality and possess you. If you don’t get rid of them within four days, they’re inside you forever.”

“Gross,” Carol muttered.

“Listen, I have to dry off and get changed. Fletcher can fill you in on everything else while I’m gone, and then we’ll take you home. Fletcher, my room.”

“Wait,” Carol said, “you’re going to leave us here alone?”

“Two seconds,” Fletcher smiled. He took Valkyrie’s hand, and they appeared in her bedroom.

“Keep them calm,” she told him. He nodded, and vanished. She crept to the bathroom, stripped off her clothes and jumped in under the hot shower. She hugged herself until the goose pimples went away, then got out and found a towel. She scooped up her wet clothes and hurried across the landing, just as her mother reached the top of the stairs.

“You’re back early, I see.”

Valkyrie forced a smile on to her face. “Yep.”

“I didn’t hear you come in.”

“I’m ninja quiet,” Valkyrie nodded. “Just got home there now.”

“Did you have a good time?”

“It was OK. The music was rubbish and the people were annoying. Apart from that it was fine.”

“And did Fletcher enjoy himself?”

“I suppose. I was really tired, though, so I just wanted to go to bed.”

“Do you think you’ll be seeing him again?”

“Fletcher? Yes. He’s great, actually. He just seems stupid.”

“Well, I thought he was lovely,” her mum said, then frowned. “Are your clothes wet?”

“I left the shower door open,” Valkyrie replied, as sheepishly as she could.

Her mother rolled her eyes, then kissed her cheek. “Goodnight, sweetheart.”

“Night, Mum.”

Valkyrie went to her room and closed the door quietly behind her. She touched the mirror and her reflection blinked, and stepped out.

“Let me know,” Valkyrie said, “the moment anything goes wrong. Now get into bed.” She took out her black clothes and began to dress.

“What are you going to do?” the reflection asked.

Valkyrie looked around. “I told you to get into bed.”

“I will,” the reflection said. “But you need someone to talk to.”

Valkyrie laughed. “You? I’d be better off talking to myself.”

“The Remnants know you’re Darquesse.”

“None of that’s going to happen any more. Why are you asking questions? Every time you’re activated you have all of my thoughts and memories. You know everything I know.”

“Actually, I know more.”

Valkyrie narrowed her eyes. “What?”

“I know the things that you don’t want to face. The Remnants know that you are Darquesse, so that means they have a Sensitive. It makes sense that they’d take over one, if not both, of the most powerful Sensitives in the country.”

“Finbar Wrong,” Valkyrie said, “or Cassandra Pharos.”

“And if they have control over one or both of them, who else do they have control over? China, maybe? Tanith? Fletcher?”

“What are you talking about? Fletcher helped me escape just five minutes ago.”

“And in the four minutes since he’s been out of your sight, anything could have happened.”

Valkyrie wanted to tell the reflection to shut up, but it was speaking the truth and she knew it.

“You can’t trust your friends,” the reflection said.

“I can trust Skulduggery. Remnants can’t inhabit anything dead.”

“And yet you don’t trust Skulduggery,” the reflection said casually “If you did, you would have told him that you were Darquesse months ago.”

“You know why I didn’t tell him that,” Valkyrie said angrily.

“Yes I do, but you don’t.”

“I’m getting kind of sick of this snarky new attitude of yours.”

“You were telling yourself that you didn’t want Skulduggery to look at you any differently, but that’s not the reason at all.”

“That’s enough,” Valkyrie growled. “Just go to sleep, would you?”

“The reason you didn’t tell him…”

“I said, go to sleep.”

“Is because you’re scared of him.”

Valkyrie laughed. “I’m scared of him? That’s it? That’s your big insight? I’m not scared of Skulduggery, you idiot.”

“You were afraid of what he’d do to you if he found out. When you were strapped to that table and you hallucinated, when you saw him take out his gun to shoot you… That’s what you’re afraid of.”

“He would never hurt me,” said Valkyrie.

“You don’t believe that.”

“Actually, yes, I do.”

“Actually, no, you don’t. Ask yourself, what if the visions don’t stop?”

“What?”

“If the Sensitives keep having visions of Darquesse – if sealing your name didn’t change the future. What do you think Skulduggery will do if you’re still a threat?”

“Shut your mouth,” Valkyrie snarled, “and go to sleep.”

“Of course,” the reflection said, and did what it was told.

Valkyrie fumed as she pulled on her jacket over her T-shirt. She called Fletcher’s phone. “I’m ready,” she said when he answered.

In the three seconds in which she waited for him to teleport over, she was seized by a panic. Maybe the Remnants had got to him. Maybe he was going to teleport her right into the clutches of her enemy. Fletcher appeared in front of her, and held out his hand.

She hesitated.

“How are the twins?” she asked.

“I think I’ve managed to calm them down.”

Valkyrie took his hand with her left hand, leaving her right hand free to fight if she needed to. Her heart pounded, and then they were outside again, by the pier – not surrounded by Remnants. She did her best not to make her sigh of relief too audible.

“Carol’s having a panic attack,” Crystal said, jerking a thumb at her sister, who was walking in circles and hyperventilating.

“I just got her to stop that,” Fletcher muttered, and hurried over to her.

“Is he your boyfriend?” Crystal asked, once he was out of earshot.

“He is,” Valkyrie answered.

“He’s older than you, though. He might prefer someone like me. I’m closer to his age.”

“Yeah, no. Don’t see that happening.”

“Does he have a brother?”

“Nope.”

“He’s gorgeous.”

“He thinks so.”

“His hair is amazing.”

“It defies both gravity and reason.”

“Where did you meet him?”

“I helped save his life.”

“Oh,” Crystal said, nodding like suddenly the whole thing made sense. “So he’s your boyfriend out of gratitude.”

Valkyrie sighed.
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[image: Image Missing]amon Campbell was a hail, rain, sleet or snow kind of milkman. He took his job seriously, applying the same level of dedication to his work as his father had, and his father before him. There once was a time when Eamon had hoped that the tradition might carry on after he was gone, but unless his son lost his enthusiasm for accounting sometime soon, Eamon feared the days of the Campbell milkmen were drawing to a close. Eamon had no time for accounting. It was all numbers and digits and complicated pieces of paper. He didn’t like it and he didn’t trust it.

He liked milk, though. Milk was simple. The best things in life, Eamon had often thought, were simple. His job. His wife. The best things.

He didn’t mind the early starts. In fact, he liked being up before anyone else, working in the dark, bringing the milk to people’s doorsteps. He was the last of a dying breed, as he was fond of telling anyone who’d listen. These days, everyone got their milk in great big shops. Where was the personal touch? he often asked. Where was the effort?

Eamon slowed his milk truck, careful on the icy roads. A lot of people were complaining about the weather. Eamon wasn’t. He was used to it. When you started work at three o’clock in the morning, you could get used to anything. He turned off the radio, tutting at reports of fights breaking out in a nightclub. Things were a lot different when he’d been young, and no mistake.

He got out, opened the side panel of the truck, gathered three cartons in his hands, and left them at the doorstop of Number 11. Number 12 bought their milk in a supermarket, so all he gave them was a scowl. He left two cartons at Number 13, and the same at Number 14. He missed the clink of milk bottles as he worked. Some of his fondest childhood memories were of the clink of milk bottles in his father’s big hands.

He saw the jogger heading his way, keeping to the grass verge along the pavements, and muttered under his breath. The jogger had appeared a few months ago, passing Eamon at the same time every morning, giving him a nod and a smile as he went by. He wore reflective armbands and belts and flashing lights on his wrists. He looked ridiculous, but that wasn’t why Eamon hated him. Eamon hated him for the simple reason that he had stolen Eamon’s alone time.

This time of the morning, from 3 am to 5:30 am, was Eamon’s. He was the only one up, the only one awake, the only one active. And then this eejit, lit up like a lanky Christmas tree, started interrupting his routine. A nod and a smile. Eamon didn’t want anyone nodding and smiling to him, especially not some bloody gobsheen they could probably see from space.

Eamon’s reaction was to simply ignore the man. For the first few weeks, this worked fine. The jogger jogged by, nodded and smiled, and Eamon looked down at his milk, or looked up at the stars, or looked across at a hedge. The jogger must have realised he was being ignored, because he started to run as near to Eamon as he could, and when that didn’t work, he added a wave to his repertoire, and then a “Howyeh”. It was getting harder and harder to ignore him, but Eamon was determined that this blow-in would not beat him.

Eamon filled his arms with milk cartons and glanced up, noting that the jogger wasn’t doing his usual prancing gazelle run. He was sprinting. Eamon could understand sprinting. You ran fast because you had somewhere to get to. He didn’t understand this jogging lark. It was a run, only slower, so obviously you were in no hurry to get where you were going. So why not walk?

Still muttering to himself, Eamon crossed the road, heading for Number 9. He happened to glance at the jogger again, whose quick feet crunched over the frost-covered grass. Sprinting. Not like a gazelle, but like a lion. Like a lion, closing in on its prey.

The jogger left the grass and ran on to the road. He ran straight into Eamon and took him off his feet. The cartons flew through the cold air, hitting the ground and bursting. Spilt milk. Eamon almost cried.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he yelled, shoving the jogger off him. “You could have killed me!”

He picked himself up off the road, fuming. The jogger was already on his feet. There was something wrong with his face.

The jogger’s hands closed around Eamon’s throat, tightening to a choke that instantly made the blood pound in Eamon’s head. He squawked and slipped backwards, taking the jogger with him. They slipped and slid, but the choke stayed on, the grip impossibly strong. The jogger’s face was mottled with dark veins and his lips were black.

“I never liked you, old man,” the jogger said with a grin.

Eamon hit the side of his truck and felt around for a weapon. Smashing a milk bottle into his attacker’s head would have stopped him. Smashing a milk carton wasn’t going to have the same effect.

Eamon pushed back, propping himself against the truck to gain whatever purchase he could. The jogger’s running shoes, the heels of which flashed with pretty lights, slipped on the ice, and once Eamon had a bit of momentum going, he piled on the pressure, steering his attacker towards the puddle of milk. The jogger’s legs went from under him, and the choke was lost. The jogger hit the ground and Eamon reeled back, gasping for breath. The jogger laughed, and opened his mouth wide.

Eamon watched as a black shadow pulled itself out of the jogger’s mouth and flitted through the air, to the door of Number 9. It opened the letter box and disappeared through.

Eamon stared. Never, in all his years’ delivering milk, had he seen anything like that before.

He looked back at the jogger, who seemed to have fallen asleep. He lay there, all those stupid lights still flashing, the dark veins gone, no more a threat to Eamon than a baby duck. But that thing, the shadow thing, was in Number 9, and Eamon had a responsibility to help the people he delivered milk to. He started across the road, hands balled into fists.

Before he was halfway over, the hall light turned on, and a moment later, the door to Number 9 opened. A bare-footed girl, maybe twenty-five years old, stood there in her pyjamas. Eamon took off his hat, and was about to speak when the girl bolted out of her house, straight at him.

He had time to see those same dark veins on her face as he turned to run, but she leaped on to his back. He tried to throw her off, but she was strong, stronger than him, and she nothing but a slip of a girl. She laughed as he struggled, her hands gripping his head, so tight he felt his skull might burst. He knew if he fell, he was finished. He had to stay on his feet. So long as he stayed on his feet, he had a chance of dislodging her and getting out of there.

He stepped into the puddle of milk beside the unconscious jogger and slid on the wet ice. Eamon fell to the road, the girl laughing all the way down.
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[image: Image Missing]eoffrey Scrutinous looked into the eyes of the hysterical woman and said, “No, you didn’t.”

She grabbed his arm, tears running down her face. “I did, I swear! I know it sounds insane, but I saw these… these things, these shadow things, climb inside people’s mouths!”

“You didn’t see that,” Scrutinous said, speaking calmly and maintaining eye contact. His hair was especially wild and frizzy tonight, but he was hoping she’d ignore that and keep looking into his eyes. “And you’re not panicking right now. You’re feeling much calmer.”

She nodded, and took a deep breath. “I am, actually. But I still saw—”

“You saw people turn violent,” Scrutinous interrupted, “and then you got out of there. That was quite shocking to see, wasn’t it?”

“Oh, it was.”

“You’re glad you left when you did.”

“You have no idea how glad I am,” she told him.

“You’re going to go home now, get into bed, and in the morning you won’t remember any of the bad stuff that happened tonight.”

She released his arm and gave him a shaky smile. “I really have to go. Thank you for your help, but I…”

“Not at all, not at all. Safe home now.”

The woman smiled, pulled her coat tighter around her, and hurried away. Immediately, Scrutinous started walking for his car. He pulled out his phone and dialled.

“This is bad,” Philomena Random said upon answering the call.

“It sounds like Remnants,” Scrutinous said. “Break it off. We’re not going to be able to contain this and it’s too dangerous out here. Get back to the Great Chamber. I’ll meet you there.”

He hung up and heard a cry. Cursing under his breath, he moved to the corner and peeked around, as a fat man threw a Guard against a shop window. The window cracked and the cop rebounded off. He was battered and bloody, and could barely stand.

“I hate people,” the fat man told him. “Bags of meat, that’s all you are. Disgusting bags of meat.”

Not for the first time, Scrutinous really wished his chosen Adept discipline had been combat-based – then situations like these would not be as daunting as they were now. The plain fact of the matter was, he hated violence, he always had, but that was mainly because he was so rubbish at it.

The cop did his best to throw a punch. It hit the fat man, but failed to do any damage.

“Look at what I’m wearing,” the fat man said, and hit him back. The cop folded, gasping. “It smells. Can you smell it? It stinks. You stink. You all stink.”

But what was Scrutinous going to do? Stand here at this corner and watch a Remnant kill a mortal – just because he didn’t want to get into a fight? That was against his code, wasn’t it? Well, it would have been, if he’d had a code. He really wished that he’d bothered to come up with a code, then situations like this would be much easier to resolve.

The fat man closed one chubby, meaty, sweaty hand around the Guard’s throat, and pinned him to the wall. The Guard struggled and kicked, but his face was already turning purple.

Scrutinous scowled, and sprang into action.

“Excuse me?” he said.

The fat man turned his fat head. “What? Who’s there?”

Scrutinous peeked out from behind the corner, and gave a little wave. “Uh, me. I’m going, um, I’m going to have to ask you to put down that mortal.”

“Is that so?” the fat man sneered.

“I’m… I’m sorry, but I have to insist.”

The fat man laughed and tightened his grip on the Guard. Scrutinous took a few quick breaths to get the blood pumping, and then he leaped out and sprinted towards them. But his sandals had no grip, and so he slipped on the icy road and fell, skinning his knee and cracking his elbow.

As he rolled around on the road in pain, the fat man shook his head. “You’re rubbish.”

“That’s just what I was thinking,” Scrutinous said through gritted teeth.

The fat man let the now unconscious Guard drop, and walked over. “You’re a sorcerer, then? What can you do?”

Scrutinous forced himself up. “I’m a trained fighter,” he lied. “Come one step closer and I’ll tear out your larynx with my Tiger Paw Technique.”

The fat man smirked, and Scrutinous stopped hobbling long enough to fall back into a t’ai chi pose he had seen once. A fat fist crunched into his nose and he reeled, staggering towards a bright light. Was that it? Had that single punch killed him? Was he leaving this world behind, travelling into the Great Unknown? And then he heard the engine, and a car door open, and knew he was stumbling towards a set of headlights.

“More bags of meat?” the fat man said. “Fine with me.”

“No meat here,” Skulduggery Pleasant said, stepping between Scrutinous and the fat man, “but plenty of bone.” He had his gun out, aimed directly at the fat man’s head.

The fat man smiled. “You wouldn’t shoot.”

“No?”

“I’m innocent. I’m mortal.”

“The man before me is innocent,” Skulduggery said, “and mortal, but the Remnant inside him is twisted and evil. And it has ten seconds to vacate.”

“Why bother? I’ll just find someone else to possess.”

“You do that. Find someone in better shape. You’re about to give that man a heart attack.”

The fat man looked down at Scrutinous. “You’re lucky.”

He threw back his head and the Remnant crawled out of his mouth, flying into the air, disappearing in the darkness. The fat man collapsed to the road, unconscious.

Skulduggery helped Scrutinous to his feet. “You OK?”

“I skinned my knee and hurt my elbow.”

“Poor you. Get in the car – we have to get to the Great Chamber.”

Scrutinous limped to the passenger side as Skulduggery got back behind the wheel. It was a nice car, the Bentley. It moved fast.

“How did it start?” Scrutinous asked.

“I don’t know yet,” Skulduggery replied. “Shudder, Ravel, Corrival Deuce – they’ve all been possessed. I’m quarantining the people who I know are unaffected until I have a better idea of what we’re up against.”

Scrutinous looked at him. “They got Deuce? Already? But… why? He’s not the most powerful sorcerer around, he’s just…”

“He’s our Grand Mage. This isn’t like the outbreaks we’ve had before, Geoffrey. This time, the Remnants seem to have a plan.”

Scrutinous paled. “If that’s the case, then… then one of their first ports of call would be the Great Chamber, to stop us organising the fight back.”

Skulduggery nodded. “No one at the Chamber is answering their phone.”

“Then why are we headed there?”

“Because every single sorcerer in the city will be on their way to help, and that’s where they’ll be going.”

“Into a trap.”

Skulduggery looked at him. “Aren’t you glad you got out of bed this morning?”
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[image: Image Missing]hina’s library never closed. No matter what time of the day or night, no matter what season, no matter the weather, the library stayed open. Knowledge did not take holidays, after all, and neither did China. There were no windows in the library – she hated the thought of the sun fading the spines of her books – but the windows of her apartment showed a Dublin that glistened with frost. It was cold and silver out there. It was warm and tastefully lit in her apartment. There were moments when China could not understand why anyone would ever want to go outside.

The man on the radio told her of police being called to a riot in North County Dublin. The man’s voice was too thin, too weedy for his chosen profession, but she forced herself to listen as he offered up the few meagre scraps of information he possessed. He mentioned the name of the nightclub, repeated the same eyewitness accounts, and generally got overexcited at the first real piece of news ever to come his way at this hour of the night.

China turned off the radio, then crossed the hall from her apartment and walked through the library, taking into account the shifting stacks that arranged themselves according to necessity.

It was an old trick, showy and gauche, and somewhat misleading. The stacks actually shifted in response to the mood of the room. If the mood was hostile, the books on combat would move to the front; if it was paranoid, the books on secrets and how to keep them would be foremost. It wasn’t a sophisticated trick, but China kept it because it reminded her of the library she’d had in her old family home.

She used to get lost in those stacks for hours, surrounded by books on the Faceless Ones. It had been a happy childhood. Completely insane, but happy. When she looked back on it now, she could see what a hollow comfort her faith in the old gods had been. From the day the first cracks in that faith had appeared, it had taken decades for her to break through.

Every disciple of the Faceless Ones knew that if the old gods returned, they would bring hell with them. And yet every single one of them hoped that they would be among the few to be spared, to be elevated to godhood alongside their masters. A ridiculous expectation, but one that was reinforced by centuries of brainwashing.

As intelligent as sorcerers like Serpine and Vengeous were, as intelligent even as Mevolent himself was, they could not break free of a dozen lifetimes worth of conditioning. Bliss had managed it, and China had followed, but it hadn’t been easy.

But it had been worth it. True, she had generally had more fun in the old days, but at least she was alive, and independent, and she didn’t have to spend half her day praying. She’d never liked the praying part. She’d never been able to understand why the Faceless Ones weren’t praying to her.

She slid a book from its place, catching sight of Flaring in the next aisle over. Flaring was an ideal patron of the library. She didn’t talk loudly, she didn’t leave books scattered around, and if she did have to borrow a work, she made sure to have it back within a reasonable amount of time. If only every library patron was as satisfactory as Flaring.

China opened the book in her hand, scanning the index, and something caught her eye. She looked back to the gap on the shelf. Flaring was out of sight now, but China knew she had seen a shadow move. She was not one to dismiss anything as her imagination playing tricks. China’s imagination was a wondrous thing, as every mage’s imagination needed to be, but it was also a disciplined, ordered thing. It was in many ways like a well-trained pet, and it did not, under any circumstances, trick her.

She became aware of a sound from the next aisle. It was Flaring. She sounded like she was retching. And then the sound suddenly stopped.

China was a logical woman, one not prone to jumping to conclusions, but two facts immediately surfaced in her thoughts. The first was that the Necromancers had a Remnant they’d been examining, and the second was a rumour she’d heard, just a few hours earlier, of an argument between Solomon Wreath and his High Priest.

Her mind flowed over the facts and the possibilities, and she replaced the book on the shelf and stepped slowly backwards. There was a Remnant loose. In fact, taking into account the nightclub riot so close to Haggard, there was probably more than one. A lot more.

China turned, walking smoothly and without unnecessary haste. If she could silently alert the other patrons and evacuate them all, then she could seal the library and trap Flaring, and the Remnant, within. If she couldn’t, or if she felt the odds were leaning even slightly out of her favour, she would abandon everyone and seal the library anyway. Skulduggery could be here within minutes, take care of the problem, and the library would reopen without the loss of too much goodwill. A solution elegant in its cold simplicity.

But when she passed Jago Balance, and saw him struggling with a Remnant that was forcing itself down his throat, she knew her solution was no longer feasible.

She stepped back before he turned, taking a different route. She almost jumped when Hidalgo emerged from an aisle in front of her. He had that distracted look in his eye he always did, that seemingly only went away when he saw her. True to form, as soon as his gaze fell upon her, he straightened up and sucked in his belly.

“Hello, China,” he said quietly, a happy smile breaking out.

She put a finger to her lips, and he blushed.

“Sorry,” he whispered, and hurried down another aisle like a chastised schoolboy. He was acting completely normally he wasn’t acting like he was possessed.

She started down the aisle after him, and froze. His back was to her, his hands were at his face and he was gagging. Then he straightened up.

China walked on, forcing herself not to break into a panicked and undignified run. The door was close by. All she had to do was reach it and then she was out. Down the steps and into the car. Call Skulduggery as she was driving away. Once she knew she was safe.

But there were people by the door. China could see them through the narrow gaps between the books and the shelves. At least four of them, standing there, not talking. She heard someone behind her, but didn’t look round. Instead, she took a book from its place and moved onwards, flicking through the pages as she walked, pretending to read.

The material of her gorgeous skirt was soft and tight. Completely impractical for fighting. The heels of her gorgeous shoes were high and thin. Completely impractical for fleeing. For one dizzying moment, China found herself envying the rather vulgar style of Tanith Low, constantly attired as she was in the clothes of a common brawler – leather and boots and straps and buckles.

Then China came to her senses. All that leather may prove useful once in a while, but class was a gift that gave eternally.

She approached the back wall of the library without encountering anyone, friend or foe. A secret door there led to a platform, just big enough for one. The platform lowered the passenger to the basement. All very secret, all very private. Nobody knew about it except for China. Well, except for China and her assistant…

Who was standing there now, hands clasped before him. She ducked back before he saw her.

This was what she got for trusting someone. Back in her Diablerie days, she’d have killed anyone who knew about her secret escape route. Footsteps behind her and she dodged left, scowling as she did so. Forced to scurry in her own library. She hurried through the stacks and ducked down, and listened to them talking.

“Have you seen China?” her assistant asked quietly.

“Glimpsed her,” came the reply. Flaring.

“Think she knows?” asked another voice, a man’s this time.

“Possibly,” her assistant said. “Do we have everyone?”

“I think so.”

“Then there is nothing to be gained from stealth.”

China saw movement, and pressed herself back into the shadows.

“China,” her assistant called loudly. “We know you know. Why don’t you come out?”

“It’s really not that bad,” called Flaring.

“Be quiet,” the assistant said. “Whatever chance we have of her surrendering to me, we have none at all of her surrendering to the likes of you.” His voice grew louder again. “This is most undignified, I hope you realise. You’re hiding, for goodness’ sake. China Sorrows is hiding. I have to say, cowering does not become you.”

No matter how much she wanted to gouge out his eyes at that moment, she was forced to agree with him there.

“We’ll find you!” the man shouted. “If you fight us, we’ll hurt you!”

“Will you shut up?” the assistant barked. “China, we have known each other for a long time. I have been your faithful assistant for centuries. I don’t want to see you scrambling around in the dark, like a scared mouse with the cats closing in. If you’re worried about what will happen, please don’t be. You don’t lose who you are. I am still me. You will still be you. Once the Remnant is inside you, you become more, not less.”

Moving quietly, China took off her shoes. She closed her eyes. The other reason why she kept the old trick of the moving stacks was far less sentimental than reminding her of her childhood. Sometimes, very occasionally, old tricks became very useful, such as when the library was attuned to her moods much more than anyone else’s. China told the library what she needed, and the library obeyed.

The stacks moved suddenly, slamming up against the possessed sorcerers, forcing them apart, making them stumble and stagger and cry out in shock. China leaped up and ran, bookcases creating walls on either side of her, forming a straight line to the door. But there was someone in her path. Hidalgo had managed to avoid being shunted aside. He turned and saw her, and started to smile just as the bookcase to his left shot into him, squashing him against the bookcase on his right.

China sprinted by. She plunged out into the corridor and slammed the door shut, tapping the symbol over the lock. The seal wouldn’t hold them for long, but it would be enough for her to make her escape.

She turned for the stairs, but two mages were just reaching the top. They smiled when they saw her. She didn’t wait to find out if the smiles were genuine, and she didn’t bother to warn them of the danger. She ran into her apartment, headed to her bedroom and grabbed the bag she kept for emergencies. She tapped the symbols tattooed onto her legs and felt the energy charge through her muscles.

At a gesture, the window flew open and China vaulted out. The cold hit her, the wind gushed around her, and she fell three storeys to land in a crouch on the pavement. Nobody was around to stare. Headlights approached. She waved, and a taxi braked, skidding slightly on the icy road, and she jumped in the back.

“Drive now,” she commanded, “and drive quickly.”

The driver laughed, then glanced back at her, and fell in love.

“Drive!” she snapped.

Whimpering, he stomped on the accelerator and the car fishtailed as it leaped forward.

“Watch the road!”

He fixed his eyes ahead.

“Head for the city centre,” she said, unzipping her bag. “I’ll tell you where exactly we’re going once I make a phone call.”

She saw his eyes flicker to her in the rear-view mirror. “I love you,” he said.

China didn’t bother to respond. She took a pair of expensive boots from the bag, put them on the seat beside her, and took out the rest of the clothes. They were dark, tight-fitting, and stylishly practical.

“You don’t mind if I get changed back here, do you?” she asked.

She heard him whimper again.
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[image: Image Missing]hilomena,” Scrutinous hissed. “Philomena! Get over here!”

Caught sneaking across the quiet street, Philomena Random jerked around, fists clenched, ready to fight. She saw Scrutinous waving frantically and hesitated, then jogged over. The moment she was close enough, Skulduggery stepped out and levelled his gun at Random’s face.

Random held up her hands. “Don’t shoot. I’m me.”

Skulduggery shrugged. “Unfortunately, Phil, if you were possessed, that’s exactly what you’d say.”

“Don’t call me Phil. My name is Philomena.”

“If you were possessed, you’d say that, too.”

“Geoffrey,” Random growled, “tell him to put his gun down. The Remnants didn’t get me. I’ve spent the last half-hour running from cover to cover to get here. I haven’t been seen by anyone or anything.”

“We’d like to believe you, Philomena,” Scrutinous said.

“Ask me then,” Random said. “Go on. Use your mojo on me.”

“I don’t know if it’d work on a Remnant.”

“Why wouldn’t it? It works on mortals, it works on mages. Why wouldn’t it work on a Remnant?”

“Do it,” Skulduggery said. The gun in his hand was scarily steady.

Scrutinous looked into Random’s eyes. “You’re going to tell me the truth,” he said.

“Yes, I am,” Random answered.

“You’re not going to lie to me.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m me, you moron.”

“No need to be snarky.”

“Then get to the point.”

“Do you have a Remnant inside you?”

“No, I most certainly do not. Satisfied?”

Scrutinous looked at Skulduggery. “I didn’t feel anything odd. I think it’s her.”

Skulduggery put the gun away. “Philomena, we have reason to believe the Great Chamber is already infested. I think the Remnants are having a race to get to the most powerful vessels they can. This would be one of the first places they’d go.”

“So what are we going to do?” Random asked.

“We have to make sure. If we’re lucky, the sorcerers inside figured out what’s been going on in time, and they’ve sealed themselves away. If they have, we just have to reach them and get them out of there.”

“But you don’t think that’s what happened?”

“No, I do not – but we have to be sure.”

“So we’re going in,” Scrutinous said.

Random laughed. “No, we’re not.”

“Yes, we are.”

Random’s laugh dissolved. “No, we are not. Are you crazy? Skulduggery, you’re used to this kind of thing, but Geoffrey and I are in public relations. We don’t fight, or shoot guns. We convince mortal witnesses that they didn’t see what they actually saw. We can’t storm a building that’s fallen into enemy hands. We couldn’t storm a closet.”

“You’re going to have to learn,” Skulduggery said, “because you two are the only way I have of making sure people are who they say they are.”

“But it’s scary,” Random whined.

Scrutinous laid a hand on Random’s shoulder. “I was in a life or death struggle earlier tonight, Philomena. I was almost killed. But I got through it. Was I injured? Yes. Was it serious? My knee still stings. But I’m alive. I did it. You can too.”

Random took a breath. “OK. OK, let’s do it. But you’re going first.”

“Actually,” Scrutinous said, “Skulduggery’s going first. He’s got the gun.”

“Well, I’m not going last,” said Random. “I’ll go in the middle.”

Scrutinous glowered. “I’m going in the middle. I’m injured.”

“You skinned your knee.”

“Skinning your knee is one of the most painful non-lethal injuries there is.”

“It’s not worse than a paper cut.”

“I said one of the most painful,” Scrutinous pointed out.

“The pair of you,” Skulduggery said, “shut up. I’ll lead the way. You two can walk side by side behind me. Happy?”

“Not really,” said Random, but Skulduggery was already walking across the street. Scrutinous grabbed Random’s arm and dragged her across. They followed Skulduggery down the steps and through the iron door. It closed behind them as they passed into the corridor with the carved walls.

“If a Remnant takes control of me,” Scrutinous whispered to Random as they crept along, “I… I would rather you kill me than allow me to hurt anyone.”

Random looked at him, and nodded solemnly. “You have my word. And if one of those things takes control of me, I… I want you to leave me alone and let me go about my business.”

“You’re hysterical,” Scrutinous said. “You don’t really mean that.”

“I am not hysterical and yes, I do mean that. If I’m possessed, you are not allowed to let him shoot me.”

“But you’ll be evil.”

“At least I’ll be walking around. Do I have your word?”

“No,” said Scrutinous crossly, “you do not have my word.”

“Fine,” Random snapped. “Then you don’t have my word either.”

A door opened, somewhere beyond the Great Chamber, and they heard shouting, and cries of alarm. Crashes and bangs and the sound of things breaking. A battle being fought.

They hurried to the door ahead, looked into the Chamber just as figures sprinted through. A fireball exploded and the air rippled. It was the ridiculously named Four Elementals, all five of them, and it was three against two. Black veins stood out clearly on the faces of the three attackers. The two defenders backed away.

Skulduggery strode in, Scrutinous and Random hurrying to keep up. “How about we even up the odds in here?” he said, at which point all of the Four Elementals looked around. Skulduggery stopped walking immediately, and said, “Oh, hell.”

The two defenders were black-lipped, vein-ridden Remnants too. This wasn’t a battle between good and evil, it was more a squabble between siblings.

The Four Elementals pushed at the air as one, and a wave of air hit Scrutinous and Skulduggery and Random, and tossed them back off their feet. Random hit the wall beside the door and dropped to the ground, while Scrutinous and Skulduggery sprawled out into the corridor. Scrutinous looked up, dazed, in time to see a Remnant flit towards Random, and then Skulduggery was pulling him to his feet, and they were running.

There were more shouts and Scrutinous glanced back, saw Shakra joining the Four Elementals as they sprinted in pursuit, saw even more sorcerers emerging behind them. And above them, darting from point to point, Remnants, closing in. Scrutinous piled on the speed, his sandals slapping the hard floor, the beads around his neck leaping up to hit his goatee. Skulduggery was fast, and was already close to the exit. Scrutinous was not.

Something cold latched on to the back of his neck, and slithered around before he could even get his hands up. He stumbled, tried to call for help, but the moment his mouth opened the Remnant slipped inside. Ahead of him, Skulduggery had the door open and was looking back. Scrutinous tried to scream as the black-lipped sorcerers caught up to him and the cold feeling spread down into his throat. When he looked back at the door, Skulduggery was gone.
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[image: Image Missing]he early morning sun did nothing to beat back the freezing cold. Few cars ventured out, but Tanith’s bike hugged the treacherous roads like it was a warm summer’s day. She pulled into a garage where the only other vehicle was an SUV, set the bike down on its kickstand, and took off her helmet. Her hands were numb as she slipped the petrol nozzle into the tank. The gauge on the pump clicked steadily upwards, her own chattering teeth adding to the symphony.

Even though Kenspeckle had healed the injuries sustained when Tesseract had thrown that stereo into her head – the very thought of it stirred her anger – the cold was making her face ache. Standing there, freezing, she decided to finally ask Ghastly to make her some warmer clothes. She’d always liked the clothes he’d made Valkyrie, and the fact that they acted like body armour was a bonus she could probably do with. Those kinds of clothes were expensive, though – but she figured if she asked him nicely…

She returned the nozzle to the petrol pump and hurried in to pay. The warmth embraced her the moment she set foot in the door, and she shivered in appreciation.

“Cold out,” said the guy behind the counter.

If it had been Valkyrie standing there instead of Tanith, the guy would have been fixed with a withering stare for stating the bloody obvious. As it was, Tanith smiled as she approached.

“It is indeed,” she said.

The guy, no more than eighteen, smiled as he brought up what she owed. “Nice bike,” he said. His nametag identified him as Ged. “I want to get a bike, but the insurance is way high.”

Tanith handed over cash. “Well, they’re not the safest way to travel, I have to admit.”

He nodded, still smiling. “I like your coat.”

“Thank you.”

“I like your boots.”

He was still smiling. Not in an endearing way, and not, bless his heart, in a flirtatious way. Just smiling. Just standing there smiling, making random comments.

“Thanks,” Tanith said again. The door opened behind her and a gust of cold air swept in. “Well, be seeing you.”

A middle-aged woman stood between her and the door. She was plump, her hair a little too red to be entirely natural. She wasn’t moving, wasn’t shivering, wasn’t shopping, wasn’t looking through her handbag. She was just standing there, looking straight at Tanith, a faint smile on her face.

Ged grabbed Tanith’s hair and yanked her backwards, halfway over the counter. The middle-aged woman ran forward, fist plunging into Tanith’s belly. The air left Tanith’s lungs and she wanted to fold up, but Ged still had her hair. She tried to break his grip, but he was stronger than he looked. The woman hit her again, and again, then leaned in, hands on Tanith’s face.

“This won’t take a minute,” the woman said, and opened her mouth wide. Something stirred within her throat, something black, writhing and wriggling its way up her gullet. Tanith saw eyes, slits of white. She stopped trying to break Ged’s hold, and instead slapped both hands against the woman’s ears. The woman sagged, dazed, her mouth closing, forcing the darkness back down inside her. A Remnant. It had to be. The woman took a step back and Tanith kicked her in the face.

Ged growled, and Tanith cried out as she was hauled all the way over the counter. Ged dropped her on the floor on the other side and knelt on her, firing punches. She covered up as best she could, but the punches were getting through and rattling her skull.

In desperation, she heaved herself sideways, letting her legs swing up wildly. She caught him on the shoulder and he grunted. She scrambled up, but he was on her already, forcing her back. Her hip slid along the wall and she twisted, flinging him against a rack of car-cleaning products.

Tanith sprang over the counter, ignoring the middle-aged woman who was trying to get to her feet, going right for the door.

A little boy, aged around eight or nine, stood there.

“Why did you hurt my mammy?” he asked.

Ged charged into her, and they crashed into a row of shelves. The shelves toppled. Jam jars smashed and bags of sugar exploded and a dozen other household goods spilled out across the floor. Tanith rolled on top and rammed her elbow into Ged’s grinning mouth. As she hit him, he actually started laughing. She drove her knee up into him and he grunted, and the laugh was reduced to a pained chuckle.

She pushed herself up. The middle-aged woman was on her feet, but shaking her head, like her equilibrium was lost and she was trying to get it back.

“Mammy!” the little boy cried, hurrying to her. He passed Tanith and suddenly swung around, his little fist crunching against her ribs. Sharp pain stabbed through her side, and she doubled over as he hit her again.

The little boy looked at his hands, eyes bright. “This is new,” he murmured. He took hold of her, stepped back and launched her across the floor.

“I’m fairly certain that I just broke my little hand,” the boy said, sauntering over. “Not that it matters. I’m about to get an upgrade.”

Tanith raised herself to her hands and knees, but the little boy lunged, his foot smacking into her cheek. She sprawled on to her back.

“We had a deal, you see,” the little boy continued as he stood over her. “The three of us. We all want a sorcerer’s body, so we decided that the one who beats you, gets you. They both went for the older and stronger vessels. But me? I had a feeling you wouldn’t be too eager to hit a child.”

The Remnant made him stronger, but it didn’t make him any heavier. She swung her leg into his ankle and he toppled into the magazine rack, which collapsed on top of him. Tanith sprang up. Ged and the woman were closing in.

“You can’t kill us,” Ged said, blood pouring from his ruined mouth. “These are innocent people we’re using.”

“Good people,” the woman nodded.

“If you give yourself to me,” Ged promised, “I promise I’ll take good care of you.”

“You’ll be happier with me,” the woman said. “I’m getting used to a female body, and us girls have to stick together, don’t we?”

“I don’t care if you’re good people,” Tanith snarled. “Kenspeckle Grouse was a good person, but he still hammered nails through my hands and legs. If either of you takes one more step, I’ll hurt you.”

Ged and the woman looked at each other, laughed, and came closer.

Tanith took three quick steps and jumped, twisting her hips slightly and snapping out both legs. The toe of her left boot hit Ged’s cheek, and the heel of her right boot crunched into the woman’s nose. They went sprawling on either side of her as she landed.

She ran out into the cold and hopped on her bike. Pulling on her helmet, she moved the bike off its kickstand and fired up the engine. She looked back to see the boy sprinting after her, screaming in fury as she roared out on to the road.
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[image: Image Missing]uriel Hubbard came in, left her car keys on the hall table and draped her coat over the banister. She went looking for her husband, found him in the living room on the phone, talking about a riot. Today was his day off, but they still came running to their Chief Superintendent whenever anything bad happened. Her own phone rang, and James looked around, gave her a tight smile. She smiled back and left the room, bringing the phone to her ear.

“Mum.” It was Ashley. She was whispering. “I need help.”

Muriel adjusted the thermostat in the hall, it was much too warm in the house, and walked into the kitchen. “What’s wrong, sweetie?”

“They’re after me.”

“Who is after you?”

“The others.”

“Your friends?”

“They’re not my friends.”

Muriel brought the kettle to the sink and filled it. “Are you arguing with Imogen again? Sweetie, you know what she’s like. Give her a few hours and she’ll be all apologies.”

“Imogen’s dead.”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic. You’ll forgive her, you always do.”

“Mum. Imogen is dead. They killed her.”

“Who killed her?” asked Muriel.

“The others. Dan and Aoife and the others.” Her daughter’s voice shook. “They… they tore her apart.”

Muriel nodded. “And why did they do that?”

“I don’t bloody know!”

“There’s no need to curse, Ashley. We’ve all had arguments, we’ve all had fights, we’ve all torn strips off each other. True friends work it out.”

“Mum, you’re not listening to me. I don’t mean they tore her apart with words. They tore her apart with their hands. She’s not dead to me, Mum, she’s just dead. Are you understanding me now? They physically attacked her and physically killed her.”

Muriel sighed. “Then why don’t you come home?”

“I’m hiding.”

“Where?”

“I’m in the playground, in the little hut thing.”

“Where the little kids play? You can fit into that?”

“They’re looking for me. They want Dad.”

Muriel poured boiling water into a cup and dipped a tea bag in. “Why do they want your father?”

“I don’t know. They said he has influence.”

“Of course he has influence, he’s the Garda Superintendent.”

Ashley’s whisper rose again. “I know who he is, Mum! I’m just telling you what they said! They said they could use him, and they wanted to get to him through me!”

“Oh, right.” Muriel took a sip of tea.

“They’re here,” Ashley said, much quieter.

“Your friends?”

Ashley didn’t answer. Muriel took another sip as she waited for her daughter to speak again. She heard a distant shout, and the sound of movement, the phone being jostled, and then rushing wind in the receiver.

“Mum!” Ashley cried, loud enough so that Muriel had to hold the phone away from her. “Get Dad! They’re after me! I’m heading home, but they’re right behind me! They’re faster!”

Jostling. The rush of wind. Ashley’s panicked breathing. Muriel shook her head, and looked up as her husband walked in.

“There’s something happening in town,” James said, picking up his car keys. “Bunch of people going crazy, apparently. Riots in the streets. Have you seen my coat?”

“I think it’s on the bed,” Muriel told him. He nodded, went upstairs. “Sorry sweetie,” she said into the phone, “what were you saying?”

“Get Dad!” Ashley screamed. The sound of movement abruptly ended with a loud thud.

Muriel heard Ashley crying, but she sounded far away, like she’d dropped the phone.

James came back in, his coat on. “Maybe you should stay indoors,” he said. “It mightn’t be safe out. Where’s Ashley?”

“I’m just talking to her now,” Muriel said.

He nodded. “Tell her to come home.”

“Oh, she won’t like that.”

“Tell her she can give me one of her teenage tantrums later and I’ll sit through the whole thing, I promise. But it’s not safe out.”

“It’s not even safe in,” Muriel said with a chuckle.

James laughed, then stopped. “I don’t get it.”

Muriel hit him and he flew back against the kitchen counter and collapsed on to the tiled floor. The first time in thirty-two years of marriage that one of them had raised a hand to the other. Sad, really.

Another voice came over the phone. Low. Mocking. “Is that Ashley’s mammy?”

“Hello, Dan,” Muriel said. “You’re too late, I’m afraid. You should have gone after him through the wife, not the daughter.” She heard Dan curse, and it made her smile. She opened her mouth wide and the Remnant struggled out. Her body dropped, and it flitted to her husband and climbed down his throat. James’s eyes flickered open. He groaned softly as he sat up, really wishing he hadn’t hit himself so hard. He reached for the fallen phone as he stood.

“Still there, Dan? Now I’m the one in control of all those nice policemen and women, and you’re what, exactly? A spotty teenager?”

“No,” Dan said defensively. “I have a Plan B.”

“Oh, I’d love to hear it.”

“Well, first I’m going to kill your daughter here. Then I’m…” James heard other voices, and after a moment Dan came back on. “OK,” he said, “apparently, I’m not going to kill your daughter. Aoife got a bit carried away, the little psycho. But I’m still going to have fun. You’re the Superintendent? Then I’m going to be the Taoiseach.”

James laughed. “From spotty teenager to prime minister – not a bad promotion. Providing someone doesn’t get there before you. You’d better hurry, Dan. If you keep wasting time like this, all the super-powered sorcerers and the very important mortals will be taken.”

Dan didn’t answer; he just hung up. James laughed, got to his feet, and stepped over his unconscious wife. Then he left the house, going in to work on his day off.

No rest for the wicked, he thought to himself, and laughed.
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THE PLAN

[image: Image Missing]he Hibernian Cinema was in lockdown. The doors were barred and the windows covered. Every non-essential wing of the science-magic facility was sealed off. Kenspeckle was taking no chances.

Valkyrie sat in the Medical Bay. She’d been here for hours, had spent the morning inhaling a bowl of steam that Kenspeckle had shoved into her hands. “So you won’t catch cold,” he’d gruffly said as he busied himself with something else.

Fletcher was beside her, watching the news on TV, and Tanith and Ghastly were across from them, sitting side by side on one of the beds. China sat in the corner, making phone calls that weren’t answered, doing her best to stay away from Clarabelle, who seemed to be fascinated by her. Skulduggery walked in, hat pushed back off his brow, the only sign that he was concerned.

“China?” he asked.

“Nothing,” China said. “Everyone’s gone straight to panic stations.”

“Don’t make any more calls,” Skulduggery said. “If they haven’t answered by now, we can assume they’ve been compromised. From this moment out, we trust no one.”

“How many?” Tanith asked. “If they’ve all escaped from the Midnight Hotel, and we have to assume they have, how many of them are we talking about?”

“We don’t know,” Ghastly said. “A thousand. Maybe two. No one’s ever been able to accurately count.”

“Two thousand Remnants,” she breathed. “What do they want? What are they after?”

Valkyrie went pale.

“They’re after Darquesse,” Skulduggery said, before she could even consider confessing. “That’s what they told Valkyrie. One of them must have hijacked a Sensitive and seen that version of the future. Now they have someone to worship.”

Tanith frowned. “So you’re saying they have a purpose? Remnants have a purpose? A reason to organise? That’s unheard of. That’s… bloody terrifying.”

“They’re all over the news,” Fletcher said. “Reports of a riot in the nightclub, disturbances all over the city, and another riot in Galway.”

“No,” Kenspeckle said, walking in, “the Galway thing wasn’t the Remnants. That was me.”

Valkyrie frowned. “What?”

He smoothed down his lab coat. “Ever since my experience with the Remnants five months ago, I’ve been working on a carefully controlled virus. It heightens aggression and antisocial behaviour, lasts a few minutes, and then vanishes, leaving the infected people unconscious, with no memory of what happened. We placed canisters full of this virus around the country where they’ve lain dormant, until tonight.”

Fletcher stared at him. “Why? I mean… for God’s sake, why?”

“It’s our cover story,” Skulduggery said. “It gets the civilian population believing that there is a somewhat rational explanation to all this madness, while at the same time scaring them into staying off the streets and locking the doors. Leaving us to operate unhindered.”

“I thought we might need it,” Kenspeckle nodded. “Granted, I thought it would be a few decades before we’d need it, so it’s a good thing I work fast.”

“But the Professor says it won’t hurt anyone,” Clarabelle said happily.

“It’s a thought virus as much as anything else,” he said. “If the infected person is in danger of harming himself or anyone else, he falls asleep ahead of time. I’ve done what I can to reduce the risk of injury, but the point is the real Remnant attacks will be mixed up with our fake ones, so it’ll look like the same outbreak. When we have the real problem solved, and all those dreadful things are locked away, I’ll pass the secrets to the antidote to some struggling young doctors who just want to make the world a better place. They’ll save us all, be heroes, and whatever wonderful projects they’re working on will have ten years’ worth of funding overnight. Everyone, as they say, wins.”

“Now all we have to do is solve the real problem,” Skulduggery said.

Valkyrie put the steaming bowl down. “This happened before,” she said. “You told me about it. Years ago, in Kerry.”

“Eighteen ninety-two,” Skulduggery nodded. “They took over an entire town. A giant Soul Catcher was built in the MacGillycuddy’s Reeks to trap them.”

“Who reeks?” Fletcher asked.

“It’s a mountain range on the other side of the country. And that machine, the Receptacle, is our only chance to stop them.”

“OK then,” Tanith said, “so we lure the possessed there, turn it on, the Remnants get sucked out of the bodies they’re in, and the problem’s over.”

“As usual,” China said, “it’s a little more complicated than that. For one thing, we’re hardly going to be able to lure them back to the only place in the world where they know they can be hurt. They fell for it once, they’re not going to fall for it again. And for another thing, I’m fairly certain that nobody knows how to even turn this giant Soul Catcher on.”

“Nobody alive,” Skulduggery agreed. “Gordon Edgley was the only person I knew who had that knowledge.”

“I can find it,” Valkyrie said, stepping forward. “It’ll be in his study. He kept all his research there.”

Skulduggery shook his head. “It’s far too dangerous.”

“Fletcher can teleport me over, I’ll find out what we need to know, and we’ll be back in three minutes.”

“We’ll all teleport over,” Skulduggery said.

“Uh, I tend to find things quicker when I’m alone.”

“This isn’t open for discussion.”

“China’s right, though,” Ghastly said. “Activating the Receptacle is one thing, but how are we going to lead the possessed there?”

Skulduggery looked at Fletcher. “How many people do you think you can teleport at one time?”

“Uh,” said Fletcher. “Don’t know. Ten?”

“You’re going to need to teleport a lot more than that. If we lure the possessed into one spot, if we have them all touching, or connected, maybe standing on the same surface, do you think you’d be able to teleport them to Kerry?”

Fletcher stared. “Two thousand people? Two thousand evil people?”

“Do you think you could do it?”

“No. Not a chance.”

“But it’s possible,” Skulduggery said. “I saw Cameron Light teleport a ballroom full of people halfway around the world without batting an eyelid.”

“Well, that was Cameron Light,” said Fletcher. “I’ve only been doing this a few years. I still haven’t a clue what I’m doing half the time. Plus, I’ve never been to Kerry, and I can’t teleport somewhere I’ve never been.”

“First things first. We need to know if we can turn it on. Fletcher, you’re going to teleport all eight of us to Gordon’s house.”

Kenspeckle looked around. “What’s this? I’m going too?”

“We have to stay together,” said Skulduggery.

“But I don’t want to go,” Kenspeckle frowned. “I object to the very idea of teleportation.”

“Sorry, Professor, I’m really not giving you a choice. We’ll only be there a minute.”

“I want to teleport!” Clarabelle announced, smiling excitedly. “Will I change my shoes? I have wellington boots with cows on them.”

“Your shoes are fine,” Skulduggery said. “Everyone step in and link arms. Fletcher?”

Fletcher waited until everyone was linked, and the bright Medical Bay changed instantly into the darkening living room of Gordon Edgley’s house.

“Ooh,” Kenspeckle murmured, “I don’t feel well.”

“I’m going to be sick!” Clarabelle laughed.

“Everyone stay here,” Valkyrie said. “I’ll take a look in his study.”

“I’ll come with you,” said China.

Skulduggery held up his hand. “There’s nothing up there that you can add to your collection, China. Valkyrie will be quicker alone.”

China rolled her eyes. “You’re all so suspicious of me.” But she stayed where she was.

Valkyrie turned on a few lights as she hurried to the stairs. It was late afternoon and already dark. She reached the landing and closed the door of Gordon’s study behind her. Moving quickly, she passed through into the hidden room, and pressed her finger to her lips as Gordon’s image shimmered up before her.

He raised an eyebrow. “We have company?” he whispered.

“They’re downstairs,” she whispered back. “Gordon, we have a serious problem. The Remnants are loose, and you’re the only one who knows how to activate that big Soul Catcher in the MacGillycuddy’s Reeks.”

“The Remnants are loose? What, all of them?”

“It seems that way. Do you know how to activate it?”

“The Receptacle? Yes, it’s fairly straightforward. All you need is the key, and I know where that is. How do you plan to lure them there?”

“We’re still working on that. Skulduggery wants Fletcher to teleport them over, but Fletcher says he can’t teleport that many people.”

“Of course he can. You need to read Into Thin Air again. Not only is it one of my best books, full of danger and intrigue, and the winner of the Bram Stoker Award, a Hugo and a Nebula, but as research I conducted many interviews with Teleporters. There are quite a few chapters which could help Fletcher reach his potential.”

“We don’t really have time to read, Gordon.”

He shook his head sadly. “That’s the problem with the world today – no one takes the time to sit down with a good book.”

“Actually, the problem with the world today is that the Remnants are loose and trying to kill everyone.”

“I don’t know, I still say it’s that no one likes to read any more.”

“Gordon, I need you to do me a favour.”

“Anything.”

Valkyrie hesitated. “I need you to talk to Skulduggery and the others.”

“Anything but that.”

“It’s time for you to make your grand return.”

“No it’s not,” said Gordon.

“We need you.”

“I can tell you what you need to know, and you can tell them. Wouldn’t that be so much better? That way, you get to save the day.”

“I’ve saved the day plenty, Gordon. We don’t have the time to do this our usual way – you know everything we need to know. Why are you afraid?”

“Because I am not me, Valkyrie. I am not Gordon, no matter how much I pretend to be. I am little more than a recording.”

“You think they’ll be disappointed?”

“It’s not that, it’s… You treat me like you have always treated me, and I appreciate that. But to everyone else, to all my old friends, I will appear… diminished. And my ego, while furious and grand, could not take that kind of attack.”

“You won’t help us because of your ego?”

“My dear niece, a great portion of who I am is ego. Confidence bleeds to arrogance, and arrogance props me up when my limbs are too weak.”

“Gordon, you have to do this. You have to make the sacrifice.”

“I’ve never been good with sacrifice. I’m better with small donations.”

“I’m pretty sure the Remnants intend to worship me.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“What if this is how I become Darquesse? What if sealing my name didn’t change anything? What if I’m driven to do what I do because I have two thousand insane shadows telling me to? I don’t want to kill anyone, Gordon. I don’t want to hurt my parents. Please. Help us.”

Gordon softened. “Very well, Stephanie. Take me to them.”

She picked up the Echo Stone in its cradle. “Thank you.”

He nodded. She tapped the Stone and his image faded away, and she went downstairs. The others were talking in the living room, arguing over plans and possibilities. They stopped when Valkyrie walked in and watched her place the cradle on the table.

“There’s someone I want you to meet,” she said, a little nervously. “Before you do, I just want you to know that I didn’t like keeping this a secret.” She tapped the Stone again, and Gordon appeared.

“Hello,” he said.

Eyes widened. Mouths dropped open. Skulduggery remained still.

Gordon quickly continued. “Do not blame Valkyrie for this. I insisted that she not tell any of you that I was… around. She tried to get me, on many occasions, to change my mind, but I was resolute. I suppose I was somewhat embarrassed, or ashamed of my current incarnation. And while I do not pretend to be the man you once knew, I believe that I can be of some assistance in this hour of need. Treat me the same way as you would a book, or similar font of knowledge.” Gordon cleared his throat and waited for the rebuke.

“It’s about time,” Skulduggery said.

Now it was Gordon’s turn to look surprised. “You knew?”

“Of course.”

Valkyrie frowned. “You knew? How could you know?”

“Whenever we needed to find information that only Gordon would have,” Skulduggery said, “you’d come here, alone, take a few minutes, and arrive back with precisely the answer we were looking for.”

“So you never believed me when I told you I’d been researching?”

“No.”

“You thought I was cheating?”

“You were cheating.”

“But you thought I was cheating! That’s worse than me cheating, the fact that you doubted me!”

“Your logic is astoundingly confusing.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Gordon asked.

“If I was right,” Skulduggery said, “and if Gordon had copied his consciousness on to an Echo Stone, I imagined that version of Gordon would be a tad sensitive about his situation. When you were ready to tell me, you’d tell me. I was prepared to wait. It’s good to see you, old friend.”

Gordon blinked. “I… yes. It’s, it’s very good to see you too.”

Ghastly smiled from across the room. “Welcome back. I’d shake your hand if I could.”

“Ghastly, it truly is wonderful to see you,” Gordon responded. “I heard you were a statue for a time. You’re looking much better. And China… you’re even more beautiful than ever.”

China’s own smile was warm. “Hello, my darling dear.”

Tanith made her way forward. She licked her lips, and when she spoke, her voice shook. “I am,” she said, “such a big fan.”

“Oh,” Gordon responded, obviously delighted. “Thank you.”

“I have read all your books. All of them. And The Darkness Rained Upon Them was brilliant. It’s probably my favourite, after The Coward Colonel Fleece and Brain Muncher.”

“Fleece has always been my best character. You must be Tanith, then. Valkyrie has told me so much about you, but I’d heard tales of your exploits even when I was alive. Did you know that one of my short stories is based on a tale I heard about you?”

Tanith’s smile grew so wide Valkyrie thought she might swallow her own head.

“Enough fawning,” Kenspeckle said. Tanith nodded self-consciously and stepped back. “Gordon, it’s good to see you, but we don’t have time for idle chatter.”

“We were talking about my work,” Gordon replied. “There is nothing idle about that.”

Kenspeckle sighed. “Nevertheless, can we move on to something that could help our situation? The more time we spend discussing how brilliant, or otherwise, your books may be, the more people get hurt.”

“Of course,” Gordon said. “So long as we all agree that my books are indeed brilliant.”

“Fine,” Kenspeckle growled. “Now can we talk about something that matters?”

“By all means. Valkyrie told me your plan, and of Fletcher’s uncertainty. I spent four weeks interviewing Teleporters, and I am positive that I can impart what I learned quickly and easily. Uh, hello.”

Clarabelle had walked up while he had been speaking, and now she stood in front of him with a faintly quizzical look on her face. She chewed lightly on her lower lip, like she was trying to solve a particularly difficult equation, and slowly bent forward, so that her head passed through Gordon’s chin.

“Ah,” said Gordon.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Kenspeckle muttered. “Clarabelle, stop that.”

She straightened up, and started to circle Gordon, examining how real and solid he looked. Gordon, for his part, smiled and did his best to ignore her.

“So you can tell Fletcher how to teleport two thousand people?” Skulduggery asked him.

Gordon nodded. “Oh, yes. It’s not a technique, you see. It’s a state of mind. It’s an idea that must be understood and accepted. I feel certain that if I explain it as it was explained to me, Fletcher will grasp the intricacies and be able to perform what is expected of him before the day is out.”

“Perfect. It’s a good thing you’re still around, Gordon.”

Gordon smiled, was about to say something modest, when two slender fingers emerged from his forehead and wriggled about.

“Clarabelle,” Kenspeckle said crossly, “get your hand out of Mr Edgley’s head.”

Clarabelle withdrew her hand sulkily.

“There is another matter,” Skulduggery said. “The Receptacle.”

“Yes, of course. Activated by a key that was broken into two pieces and hidden. It’s not a key as we know it, in fact; it’s just a flat piece of gold, the length and width of your hand. Whatever imperfections there are in the gold, however, activate the machine.”

“Do you know where the pieces are?” Skulduggery asked.

“One piece is in Drogheda,” Gordon said, “in St Peter’s Church. It was attached to Plunkett’s case, that’s all I know about it. The other piece was hidden in Newgrange, until it was stolen by a man named Burgundy Dalrymple. He lives in the outskirts of Meath.”

“Dalrymple,” said China. “I’ve heard of him. He fought for Mevolent during the war. Good with a sword.”

“Better than good,” Gordon said. “A master swordsman, he was. When the war ended and his side lost, he adjusted better than most, and he did OK, all things considered. But he was one of the people possessed the last time the Remnants were loose. The Remnant was torn out of him at MacGillycuddy’s Reeks, along with all the others, but Dalrymple… Dalrymple had difficulties after that.”

“What kind of difficulties?” Skulduggery asked.

“Once a Remnant abandons somebody, and then that person reawakens, they can’t remember anything of the experience. But occasionally, they do remember sensations. Dalrymple remembers the sensation of not being alone, of being part of something greater than he, and he’s been trying to recapture that feeling ever since. He’s been waiting for the Remnants to return, and he probably stole that half of the key so that when he is possessed once again, no one will be able to activate the Receptacle to tear them apart.”

“What about the machine itself?” China asked. “Have you seen it?”

Gordon shook his head. “It’s in a hidden cavern. I don’t know how to find it, and I don’t know how to get to it. It’s supposed to be amazing though. I spoke with some of the sorcerers who built it and they told me enough to get my imagination working.”

“Why didn’t they tell you how to find it?” Fletcher asked.

“The Receptacle saved the world,” Gordon told him. “It was their last-ditch effort against the Remnants. Once it was used, they vowed to seal it up so no one could tamper with it, or take it apart, or corrupt it. One of them said to me that when you’re dealing with magic, you can never trust your enemies to stay beaten, or to stay dead. If we ever had to face those things again, they ensured that at least we’d have a weapon.”

“And we have no time to waste,” Skulduggery said. “Fletcher, take us back to the Hibernian.”

Valkyrie picked up the Echo Stone in its cradle and they all linked arms. In an eye blink, they were back in the Medical Bay.

“That was much better,” Clarabelle beamed. “I only threw up a little bit in my mouth.”

Skulduggery turned to Gordon. “Are you sure you can teach Fletcher what he needs to learn?”

Gordon smiled, and nodded. “It shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Then you’re going to get started almost immediately,” Skulduggery said. “But first, Fletcher is going to teleport Valkyrie and Tanith to Drogheda, to search that church and find the first half of the key. China, you’ll accompany me to track down this Dalrymple fellow.”

“I love it when you get all commanding,” China said, without any significant trace of sarcasm.

“Ghastly,” Skulduggery continued, “you’re going to drive Fletcher to MacGillycuddy’s Reeks. Gordon, I’d like you to accompany them to Kerry, if that’s OK with you?”

Gordon blinked a few times, and when he spoke, his voice was oddly strangled. “Of course. Glad to be of assistance.”

Valkyrie didn’t say anything, but she knew Skulduggery had just paid Gordon the highest possible compliment – he’d treated him like a real person.

“You’d better hope you can educate this boy in a few hours,” Skulduggery said.

“All he needs is to realise the fundamental truth behind teleporting,” said Gordon, “and then he’ll be able to do what he needs to. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Kenspeckle, I’m afraid we’re going to have to use this as our base of operations,” Skulduggery said. “When Ghastly and Fletcher reach the MacGillycuddy’s Reeks, they’ll teleport back to us, we’ll lure the possessed here until they’re all in one place, and then Fletcher will teleport everyone to the Receptacle.”

“How are we going to lure them in?” asked Ghastly. “It’s chaos out there.”

Skulduggery shook his head. “It’s not as disorganised as you might think. Look at it this way – the Remnants have been locked away without bodies for years. Their first night out, some of them are going to go a little crazy. But they do have purpose, and that purpose is Darquesse. They’re going to start to group together. The Remnants might not have leaders, but their human hosts do. Once we get the leaders chasing us, the others will fall in behind. And the fact is, sooner or later, Erskine or Shudder are going to figure out where we are. They will be coming for us.”

“Happy happy,” Tanith said, “joy joy.”

“We’re going to need some way to physically connect the possessed,” Fletcher said.

“I can do that,” said Valkyrie. Everyone looked at her, and she reached out to the shadows in the room, and they rose up like mist around them. “It’s one of the training exercises in Necromancy,” she said. “When they’re this spread out, the shadows can’t hurt anyone, but it’d still work as a bond. All Fletcher would have to do is teleport me, and everyone these shadows are touching would come with us.”

“That’s fine here in this room,” China said, “but would you be able to connect all those Remnants?”

Valkyrie hesitated only a moment. “Yes,” she said. “I would.”

“Excellent,” said Skulduggery. “Ghastly, you’d better set off as soon as Fletcher’s teleported Valkyrie and Tanith. It should take four or five hours in this weather to get to Kerry, even with the Bentley’s tyres.”

Ghastly blinked. “You’re letting me take the Bentley?”

“It’s faster than your van. Just… take good care of her, OK?”

“I will.”

Skulduggery went silent. When he spoke again, it was with great reluctance. “Not one scratch.”

“OK.”

“Not one, Bespoke.”

“You concentrate on getting the keys. Let me worry about your car.”

“I’m multi-talented, I can do both. OK, that’s everything. Unless anyone has any other questions, let’s get to it.”

Fletcher took the Echo Stone from Valkyrie. “Don’t get into any trouble while I’m gone,” he said to her. “I know you’re not going to be able to resist the temptation, but you have to remember that I won’t be able to rescue you.”

Valkyrie smirked. “I think I can manage without you for a few hours.”

He nodded, and leaned in, and they kissed. “Please stay safe,” he whispered. His kisses were much nicer than Caelan’s. Softer. Sweeter. Warmer. She banished thoughts of Caelan from her mind, and kissed her boyfriend again.

“I will,” she whispered back.

They looked around when Ghastly cleared his throat, and watched him touch the tattoos on his collarbones. Clear skin flowed over his scars, and he walked awkwardly up to Tanith. “Um,” he said to her. “Don’t die.”

“OK,” Tanith said.

“When this is over,” he continued, “I’m going to make you dinner. You don’t have to like it, and you don’t have to eat it, and I suppose you don’t even have to be there, but… But that’s what I’m going to do.”

Tanith frowned. “Are you asking me on a date?”

“I think so, yes. Will you have dinner with me?”

Tanith smiled the most beautiful smile. “I’d love to,” she said. She laid a hand on his chest, tapped her fingers on his collarbones, and the clear skin retracted. Once his scars were revealed, Tanith kissed him, once, on the lips. “I like steak,” she said. “Can’t go wrong with steak.”

“Steak it is,” he murmured.

He stepped away, and Valkyrie grinned at Tanith.

“Oh, good God,” China said, rolling her eyes. “I do hope the Remnants kill me first.”
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THE HEAD IN THE BOX

[image: Image Missing]rogheda town centre was lit up against the dark, but there was no one around to appreciate the Christmas lights. It was far too cold for people to be walking the streets, and the roads were far too icy for driving. Fletcher left Valkyrie and Tanith on the main street, gave Valkyrie a quick kiss, and offered another to Tanith. Valkyrie punched his shoulder and he vanished with a pained expression on his face.

“My eyeballs are cold,” Tanith said. “That’s not a good sign.”

They walked quickly, in an effort to warm themselves up.

“They’re saying this is the coldest winter in sixty years,” Valkyrie muttered. “I need a woolly hat and mittens.”

“Mittens,” Tanith echoed wistfully. “Maybe tied to my sleeves…”

“I need earmuffs too,” Valkyrie decided. “Fluffy ones. My ears are red, aren’t they?”

Tanith took a glance. “Yep. But not as red as your nose. I’m going to ask Ghastly to make me clothes like yours. Then only my hands and face will get frostbite.”

“Have you thought, maybe, that the reason you’re freezing your bits off is because you don’t wear enough clothes? How about wearing something under that waistcoat?”

Tanith pulled her coat tighter around her. “My waistcoat is not designed to have anything under it but me, Valkyrie.”

“And you wonder why you’re cold.”

They reached the church. As daunting as it was impressive, its spires stretched into the night sky like spear tips. The doors were locked, but clicked open at Tanith’s touch.

With the main lights off, the inside of the church was creepy. They passed a tomb that had a carving of skeletons wearing shrouds. To the left of the massive altar was a shrine, the centrepiece of which was a pedestal that held a glass case ensconced in gold and surrounded by long candles. It was topped off with a brass spire that reached upwards for three metres. Resting inside the case was a mummified head, leathery and brown, with empty eye sockets and tiny yellow teeth. Tanith peered at it.

“Who’s this guy?” she asked.

“Oliver Plunkett,” Valkyrie told her. “In sixteen hundred and something, he was hanged, drawn and quartered for practising Catholicism in Ireland. By the English, of course.”

“Of course,” Tanith responded solemnly. “And we’re all very sorry about that.”

Valkyrie nodded. “As well you should be.”

“And why is his head on display in a church?” asked Tanith.

“Where else would you display a head?”

“Doesn’t it seem kind of gruesome to you? I mean, we’re used to seeing stuff like this, but what about ordinary people just coming here to pray, kneeling and muttering and crossing themselves, and they look over and see someone’s head in a glass box? That’s pretty morbid, not to mention kind of weird.”

“Excuse me?” said a voice from behind.

They turned. A priest stood there, paunchy and middle-aged. “I’m Father Reynolds,” he continued. “Can I help you with anything?”

Valkyrie held her hands down by her sides, ready to push at the air should she notice even one black vein. “We’re just passing through, Mr Reynolds,” she assured him.

He stiffened slightly. “That’s Father Reynolds,” he said.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Valkyrie said. “And what’s your first name?”

“My full name is Father Declan Reynolds, and you, young lady, have broken into this church.”

“Pleased to meet you, Declan,” Valkyrie responded, ignoring the accusation. “I’m Valkyrie, this is Tanith. You might be able to help us, actually. We’re looking for something. It’s a flat piece of gold, about the length of your hand. Would you have seen it?”

The priest frowned at her. “You lost some gold?”

“We didn’t lose it,” Tanith said. “We’re just looking for it. A friend of ours told us it’d be somewhere near the head in the box. We’re assuming that he meant this head in the box, unless you have another one stashed away somewhere?”

“I may be new to the parish, but as far as I am aware, this is the only head in a box that we have. I’m sorry, if this is a joke, I fail to see how it is funny.”

“The flat piece of gold,” Valkyrie said. “Have you seen it?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the priest said, turning to walk away, “but maybe you can explain yourselves to the Guards when they get here.”

If he expected them to protest, or to run after him, he was disappointed. When he’d walked a few steps and they still hadn’t reacted, he whirled, to find them examining the box. “Come away from there at once.”

Valkyrie ran her hands along the base. “In a second,” she said.

“You are not allowed to touch the cabinet!” the priest shouted, storming towards them. Valkyrie’s fist caught him just under the chin. He stumbled back, his legs wobbling and his eyes already closing. He slumped to the ground and lay there, unconscious.

“Oh,” Valkyrie said. “I thought he was possessed.”

“Sure you did,” Tanith grinned. She pressed her hand against the golden base of the cabinet and they heard a soft click. She pushed, rotated her fingertips, and a flat piece of gold came away, dropping from the base into her palm.

“Damn,” she said. “I’m good.”


They called Skulduggery to let him know they’d found the first half of the key. He told them to walk to the bus depot and wait for him there.

Up through Drogheda, the streets were frozen and empty. The roads glistened, like someone had carelessly tossed down a hundred thousand tiny crystals. Parked cars were covered in frost, windshields thick with ice. Christmas lights gave it all an unearthly sheen, and somewhere far away a house alarm was going off.

Valkyrie and Tanith crossed the road and kept heading south, towards the bus depot. Valkyrie had her arms crossed, hands jammed under her armpits. Her ears were freezing and her nose was red and running. She stepped on an icy patch and her feet flew out from under her. For the third time in ten minutes, she landed on her backside. Tanith looked back and sighed. Even she had stopped finding that funny.

They crossed the bridge, staying off the pavements, sticking to the road, where it was less slippery. They hadn’t heard one single moving car, let alone seen one. The lights at the depot were on, and the buses sat still and silent. They hopped the low wall and Tanith pushed open the glass door. An old woman looked up from where she was sitting.

Valkyrie nodded to her warily, while Tanith went to the ticket booth. It was almost as cold in there as it was outside.

“There’s nobody else here,” the old woman said. “I tried the office as well. Nobody here at all.”

Tanith glanced at Valkyrie, and went to make sure. When she was gone, the old woman looked back to Valkyrie. “Have you been watching the news? Terrible, isn’t it? All those sick people.”

“It is,” said Valkyrie.

“I’ve been sitting here for hours. I tried calling my son, but I couldn’t get through.”

“The phones are down.”

“Is that what it is? I hope he’s all right. I hope he hasn’t got sick. He’s got children, you know. A ten-year-old and a four-year-old.”

“He’s probably fine,” said Valkyrie.

The old woman did her best to smile. “I just want to get home. It isn’t right. This town is never this quiet. Where are all the people? Are they all sick? The man on the news said that the sick people are prone to outbreaks of violence. If everyone is sick, it’s not safe here. I just want to go home.”

“Us too.”

“What’s your name, child?”

The old woman didn’t look like someone a Remnant would hijack. She was neither young nor strong. She was small, and her hair was white, and even though she was wrapped up against the cold, she looked thin and frail.

“My name’s Valkyrie.”

“That’s an unusual name. French, is it?”

“Uh, Scandinavian, I think.”

“It’s very pretty.”

Tanith came back. “No one here,” she said.

“I told you,” the old woman responded. “I’ve been here for three hours, and you two are the first people I’ve seen. I should just be thankful that you’re not like the ones they showed on the news.”

“Where do you live?” Valkyrie asked.

“Duleek,” the old woman answered. “Do you know it?”

“I’ve seen signs for it.”

“The Duleek bus was supposed to leave at ten past seven, but nothing out there has even moved. I haven’t seen any drivers. I don’t know how I’m going to get home.”

“We’re expecting a lift any minute now,” Valkyrie said, “maybe we could give you a—”

“Val,” Tanith interrupted, glaring at her.

“You’re very kind,” the old woman smiled, “but it’s quite all right.”

“We can’t leave her here,” Valkyrie said to Tanith.

“Why not?” Tanith answered. “Who’s going to touch her? She’s safer here than she would be with us.”

“It’s freezing in here.”

“So? She has mittens.” Tanith turned to the old woman. “Normally, I’d have no problem inviting you along. But for all we know, you might be sick.”

“Me?” the old woman said, surprised. “But I’m not running around hurting people.”

“No, you’re not. But you could be about to start.”

The old woman blinked at them, then seemed to shrink back into the layers of clothes she was wearing. “I should probably stay here anyway. My son might be looking for me.”

Tanith shrugged at Valkyrie. “See? Problem solved.”

Then the lights went out.

“Great,” she heard Tanith mutter.

For a few seconds, they were in nothing but blackness. Then Valkyrie’s eyes started to adjust, and she could see vague outlines in the gloom. The shape that was Tanith moved to a window.

“The whole town’s gone dark,” she said. “There’s not a light on for miles.”

“Maybe they have a torch in the office,” said the old woman, sounding scared.

“I have a lighter,” Valkyrie said, clicking her fingers. She cupped the flame, disguising the fact that it burned in her palm.

“Oh, that’s bright,” the old woman said, relieved. “I don’t mean to be a burden on you, but is it at all possible to get a lift with you, when your friend comes? I don’t really like the idea of staying here alone.”

“I’m sure we can work something out,” Valkyrie said. She could see Tanith in the flickering light. Her friend did not look pleased. “I’ll look for a torch.”

Valkyrie moved into the office, searched the two desks and then the shelves. She found a torch and clicked it on. The beam lit up the entire room.

“Found one,” she called.

She heard Tanith gag, and fear shot through her. She ran out of the office. The old woman had her thin, frail hands wrapped around Tanith’s throat.

Valkyrie gave a roar and the old woman cursed in a language Valkyrie had never heard before. Valkyrie was almost on top of her when the old woman’s thin, spindly fist flashed out, almost taking her head off. The torch went spinning across the floor and Valkyrie went down, rolled by pure instinct, got up and didn’t know what was happening. Her legs buckled slightly and she staggered, saw the old woman hurling punches down on Tanith.

Valkyrie’s palm snapped against the air, and the space rippled as the old woman shot sideways, whooping as she went. Tanith sprawled across the floor, unconscious

The old woman scrambled up. By the light of the torch Valkyrie saw her black lips and vein-ridden face.

“You can’t escape,” the old woman said. “And why would you want to? You have a glorious destiny.”

“It’s not destiny,” Valkyrie seethed, stepping closer. “Even if it was, I’ve changed it. It’s not happening.”

“That’s why we’re here,” the woman explained. “To make sure it does. Darquesse, we were aimless. We were nothing. We were anger and hatred and spite. But now? Now we have purpose. Now we have a future. With you.”

“If you want me to lead you, then let’s start right now. I have a pair of shackles in my pocket. I want you to put them on.”

The old woman smiled and shook her head. “You need to be guided further along the path,” she said. “Then you will assume your mantle. Then we’ll obey. Right now, you still think you’re Valkyrie Cain. You still think you have friends. Like this one.” The old woman knelt by Tanith, and stroked her hair. “Let me be your friend. I’ll leave this body, this old decrepit thing, and I’ll join with her. Such a nice form to take, with that pretty face, with everything so hard, and strong, and firm. All this muscle, and all this leather.”

“Stop describing her,” Valkyrie said. “It’s getting weird.”

The old woman lunged, but Tanith raised her arm and tripped her, and the lunge turned to a stumble. Valkyrie slid into her, flipped her to the floor, got behind her and choked. The old woman squirmed like a fish, but Valkyrie held on. She didn’t want to hurt her, didn’t want to cause the old woman actual harm, she just needed her to go to sleep for a while. She tightened the choke and the old woman weakened, and then her head drooped forward. Valkyrie turned her on her side, and got up.

“Oh my God,” Valkyrie said numbly. “We just beat up a pensioner.”

“Evil pensioner,” Tanith corrected, coughing slightly as she dragged herself to her feet. “What was she babbling about? I heard her say Darquesse.”

“Yeah. Yeah, she did. Just, you know, more babbling. Couldn’t make sense of half of it. You OK?”

“I’m good. A bit woozy. She has a pretty good right hook, you know. For a granny.”
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[image: Image Missing]eleporting one thousand people is not that different from teleporting one person,” Gordon said as they sped down the empty motorway “The effort, the magic, goes into the initial opening of the rift in space. How wide that rift eventually opens is somewhat immaterial.”

“What rift?” Fletcher asked.

“Do you actually know how your power works?”

Fletcher couldn’t look at Gordon while they were in motion, so he kept his eyes fixed on the windscreen. “Sure. I think about a place I’ve been, and I go there. I don’t open a rift in space or anything.”

“Actually, that’s precisely what you’re doing. Emmett Peregrine told me how he got his head around it, and I think it might help you. Uh, Fletcher, I don’t want to sound like a schoolteacher or anything, but could you look at me when I’m talking to you?”

“Sorry,” Fletcher said, “I can’t. You make me carsick.”

Ghastly frowned. “How does Gordon make you carsick?”

“Well, he keeps slipping, you know, out of the car, kind of.”

“That’s hardly my fault,” said Gordon. “Sometimes I don’t notice a turn coming up, or Ghastly switches lanes without telling me.”

“Sorry about that,” said Ghastly.

“It’s quite all right. Fletcher, I promise I’ll try harder.”

Fletcher exhaled, then nodded, and turned around in his seat. “OK,” he said. “Carry on.”

Gordon smiled gratefully, then the Bentley went over a bump and his face disappeared into the backseat. He had to lean forward to be visible again. The whole thing made Fletcher quite queasy.

“Instead of focusing on the distance travelled,” Gordon said, “think of it like this. You’re not the one moving.”

“I’m not?”

“You’re using your power to stay totally still, and the world moves around you until you are exactly where you want to be.”

“Uh…”

“It’s like me, right now. I’m tethered to the Echo Stone, and the Echo Stone is moving, but I’m not. The world is moving around me. And occasionally through me. For you, Fletcher, existence itself rotates and pivots according to your will. I’m sure someone of your self-esteem has no problem with the notion that the universe revolves around him, am I correct?”

“I think that all the time.”

Gordon smiled. “I know the feeling well. Emmett used to say that he let the world do the travelling while he stayed in the same place. He focused on where he wanted the world to stop, and that’s all he did. He didn’t burden himself with thoughts of distance, or how many people he was taking with him, or how big a cargo he was transporting. He saw his destination as a clear point in a whirlwind, and he let it come to him. Do you understand?”

“I… I think so.”

“That’s good. Understanding is the first step. Acceptance is the second. Once you’ve accepted this as fact, the possibilities are endless.”
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BY THE SWORD

[image: Image Missing]urgundy Dalrymple didn’t live in a very nice house. It was, in China’s opinion, ramshackle to the point of dilapidation. It stood alone, a bungalow on a dead road. Two windows were lit up, and even the light was sickly. The garden was a jungle of weeds and long grasses. To be fair, China couldn’t see much of it in the darkness, and for that she was grateful. Squalor held no appeal.

Valkyrie called just as Skulduggery turned off the van’s engine. China waited while he spoke to her. They’d obviously succeeded in securing their half of the key. Skulduggery told Valkyrie to wait for them, and then he activated his façade and nodded to China. They got out, and approached the house.

The front door opened slightly.

“Go away!” said a man’s voice from behind it.

Skulduggery and China stopped, and Skulduggery’s fake face smiled. “Hello, Burgundy,” he said.

“That’s not me,” said the man. “That’s somebody else. Go away.”

“Burgundy,” Skulduggery said, “we just want to talk to you. One minute of your time, and we’ll be gone.”

“I’m not Burgundy!”

“You’re Burgundy Dalrymple,” China said. “Master swordsman and war hero.”

The man’s laugh came out as something like a bark. “War hero? No one calls me a war hero!”

“Well,” China said, stepping out of the shadows so that he could see her face, “I suppose it all depends on which side of the war you were fighting on.”

There was a moment of silence, then his voice cracked as he said, “You’re China Sorrows.”

“I am, and this is Skulduggery Pleasant. We’d like to talk to you about Remnants, if you have the time.”

“I… I suppose…”

“May we come in?” Skulduggery asked.

“Well… all right. But I don’t allow people to bring in weapons. Are you armed?”

“No.”

“Show me. Open your jacket.”

Skulduggery hesitated. “Oh,” he said, “armed. Yes, I am armed. I’m a little armed. I just have a gun. In some people’s hands that’s barely a weapon.”

“Take it out and leave it there.”

Grumbling, Skulduggery did as he was told.

“OK,” said the voice, “come in.”

They stepped on to the porch. The wood was old and rotten and creaked under their weight. Skulduggery pushed the front door open. The hall which greeted them did so with dim light. The moment he stepped through, his face rippled, and withdrew from his skull. He stopped immediately, and turned to her. “Be careful,” he said, his voice soft. “This house has been bound.”

China felt it too upon crossing the threshold – the invisible tattoos that graced her body went dull as her magic was dampened.

“In here,” the man called.

They walked slowly into the living room. It was surprisingly big, but barely furnished. There was a dining table in the middle of the room and a few chairs around it. A few lamps. That was it. The walls, however, were decorated with all manner of fencing swords, rapiers and sabres, and unlike their dusty surroundings, these swords looked like they were lovingly kept in perfect working order.

Burgundy Dalrymple stood on the far side of the dining table. He was a little too skinny and he needed a shave and a haircut and, China imagined, a wash.

“I’m Burgundy Dalrymple,” he said nervously.

“We need your help,” Skulduggery told him. “We know of your history with the Remnants, and we know how much it has affected you and how you live your life.”

“OK,” Dalrymple said. “Go on.”

“We also know that you have tracked down one half of the Receptacle key.”

“I’d have tracked them both down by now,” Dalrymple nodded, “but people stopped talking to me about ten or fifteen years ago, so no one would answer my, you know, my questions. Why? What do you want?”

“We want your half of the key,” China said.

Dalrymple’s tone was firm. “No. No. I’m keeping it so that no one will be able to trap the Remnants ever again. I would have destroyed it already if I’d been able to, but it’s pretty durable. Why do you want it?”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “You mean you don’t know?”

“If I knew, would I be asking?”

“We need it to turn the machine on, Burgundy. The Remnants are loose.”

Dalrymple looked at Skulduggery, and for a long moment he said nothing.

“Where,” he said at last, sounding like he needed a drink of water, “where are they?”

“We need the key, Burgundy.”

“I thought you wanted to study it, or something. To run tests, to find out how something like that, how it works, but… But you want to use the Receptacle? Why would I help you do that? This is what I’ve been waiting for!”

“I don’t want to threaten you in your own home,” Skulduggery said, “so if you’d like to step outside, I can threaten you there.”

“Outside?” Dalrymple sneered. “Where magic isn’t bound? Where you can throw fire at me and take the key from around my charred neck?”

“Ah, so you have it on you?”

Dalrymple went to the wall, and grabbed a sword. “You want it? You’re welcome to take it.”

“It would really be much easier if you just gave it to me.”

“Come on!” Dalrymple snarled. “Let’s be having you!”

“I’d really rather not,” Skulduggery said.

“If you can beat me, you can take the key from my blood-soaked corpse!”

“Again, not entirely appealing.”

“Take up your steel!”

Skulduggery sighed, walked to the closest wall and chose a sword with a jewel-encrusted hilt. Dalrymple walked forward, and suddenly lunged. The blades clashed, and Dalrymple began circling.

“We really don’t have to do this,” Skulduggery said. “I mean you no harm. None at all.”

“I mean you acres of harm,” Dalrymple growled. “Untold quantities of harm. I will visit a whole continent of harm upon you before we are through.”

“You are an odd fellow.”

China watched Dalrymple come in with three quick jabs. Skulduggery parried the first two and sidestepped the third, responding with a riposte that Dalrymple blocked easily. They went at it again, blades flashing and singing together. Dalrymple kept his left hand held high behind him in a classical fencer’s stance. Skulduggery kept his free hand low and out in front – far less flashy, far more cautious.

“You’re good,” Dalrymple said.

“You’re too kind,” Skulduggery responded.

“I haven’t faced anyone half as good as you in a hundred years.”

“That’s very nice of you to say so.”

“Not really. I just haven’t fought anyone in a hundred years.” Dalrymple pressed forward his attack, and Skulduggery retreated, barely keeping the slashing blade at bay. “I’m rusty,” Dalrymple continued. “Out of practice. My form is all wrong.”

“It looks fine to me.”

“It’s sloppy.” Dalrymple batted Skulduggery’s blade down and swiped at his head. Skulduggery jerked away and stumbled. “In my prime that would have taken your head off.”

Skulduggery scrambled to his feet. “How embarrassing for you.”

“There was a time in my life when swordplay was the only thing that meant anything.”

“Everyone needs a hobby.”

“But it was an empty time,” Dalrymple said, almost sobbed. “A lonely time.” Skulduggery moved in, trying to take advantage of the distraction, but couldn’t get through Dalrymple’s defence. “And then the Remnant came into me, and that loneliness went away.” Dalrymple slashed, cutting through the sleeve of Skulduggery’s jacket.

Skulduggery backed off. “But you can’t remember any of it,” he said.

“I don’t need to remember details. It was the feeling. The feeling of being whole. Being complete. That’s what I remember. That’s what I miss. That’s what I want back.”

“And have you ever tried just making friends?”

Dalrymple snarled again, and stepped in quickly, his blade seeking out Skulduggery, who was doing his best to remain elusive. “You mock me.”

“I don’t,” Skulduggery insisted, on the retreat once more.

“You laugh at me.”

“I find it rude to laugh at a man with a sword.”

The blades scraped together and Dalrymple flicked his wrist. Skulduggery’s sword flew from his grip, and he had to dive to the floor to escape. He rolled and came up, giving himself some room.

“Burgundy,” China said, taking a rapier from the wall, “would you mind awfully if I replace Skulduggery for the remainder of this duel?”

Dalrymple looked around, his eyes narrowed. “I’m not going to spare you just because I’ve fallen in love with you,” he warned. “I know about you. I know it’s not real love.”

“But of course it’s real,” she said, flourishing the rapier. “All love is real love.” She sent out a light jab that he batted away. “Otherwise it’s not love, is it? Otherwise it’s pointless. A waste of time and energy. And I despise wasting either.”

Now it was Skulduggery’s turn to watch as Dalrymple came back at China and she blocked, replied with a swipe that he blocked, the shrill taps of blade on blade settling into a rhythm as they moved around each other.

“You’re trying to confuse me,” Dalrymple said.

“I am trying no such thing. The love you’re feeling is a real and genuine thing. Just because it is not reciprocated in the slightest does not lessen its worth.”

“You don’t love me,” Dalrymple sneered.

“Isn’t that what I just said?”

He neared. “You wouldn’t be fighting if you knew what it was like. When your body is a vessel for a Remnant, you don’t need tricks to make people fall in love with you. You don’t need their love.”

China backed away, blocking and countering. She stepped up on to a chair, and then she was on the table, and he was following her up, the clashing of their swords only getting faster. It was dangerous up there, not much room to manoeuvre, and Dalrymple’s strikes were increasing in strength. China was impressed. Her wrist was already aching.

She saw Skulduggery, out of the corner of her eye, retrieve his sword and walk towards them. “Burgundy,” he said, “I am a firm believer in fair fights. I really am. But we did not come here to lose. We came here to get the half of the key that you stole, and we won’t be leaving without it. So I’m afraid we must cheat a little.”

While Dalrymple parried China’s thrust, Skulduggery poked at his leg – and Dalrymple’s blade clanged off his.

China blinked, then defended, and Skulduggery tried again to injure Dalrymple. But once again, Dalrymple’s sword flashed down, faster than her eye could follow, and he batted Skulduggery’s attempt away and then resumed his attack on China. She would have thought it impossible if she had not been there to personally witness it.

“Cheating against you isn’t easy,” Skulduggery murmured.

Dalrymple jumped down from the far side of the table. China followed him to the floor while Skulduggery moved around. They closed in, their swords cutting towards Dalrymple while he defended with startling alacrity. China went left and Skulduggery went right, and still they failed to draw blood. The entire affair was becoming completely unacceptable. Any moment now, China was about to perspire.

She leaned in with a deep thrust that was parried, but she responded with a flick that almost took Dalrymple’s hand off at the wrist. Now the master swordsman was on the back foot. Skulduggery went low and China went high, and then they switched, and switched again, robbing Dalrymple of a chance to anticipate their next move.

“Surrender,” Skulduggery said.

Dalrymple didn’t answer immediately, too busy defending. “You seem to have me beaten,” he said at last.

“So it seems. But if this is true, then why are you smiling?”

“Because,” Dalrymple answered, “I know something you don’t know.”

“And what is that?” asked Skulduggery.

“I’m not right-handed,” Dalrymple replied, and threw the sword into his left hand. China cursed and fell back under his renewed onslaught, and Skulduggery cried out as a sliver of bone was cut from his arm. China lashed out desperately to keep Dalrymple away, but his sword was moving much faster than her own, and she couldn’t find her balance. She fell to one hand, continuing the fight with her other while she tried to scuttle out of range.

Skulduggery reared up behind Dalrymple and Dalrymple spun, thrusting through Skulduggery’s ribcage. Skulduggery froze, looking down at the blade that pierced his clothing. Then Dalrymple twisted the sword and dragged it out so that it scraped across Skulduggery’s sternum, and Skulduggery howled in pain and crumpled to the ground.

China slashed her rapier at the back of Dalrymple’s neck, but he dodged, whirled, and his sword crashed against hers and suddenly her hand was empty. He kicked her in the chest and she went down.

He stood over her with the tip of his blade at her throat. “There,” he said, panting a little. “You are defeated. Now it is you who will answer my questions. Where are they? Where are the Remnants?”

“I don’t know,” she said.

The tip pressed against her skin. “Tell me or I’ll kill you.”

Skulduggery was still curled up on the floor, his arms wrapped around himself. China sighed. “Fine. I’ll tell you. But if you switched on a television or a radio, you’d already know all this.”

“I don’t trust modern technology,” he informed her.

“Why doesn’t that surprise me? In that case, you’ve missed the countless stories of riots that are breaking out all across the city. All across the country.”

Dalrymple’s mouth hung open. “They’re all out? The Remnants? All of them? That’s… That’s…”

“That’s what you’ve been waiting for?”

His eyes brimmed with tears. “Yes.”

“For well over a hundred years?”

He nodded quickly. “Yes.”

“Then tonight is your lucky night, Burgundy. But you better hurry or else there’ll be none left to join with you.”

“Yes,” he said, his eyes unfocused. “Yes, I… I have to go.”

The tip of his sword wavered from her throat and China lashed out, the toe of her expensive boot crunching into his knee. He fell back and Skulduggery rose, grabbed Dalrymple’s sword-hand and wrenched it behind him, breaking it. Dalrymple screamed and the sword dropped, and Skulduggery threw him against the wall.

“Give me your half of the key,” Skulduggery said, his voice cold, devoid of humanity.

Dalrymple sobbed in pain. He tried to run for the door, but Skulduggery kicked his feet from under him. He stomped on Dalrymple’s broken arm and the poor man screeched until he passed out. China stood up as Skulduggery searched him, finally finding the key on a light chain around the unconscious man’s neck.

“Are you OK?” Skulduggery asked China as he examined the flat piece of gold.

“I’m fine,” she replied. “How are you? He hurt you, I see.”

“Just a scratch.”

“Just enough to make you lose your sense of humour?”

He looked at her. “Only temporarily, I assure you. I’m right as rain now, though. We have one half of the key, Valkyrie has the other. We might actually win this, you know, even against overwhelming odds.”

China shrugged. “Stranger things have happened.”
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[image: Image Missing]kulduggery and China arrived in Drogheda, and they all got into the nice warm van. Tanith immediately told them that Valkyrie had beaten up a priest and an old woman. China laughed, and Skulduggery handed Valkyrie the half of the key he’d recovered from Dalrymple. She pressed it against the half from the church and was unable to pry them apart again.

They got on to the motorway and drove without seeing another car until they got to the slipway for Balbriggan. Two cars were stopped in the middle lane – the doors open and no one around.

“A crash?” Tanith asked as they drove slowly by. Valkyrie could see no sign of collision, and she got the uncomfortable feeling that they were being watched.

Skulduggery pressed down on the accelerator. “We don’t stop,” he said. “For anyone.”

Neither Valkyrie or Tanith said anything.

They reached the city centre and cut through the empty streets, ignoring traffic lights. At the entrance to Trinity College, a grit-spreader was pulled in to the side of the road with its lights on and its engine running, but there was no sign of the driver. They swung around St Stephen’s Green and saw a man running up to them, waving his arms frantically. Valkyrie looked away as they left him behind.

The city was dead around them, killed by cold and fear.

“Checkpoint,” Skulduggery said, as his façade flowed over his skull.

Valkyrie peered out at the flashing blue lights of the Garda squad cars ahead of them. Four cops in reflective jackets waved them down.

Valkyrie and Tanith lay flat in the back. Valkyrie’s heart was thumping wildly by the time the van stopped. She heard the window whir down, and a cop asking Skulduggery for his driver’s licence. China asked if there was a problem. The cop stammered a little when he replied that this was just a routine checkpoint, nothing to worry about. At least his love-struck reaction to China Sorrows was a normal response. That was a good start. But when Skulduggery told him that he didn’t have his licence on him, the cop ordered him to step out of the van.

“Is there a problem?” Skulduggery asked.

“Just step out of the van, sir,” the cop replied.

“We weren’t speeding, Guard.”

“Sir,” the cop said, irritation creeping into his voice, “I’m telling you to step out of the van. You can either do as I ask, or we’ll pull you out and arrest you.”

“There’s no need for threats,” Skulduggery said. Valkyrie heard the door open, and Skulduggery got out. The door closed.

“There’s four of them,” China whispered from the front. “One on my side. Three around Skulduggery.”

There was a knock on the passenger side window. China wound it down.

“Hello, there,” Valkyrie heard a cop say.

“Hello,” China said back, a smile in her voice.

Valkyrie noticed Tanith moving slightly. The streetlight glinted briefly across the steel of her sword. Valkyrie swallowed.

There was a short cry from outside, then something slammed into the side of the van at the same time as China kicked her door open. The sound of the door hitting the cop’s head was unmistakable. China closed her door calmly as Skulduggery got back behind the wheel, and they sped on.

“Trouble?” Tanith asked, sitting up.

“Nothing I couldn’t talk my way out of,” Skulduggery replied.

Valkyrie looked out the back window at the crumpled forms of the Guards. “Were they possessed?”

“I don’t think so,” China said. “They didn’t seem especially strong.”

“All it takes is one Remnant in a position of power,” Skulduggery said. “For all we know, they could have the entire police force on the lookout for us. Everyone hold on – we’re going to be moving a little faster.”

He pressed his foot down on the accelerator, and the van roared.


By the time they reached the Hibernian, Valkyrie was scared and depressed. She worried about her parents, and for the first time she worried about her cousins. She wondered how they were coping with what they’d learned over the past twenty-four hours. The events they’d witnessed, plus the madness breaking out all over the city, all over the country, would be enough to freak anyone out, let alone two highly-strung teenagers.

According to the radio, the entire country was, understandably, panicking. The authorities were inundated with reports of missing people. Some commentators were saying this was a neurological virus, others said it was a biological attack, and still others were saying, and this was Valkyrie’s personal favourite, that this was God’s punishment for not going to church any more. Some of the attacks reported were genuine Remnant activity, but others were clearly down to Kenspeckle’s time-released thought bomb.

Whatever the cause, the effect was the same. People were staying in, locking their doors and windows and isolating themselves from their neighbours. There were reports of scientists in hazmat suits walking the streets. The country was going crazy, and the rest of the world was just waiting for the sickness to spread to them.

Skulduggery parked Ghastly’s van across the road from the Hibernian and out of sight. Making sure no one was watching, they hurried over to the locked door at the rear of the cinema. A hidden camera picked them up, and a few moments later the door clicked. They hurried inside and the moment the door closed again it locked, sliding steel bars into place and activating an alarm system that Kenspeckle himself had designed.

“Ghastly called,” Kenspeckle said when he saw them. “He said they’re three hours away, if they’re lucky.”

Skulduggery sent Tanith to check defences on the upper levels, and he took Valkyrie with him as he checked the lower ones.

“When do you think the possessed will get here?” Valkyrie asked as they walked.

“Any time now. To be honest, I’m surprised they’re not here already.”

“I don’t like waiting,” Valkyrie said. “I think too much. I think of everything that could go wrong with this dreadful plan of ours.”

“Surely not everything.”

“You are of no reassurance at all, do you know that? If you were any kind of a friend, you’d be telling me that in a few hours the Remnants will be gone and everyone will be back to normal.”

“You mean if I was a true friend,” Skulduggery said, “I’d take this opportunity to lie to you?”

“Pretty much, yes.”

“In that case, this dreadful plan cannot fail. In a few hours, the Remnants will be trapped in the Receptacle and everyone will be back to normal. People can carry on arguing about who should be the two new Elders, I can get back to tracking down this Tesseract character, and you can continue your lessons in Necromancy while you go on another date with Fletcher, as Caelan seethes with jealousy on the sidelines.”

He tested iron shutters that were sealing off an old doorway.

“You notice everything,” she said.

“Not everything, but a lot.”

“He told me he loves me,” Valkyrie said. “Caelan.”

They resumed their walk.

“You don’t want a vampire loving you, Valkyrie.”

“He’s not a bad person.”

“Because he’s not a person.”

“Don’t give me that,” she said irritably. “That’s all anyone ever says. He’s an animal. He can’t be trusted. That’s what he says, too. He calls himself an animal, for God’s sake.”

“And what do you think he is? Troubled? Misunderstood? He’s a killer.”

“Caelan is different from the others.”

“Yes, he is.”

Valkyrie frowned. “You agree with me?”

“Absolutely. The other vampires are brutal, bloodthirsty animals barely held in check by their brutal, bloodthirsty code. But Caelan? He’s much worse.”

She sighed and shook her head, but he continued.

“He broke the first law of being a vampire when he killed his own kind. If he can’t stick to that simple rule, how safe do you think you are? Do you know why vampires are known for holding grudges? It’s because once a passion for something, in that case vengeance, starts to burn, it consumes them absolutely. Vengeance, hatred, or love. They each burn as bright.”

“So you’re saying he’ll become obsessed with me?”

“If he told you he loves you, he’s already obsessed with you.”

“If you talked to him, if you sat down and gave him a chance, you’d realise how wrong you are.”

Skulduggery didn’t say anything. He just looked at her, then slowly cocked his head to one side. Valkyrie looked away, aware of the blush that was rising.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“I didn’t do anything. What are you talking about?”

“Loath as I am to protect your relationship with Fletcher, you are still with the boy, aren’t you?”

“Of course.”

“You’re not with Caelan, then?”

She shook her head.

“And you have no plans to be with him?”

“He’s way too old.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Well, I don’t know what you want me to say! Do you want me to say we kissed? Because OK, we did! Once! That’s all. And I said never again because I’m with Fletcher, and he agreed. There. What else do you want to know?”

Skulduggery said nothing, just kept walking. She felt the flash of righteous anger fading fast, leaving her feeling stupid and childish and really wishing she hadn’t said anything.

“I see,” he said at last.

“I don’t have to explain myself to you,” said Valkyrie. “I don’t need to get your permission to kiss Caelan, or Fletcher, or anyone.”

“That’s right,” he said quietly, “you don’t. But we still have the problem of a vampire being in love with you.”

“I told you, it’s not a problem.”

“You can’t afford to encourage him.”

She glared. “I’m not encouraging him.”

“Then kissing him probably sends the wrong signal.”

Valkyrie looked away, unable to argue with him there.

“And what if Fletcher finds out?” Skulduggery continued. “Are you willing to lose your boyfriend over this? Caelan may be on his best behaviour with you, but by now, I can assure you, he is hating Fletcher. A hint, a suggestion, that’s all it would take to ruin things between you two.”

“Caelan’s not going to say anything,” she said, without conviction.

Then the lights went out. Before Valkyrie could even click her fingers, the emergency generator activated.

“Power cut?” she asked. “Or…?”

“Remnants,” Skulduggery said. “They’re here.”

They ran back to the others. Kenspeckle had a screen set up in the Medical Bay that showed multiple shots of the building’s exteriors.

There were hundreds of them – men and women and even a few children, mortal and sorcerer, all of them out there in the freezing cold with black-lipped smiles on their black-veined faces. Valkyrie could see Wreath and Shudder and Ravel, and a few other people she recognised. There was movement in the crowd around the main door, and Tesseract walked forward. He looked straight up into the camera.

Valkyrie felt the fear in her gut, and the cold, cold guilt. A part of her, a despairing part, wailed and cried that they were here for her, that all this was her fault.

It wasn’t, of course. The Remnants getting free had nothing to do with her, as far as she knew. If they hadn’t come after her, they’d still be out there, still hurting people and taking over bodies. This way, at least, they weren’t targeting mortals. For the moment.

They watched the screens as the possessed spread out, wrapping around the building like a noose on a neck.

A few of them approached the perimeter on the west side. One of them waved a stick at the air until it hit the invisible dome Kenspeckle had set up. The dome glowed blue at the point where the stick touched it, and the blue rippled outwards and gradually dissipated, like a pebble thrown into a still lake. The possessed let out a chorus of appreciation for such fine defensive work.

On the street-facing side, a sorcerer hurled a stream of energy that was soaked up into the blue without causing damage. A ball of fire exploded against it, bullets hit and dropped harmlessly, and a fist of shadows broke apart on impact. All those attacks did was send ripples of blue around the little building.

A group of the possessed broke off from the rest, started using their magic to blast away at the ground.

“They’re digging under,” Valkyrie said.

“They’re going to have to dig deep,” Kenspeckle told her. “We’re not encased in a bubble, but the dome does continue down into the earth for about ten metres. It’s not going to be easy for them.”

“How long till they break through?” asked Tanith.

“The dome will not fail completely,” Kenspeckle said, “but some gaps may start to appear. We can expect some of them to get through before the dome repairs itself.”

“Don’t mind that at all,” Tanith shrugged. “Just don’t want to get bored.”

Valkyrie didn’t say it, but looking down at the hundreds of murderous, black-lipped faces, she didn’t think there’d be much chance of that.

“Spread out,” Skulduggery said, “but not too far. We go where we’re needed, but we don’t go alone. Is that understood? Our aim is to defend and repel attacks until Fletcher teleports back to us. Until then, we do not rest and we do not stop. Let’s go.”


Under sustained attacks, gaps were appearing, and sorcerers were getting through to the building itself. There were further defences there, of course, and even more inside, but little by little, the building was breached.

Valkyrie was down in the morgue, watching helplessly as a large hole was blasted through the wall and three sorcerers jumped through.

Skulduggery ran to intercept the intruders. He pushed at the air and sent one of them back to the dome. The other two were Elementals, and knew how to meet the rush of air without losing ground. The biggest of them, an ugly man with curly black hair, slammed into Skulduggery and took him down. The other one, dressed in a suit and tie splattered with mud, went for Valkyrie.

She dropped right before he reached her, sweeping his feet from under him. He hit the floor and she gripped him with shadows, threw him spinning to the side of the morgue. The smack his head made against the concrete was wet and sickening.

The man with the curly hair punched Skulduggery’s head, grunting as his hand broke. Skulduggery kicked him away and rolled to his feet, slid sideways to avoid a lunge from the third intruder. His hand came around, caught the guy behind the ear, sending him stumbling. Valkyrie pushed at the air, directing it at the guy’s feet. His legs flew out behind him and he fell, and she ran up and volleyed his head like a football.

Skulduggery whipped an elbow into the curly-haired man’s nose. The Remnants were strong, and their sensitivity to pain was lessened, but they were still in human bodies, and human bodies had certain reactions to certain things. An elbow to the nose causes the eyes to water, which blurs the vision. A kick to the shin sends signals shooting into the brain, which in turn brings the hands down to protect the injured area. And a knee to the chin rocks the head back, which makes the brain slam into the wall of the skull, which results in blackout.

The man with the curly hair dropped like a sack of ugly potatoes.

Through the hole in the wall, Valkyrie could see the blue energy of the dome, and the possessed on the other side. She barely resisted the urge to shout, “That all you got?” The urge came from fear and the expectation of the inevitable, like when she was a kid playing hide-and-seek and she’d be consumed by the need to lunge from her hiding place as the seeker grew close and shout, “I’m here! I’m here!”

She wasn’t a kid any more, and those kinds of self-destructive urges had no place in her life, especially now.

The possessed looked at her and smiled. A few of them chanted her true name. She just stood there beside Skulduggery and waited for the next lot to break through.
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FRIGHTENING

[image: Image Missing]anith knew the sorcerer striding through the laboratory towards her. His skin was dark as ebony, his body big and broad and his eyes burning. He had taken the sword that fitted so comfortably in his hand from a vanquished opponent on a battlefield long ago, and it had served him well ever since. He was an Adept, his name was Frightening Jones, and they had briefly dated back in the 1970s.

His sword came for her and she slipped to the side, tried to sweep her own blade along the back of his leg, but he was already pivoting. Steel clashed and Tanith backed off.

“I’ve missed you,” he smiled.

“How’ve you been?” she muttered.

He shrugged, and sent the tip of his sword whistling for her throat. She dodged away.

“I’m doing all right,” he said, continuing his advance. “I was just over here for a bit of business, and then, well, you know…” He tapped his head. “It’s really not as bad as you think, sharing space with a Remnant. Although, to be fair, this new joining hasn’t made me appreciate Irish weather to any great degree. Still looking forward to being back in Africa.”

He lunged and she parried, flicked her sword to his shoulder, but he raised his blade, and her cut went wide.

“What about you?” he asked. “Anyone special in your life?”

“Oh, Frightening, you know you’re the only one for me.”

He laughed, and she pressed in, and now it was he who was forced to retreat. His defence was strong, the steel of his blade backed up by muscle and sinew. It flickered where it needed to flicker and his feet moved where they needed to move. He was still good. He hadn’t let his skills diminish. Tanith wondered if he was still better than she was.

He blocked a cut and shuffled forward, using his shoulder to knock her sideways. She flipped backwards to avoid the swipe to her knees, parried the follow-up and avoided the next strike altogether.

“When you’ve quite finished dancing,” China said as she strolled by.

Frightening moved round so that he could keep both of them in view. “Miss Sorrows,” he said, “so good to see you again. If you wait right there, I’ll get around to killing you as soon as possible.”

China folded her arms. “I haven’t got all day, Mr Jones.”

Frightening brought his sword down on Tanith’s, nearly ripping it out of her hands. He stepped up and booted her in the gut. She staggered, half bent over, and barely managed to roll away from the next assault.

“Well?” Tanith gasped to China.

China’s eyebrow raised. “Well what?”

“Are you going to help me or not?”

“Nonsense, you don’t need my help. You’re doing fine.”

Frightening feinted low, then brought the sword high. Tanith blocked, replied with three strikes in quick succession. The first two he batted aside with ease, but the third he let sail overhead as he ducked below it, bringing his blade dangerously close to her ribs. She darted away just in time.

Three more possessed sorcerers came through. China turned to them, arms still folded, her fingers briefly touching the invisible symbols carved into her forearms. Her arms flew wide and the nearest possessed caught a wave of blue energy at point-blank range. His bones broke and his flesh ruptured even as he was sent flying backwards. The other two Remnants rounded on China, just as Frightening renewed his attack on Tanith.

Tanith stumbled as she parried and blocked, trying to regain her footing and give herself some space at the same time. An almighty swing from Frightening took the sword from her hands. Instead of retreating further, she surprised him by leaping forward.

They struggled with his sword, Tanith kicking and kneeing at his legs the whole time. She sneaked a boot around his foot and pushed into him. He went back, tripping over her, but bringing her with him. He grunted as she landed on top of him. Using her full weight, she pressed the sword down against his throat. Teeth gritted and perspiration dotting his forehead, he resisted.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw China fling a dagger of red light into the chest of one of the possessed. He gasped and sagged, fell to his knees and keeled over. The remaining sorcerer grabbed China and slammed her against the wall.

Frightening was pushing back, the blade moving away from his throat with agonising slowness. It was all Tanith could do to watch the inevitable happen. In another few seconds, the blade would be far enough away for Frightening to start squirming beneath her. He’d throw her off, the battle would resume, and she’d more than likely die.

She thought of Ghastly, of the brief kiss she’d given him. All that time wasted. To die here and now, killed on this cold ground by a man she had cared for yet never loved, it was almost more than she could bear. She had thought she had all the time in the world to find the right moment with Ghastly. The curse of immortality, she reckoned, was procrastination.

Tanith flipped her body vertically, till she was in a handstand with both hands still on the sword. Frightening’s eyes widened as her full weight bore down on him, but her balance was easily shifted. She sprang away before he could try anything tricky, snatching up her sword as he got to his feet.

China, meanwhile, was getting down and dirty with the remaining mage. They rolled across the ground, China’s hair in her face. Finally, China simply grabbed the sorcerer’s head and slammed it down on the concrete, once, twice. Satisfied that her opponent was no longer a threat, she got up, breathing hard and looking angry.

The pupils dissolved in Frightening’s eyes, leaving them pure white and glowing. Tanith cursed, had to dive to avoid the stream of white light that burst out. She got behind a metal desk, felt the heat and heard the metal sizzle all around her. Abruptly, the light moved, and she peered out, saw Frightening closing in on China. China’s forearms were pressed together, forming the sigil that erected the shield between her and Frightening’s eye beams. Tanith had always thought those eye beams were among the coolest of Adept powers to have. She didn’t think they were quite so cool today.

“Keep the shield up!” she shouted. “He can’t sustain that level of intensity for more than a few seconds!”

“If you’re bored,” China shouted back, “you could always lend a hand.”

“Nonsense! You’re doing great!”

Frightening swivelled his head, the twin beams scorching towards her, forcing Tanith to duck back behind cover. She felt the heat die, and the brightness falter, and risked another peek to see Frightening blinking his pupils back into service.

“Now!” she called, lunging from cover.

For a few moments after using his power, Frightening was left blind as his magic recharged. China hit him from the side and Tanith leaped, both boots crunching into his jaw. He sprawled, his sword clanging to the floor. In an instant, China was leaning over him, her hand pressing against his forehead. He screamed, then went silent, but China kept her hand on his forehead, making his body jerk. Tanith grabbed China and yanked her back.

China’s elbow cracked against Tanith’s cheek and Tanith held up her hands.

“Stop! Wait! What the hell was that?”

China narrowed her eyes. “You attacked me.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did. You’re one of them.”

Tanith stared at her. “Did you see a Remnant slide down my throat? No, you bloody didn’t!”

“Then why did you stop me?”

“Because you were going to kill him!”

“He was going to kill us, you stupid girl.”

“No, China, he was going to lie there and be unconscious. Once that thing is out of him, he’s a good guy again. The same goes for most of these people that you don’t seem to have a problem using lethal force against.”

Without taking her eyes from Tanith’s, China tied her hair back off her face. “If it’s a choice between them or me, I pick me. Your little concessions of mercy are going to get you killed.”

Tanith wiped blood from her lip and didn’t respond.
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ACCORDING TO PLAN
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Its colour deepened with each impact. With each attempt to break through, it would darken, then fade, and then the attacks would begin again and the Hibernian Cinema would be covered by a blue dome of energy.

The sorcerers outside were taking turns, fifty of them each time, throwing everything they had at Kenspeckle’s defences.

The defenders went where they were needed – constantly repelling attacks and forcing back intruders. It was exhausting. Valkyrie fought her way from one side of the building to the other and back again. She was cut and bleeding and bruised and she couldn’t catch her breath.

There was a crash from a corridor behind her, and she heard Tanith shout, “They’re in!”

Valkyrie ran to help. Tanith was locked in a struggle with a black-lipped sorcerer, the pair of them rolling amid the debris around the massive hole in the middle of the floor. Another sorcerer was climbing up, and Valkyrie snapped her palm at the air, sending a rock hurtling into his face. The sorcerer fell back with a scream of pain, but another one took his place before the scream was even half done.

A flash of red light blinded her and she felt something hot sizzle by her cheek. She stumbled back, hands out against the air. There was a disturbance, something big coming for her. She clicked her fingers and flicked out a fireball, heard rapid cursing in response. She blinked quickly, able to see shapes now, and she saw the figure as he batted out the flames on his shirt. She gathered shadows and sent them roughly to where his head should be. His blurred form spun in mid-air and dropped.

Valkyrie squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them, vision clearing, in time to see Tanith rising off the unconscious sorcerer she’d been struggling with. Another black-lipped man climbed up into the room and Tanith met him, ducking the swipe of a knife and firing back three punches in return. The man grunted and the knife dropped. Tanith caught him with a kick that toppled him backwards into the hole.

Skulduggery ran in, fire in both his hands. He stopped in the middle of the room and sent twin streams of flame down into the hole. Valkyrie heard screams and shouts and a lot more cursing. Suddenly he doused the flames and crouched, fingers splayed out on the ground. The floor rumbled, cracked, and belched clouds of dust into the air as the tunnel caved in beneath them.

Skulduggery looked up. “Everyone OK?”

Tanith nodded. Valkyrie raised an eyebrow. “Another one of your new tricks?” she panted.

“Just the natural progression of earth manipulation. I’ll have to teach it to you sometime.”

“It won’t hold them for long,” Tanith said.


The possessed were inside the cinema and they were trying to get through into the science-magic facility. Valkyrie heard a terrified scream, and she split off from the rest. She rounded the corner to see a woman with wild, bushy hair closing in on Clarabelle. Valkyrie dived on her.

“Run!” she said to Clarabelle, and Clarabelle did.

The woman elbowed her and Valkyrie heard a crackle, just as the woman brought up a stun gun. Valkyrie dodged back, stumbled and fell backwards. She was so tired, her body so drained, that when she hit the ground it actually felt good to be lying down. Then the crazy woman jumped on her and it didn’t feel so good any more.

The stun gun crackled centimetres from her neck, and Valkyrie did her best to keep it away. “You’ll thank me for this later,” the crazy woman said through gritted teeth.

Valkyrie braced her forearm against the lower half of the woman’s face and slowly forced it back. She was running on pure adrenaline, and she was down to her last reserves. The crazy woman grinned, and Valkyrie’s strength failed. A moment before the stun gun pressed into her skin, Fletcher grabbed the woman and yanked her off. They vanished and Valkyrie sank back. Slowly, and with a moan, she raised both arms up. Fletcher reappeared above her, took her hands, and pulled her to her feet.

“I’m getting pretty good at this nick of time stuff, aren’t I?” he asked. She would have hit him if she wasn’t so tired.

Skulduggery ran over, China and Tanith behind him. “Fletcher, did you make it to the mountains?”

“Yes, we did,” Fletcher said. “We don’t know where the cavern is exactly, but I can definitely teleport to the general area.”

“You’re the only one immune to the Remnants,” China said to Skulduggery. “When we get there, we’ll do our best to hold them off while you activate the machine. From this point on, you’re the only one who matters.”

“I got Kenspeckle to open a few doors,” Ghastly said, hurrying over, “so they’re all flowing into the cinema. We need them in one place, and we’re not going to get a better chance than right now.”

Skulduggery turned to Valkyrie. “Are you ready?”

She nodded. “I can do it.”

“Fletcher, they’re going to be focused on the screen, trying to get through. You need to teleport us behind them, and then be ready to teleport everyone to the MacGillycuddy’s Reeks. Can you do that?”

“I can,” Fletcher said. “Everybody hold hands, now.”

Suddenly they were in the cinema, watching two thousand crazy people as they shouted and laughed and cursed.

“Valkyrie,” Skulduggery said. “Now.”

She reached out, allowing the coldness of the ring to spread to her fingertips. The shadows swirled and rose like a dark mist. The noise gradually died down, as the possessed swiped at the mist, expecting an attack. When none came, they looked around, confused. Valkyrie felt the shadows drift between them, and concentrated on spreading it out further. She opened her eyes, saw them all looking at her.

“Fletcher!” Skulduggery barked.

“Everyone hang on,” Fletcher said. His hand gripped Valkyrie’s shoulder. The others formed a chain on the other side of her.

“I’m not the one moving,” she heard him murmur. “It’s the universe that revolves around me…”

Valkyrie saw it out of the corner of her eye, a sliver of blackness reaching from behind Fletcher’s shoulder. Before she could warn him, the Remnant scampered up to his face and he stumbled back, trying to tear it away. He fell to one knee, but it was already in his mouth. He reared back and it was gone from sight, and his body arched in pain, then relaxed.

All around them, the possessed were laughing. Fletcher raised his head, and smiled with black lips.

Skulduggery’s gun leaped into his hand, but Fletcher disappeared.

“Over here,” Fletcher said.

They spun. Ghastly pushed at the air, but Fletcher was already gone. He appeared beside Tanith, who whirled in an instant, her sword slicing through nothing but empty space.

“You can’t beat me,” Fletcher said from behind them.

Skulduggery fired and China hurled daggers of red light.

“How stupid are you?” Fletcher called from the stage.

“I can be everywhere and anywhere,” Fletcher said from ten paces away.

“You can’t stop me,” Fletcher laughed from right beside them. He grabbed Valkyrie, pulling her from the others, and teleported her to the middle of the possessed sorcerers. The dark mist was already gone. The sorcerers around them started to chuckle. She glimpsed Skulduggery and the others through the gaps, but they were being ignored now that the Remnants had their prize.

“I love you,” Fletcher said, holding her close. “I was pretty sure I loved you before this, but now? Now I know. I love you more than anything, Val, and please trust me. When you’re joined, you’ll like it.”

Valkyrie punched him right across the jaw, elbowed a woman who reached for her and kicked out at a man. Someone tripped her and she fell. The people laughed, and then she felt hands grabbing her from beneath, and she sank into the ground. The sorcerers dived for her, but it was no use, and she shut her eyes as she was pulled down, underground.

“Hello, li’l darlin’,” Billy-Ray Sanguine said in her ear.
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STRANGE BEDFELLOWS

[image: Image Missing]he rumbling stopped and Valkyrie felt the cold, hard earth all around her. It was pitch-black and the familiar fears rose in her throat. Her thumb pressed against her index finger.

“If you’re plannin’ on clickin’ those fingers and generatin’ a little flame to see by,” Sanguine said, “may I suggest an alternative that will not burn up our remainin’ oxygen?”

Yellow light flooded the small space that surrounded them, and Valkyrie found herself looking at her own reflection in his sunglasses. He handed her the narrow torch. “Got this for you,” he said, his perfect white teeth flashing in a smile.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

“I ain’t exactly sure on this,” he replied, “but it looks to me, and I may be wrong, but it looks to me like I’m savin’ your life. Yep, I… I think that’s what it is.”

She frowned. “You’re not one of them?”

“The Remnants? Naw, they haven’t got me yet. Creepy critters, ain’t they?”

Valkyrie shifted a little. A half-dozen rocks were sticking painfully into her. “Why are you here?”

“Now, before you get all aggressive, let me say that I do remember the last time we met, and I do remember the promise you made me.”

“I said I’d kill you.”

“I told you I remembered, didn’t I?” Sanguine said crossly. “No need to threaten me again, just because you can. Fact is, I was plannin’ on leavin’ you alone for a while, but a job came up, and I needed my… payment.”

“How are you mixed up in this?”

“For once, I’m on the side of the angels, if those Roarhaven folk can be described as such. They hired me to help out against the creepy critters. I had a look, saw that they seemed to be goin’ after you all the time, so I figured the best way to hurt them is to take away the thing they want.

“I admit, the thought did enter my mind to kill you, and so take you away from them on a more permanent basis, but two factors stopped me from that course of action. The first factor is that for all I know, the reason they want you so bad is to kill you, and so by killin’ you myself, I’d be doin’ them one hell of a favour. The second factor is that I don’t want you dead just yet. I’m quite lookin’ forward to all the pain and torture I know you got comin’ to you.”

“You’re on our side?”

“That appears to be what I’m tryin’ to say.”

“So… you’ll be fighting beside us?”

“It’ll be strange, not tryin’ to cut your throat all the time, but yeah.”

Valkyrie pushed questions and suspicions and misgivings out of her mind. “OK, fine. We need to get into the Medical Bay to get Kenspeckle and Clarabelle, and then we have to get to the van on the other side of the street.”

“In a sec.”

She glared. “Let’s go.”

“You ain’t my damn boss, Cain. For your information, whatever force field thing you guys cooked up means I have to go deeper than usual to get around it, which means I have to work harder. We’ll move when we’re able to move.”

“You’re still injured.”

“Yes,” he said, his mouth twisting into an ugly sneer, “I’m still injured from when you cut me with a damn sword. I am still unable to move with my usual efficiency. Now, if this inconveniences you, please accept my heartfelt apologies. But once again, I must let it be known that this is your damn fault.”

The look on his face and the hate in his voice told Valkyrie to tread cautiously. He was a killer and a psychopath, and although he may have temporarily switched sides, she knew it wouldn’t take a lot for him to abandon her down here.

“Bet you never thought we’d end up on the same side, huh?” he asked, a new smile crossing his features. “Bet you never thought I’d save your skin.”

“What?”

“Just makin’ small talk. Got to distract myself from the pain, y’know? Life has a funny way of workin’ out, don’t it? Take your friend, for example. The sword-lady.”

“Tanith?”

“First time we met, we were tryin’ to kill each other, remember that? But every time subsequent to that there’s been a kind of a frisson between us.”

“A what?”

“Frisson. It’s French for… To be honest I don’t really know what it’s French for, but I know what it means in American. A sort of electrical undercurrent of emotion.”

“I know what frisson means, but I really don’t think Tanith would share your view.”

“You’re a kid. You don’t know the ways of menfolk and womenkind. All those threats she fires my way? That there is the mark of flirtation.”

“Oh, dear God,” Valkyrie said, the colour draining from her face. “You fancy Tanith.”

“I don’t fancy her, I—”

“You have a crush on Tanith. That is disgusting.”

“What? Why would it be disgustin’?”

“Because you’re a hired killer.”

“That don’t make it disgustin’, just makes it… unusual. Does she talk about me?”

“Somebody shoot me.”

“What does she say? I’m a formidable foe, right? Does she say anythin’ in a kind of a more… wistful voice?”

“I don’t want to talk about this.”

“Does she ever say, ‘If only he were good…’?”

“Stop your talking. Stop it right now. Stop it. She has a boyfriend.”

His face fell. “Someone I know?” he asked morosely.

“He may have punched you a few times, yes.”

“She’s not… She’s not datin’ the skeleton, is she? How would that be even possible, let alone… nice? He’s got no skin, or lips, or… or nothin’. And he talks. Good God, he talks and he never shuts up.”

“It’s not Skulduggery.”

“Well then, who else could it…? It’s not the ugly fella, is it? It couldn’t be the ugly fella.”

“Don’t call him ugly.”

“It is him! But he’s all scars! I mean, I know I ain’t got no eyes, but once you get past that, you got my face. And my face is all right. Better’n his. His is a mess, like he was dropped head first into a blender as a kid. Seriously? She’s with him?”

“Seriously, and you’re not going to break them up. Not because you won’t try, but because you won’t be able to. Look, are you ready yet? Can we move now?”

“I’m ready,” he snapped. “But this conversation stays between us, understand? My romancin’ ain’t gonna work if she knows it’s comin’.”

“Believe me, I never want to speak to anyone about this ever again.”

Sanguine took a breath and clenched his jaw, and Valkyrie clung on tight. They burrowed through the ground, the rumbling like thunder in her ears. She spat out dirt, keeping her eyes closed. Eventually she felt their trajectory shift. They were headed upwards now, but moving slower and slower with each passing second.

They broke through to light. They weren’t in the Medical Bay, but they were close enough. She left him panting on the ground.

“Stay here,” she said, “and catch your breath. I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Missin’ you… already,” he managed.

Valkyrie took off running. She called Kenspeckle’s name, then Clarabelle’s. She knew Kenspeckle wouldn’t allow himself to be taken over again, but didn’t know quite how far he’d go to stop that from happening. Would he hurt himself? Would he do worse?

“Kenspeckle!” she shouted. “We have to go! Clarabelle!”

Getting no answer, she ran the length of the corridor and turned into the next one. She called again for Kenspeckle, and passed yet another darkened room.

Drip.

She stopped, and turned. Slowly, she retraced her steps. She listened intently.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Valkyrie pressed her shoulder to the wall, centimetres from the doorway.

“Hello?” she said softly. “Kenspeckle? Clarabelle?”

Drip.

“Kenspeckle. It’s me. It’s Valkyrie. Are you in there?”

Still no answer. Still no sound, apart from that irregular dripping.

“I’m coming in,” she said, and stepped into the room. She poured her magic into a flame and it burned fiercely, throwing light across the countertops and equipment to each of the four corners. A warm, flickering light that illuminated Kenspeckle Grouse as he lay on the table, and Clarabelle, his assistant, as she crouched on top of him, a scalpel in each hand. Kenspeckle’s eyes were open and unseeing, and the work Clarabelle had been doing reminded Valkyrie of her own dissection just a few days earlier. Blood covered him, and dripped to a puddle on the floor.

Clarabelle screeched, her lips black and her skin riddled with veins. She leaped off the old man’s corpse and fell on to Valkyrie. They sprawled out through the door, landing in the corridor, those scalpels whipping at Valkyrie like snakes. Valkyrie seized one of Clarabelle’s wrists, held the blade away from her, tried to block the other one, but it bit into her face and scraped along her cheekbone. Warm blood flowed. Valkyrie cried out, and anger coursed through her, giving her the strength to throw Clarabelle off.

She got up, grabbed a metal tray and swung it into the back of Clarabelle’s head. She hit her again, and again, and wouldn’t let her up. Valkyrie battered her until Clarabelle dropped to the floor and didn’t move. Valkyrie threw the tray to one side and ran.

The corridors twisted and turned. Valkyrie’s hand was at her face, the blood pouring through her fingers. She slowed, panting, and heard voices. She crept forward, peered round the corner. Shudder and Tesseract were heading her way, followed by several other sorcerers, including Fletcher.

“We’re going to have to break her,” Fletcher was saying. “You don’t know her, not like I do.”

“Leave Darquesse to us,” Tesseract said.

“But that’s it, right there, that’s your problem. She’s not Darquesse, not yet. She’s still Valkyrie. We’ll never convince her to embrace her inner mass-murderer unless we cut off the things that she clings to.”

“And your suggestion?” asked Shudder.

Valkyrie ducked into a doorway as they neared.

“I’ll go pick up her parents,” she heard Fletcher say, and her stomach lurched. “I’ll bring them back here and kill them in front of her.”

“And what will this accomplish?” Tesseract asked. “Apart from making her hate us so much she never gives in? No, Valkyrie must become Darquesse willingly. We leave her family alone, for now.”

Valkyrie stayed where she was, crouched in the darkness as they walked away, trying to get her breathing under control. Her hands were shaking as she took her phone from her pocket. She thumbed a button and called her reflection.

“Take my parents out of the house,” she whispered.

The reflection’s voice was as cold and uninterested as ever. “Why?”

“They’re in danger. Fletcher’s been possessed. Take them somewhere. Not to Beryl’s, Fletcher knows where they live. I don’t care where you take them, just get them out of the house.”

“Hello, baby,” said Fletcher from right behind her.

Valkyrie twisted, but he was already gone. Something hit her hand and her phone went flying. She swung a fist in an arc, but didn’t catch him, and then he was behind her again and his fist crunched into the back of her head. She dropped to all fours, hair in her face, stunned. He grabbed her and hauled her up, threw her over a table and teleported to the other side as she landed on the ground. He kicked her, the Remnant inside him adding to his strength. She curled up, struggling for air.

“I thought I heard you,” he said. He was smiling. That cute smile she liked so much. “When I said I wanted to kill your folks, I thought I heard something, a little gasp. I knew it was you.”

Valkyrie turned over, gave a moan of pain.

“I’ll bring you to the others in a bit,” Fletcher said, “don’t you worry about that. I just thought it’d be nice if we spent a few minutes alone. I thought you might want to talk or something.”

She moved quickly, pushing at the air, sending the table hurtling to the other end of the room. But not Fletcher. Fletcher wasn’t there any more. She sensed him behind her, but was too slow to do anything as he grabbed her under the jaw with both hands and started dragging her across the floor.

“Knew you were fooling,” he said. “I know you too well, you see. Can’t bluff me, babe.”

Valkyrie grabbed his wrists to ease the pressure and swung her legs up and over in a backwards somersault. Her boots caught him in the face and he let go, cursing. She was up now. She took hold of the shadows in the room and they lifted him up and slammed him to the ground. She glanced at the door, but she couldn’t outrun a Teleporter and she knew it.

She aimed a kick at his head. He moved at the last second, rolled away, tried to come up, but her knee caught him under the chin. He fell back and she pressed in. If she gave him even a moment to recover, he’d teleport. She got behind him and wrapped one arm around his throat, braced it with the other, going for a choke. Fletcher reared back, but she hung on. He heaved forward, lifting her off her feet, trying to shake her loose. She tightened her hold. The Remnant might not need air to function, but the body it was using sure did. Another few moments and Fletcher would be unconscious.

He stopped trying to pry her fingers back, and instead, staggered to a chair that stood against the wall. He put one foot up on the seat. Valkyrie wriggled, did her best to throw him off balance, but didn’t dare loosen the choke. Grunting, Fletcher shifted his weight forward, and slowly stood up on the chair, taking Valkyrie with him.

She screamed a thousand curses in her mind, but there was nothing she could do, as Fletcher stood on shaky legs, and then propelled himself backwards. They fell in silence, Valkyrie shutting her eyes and waiting for the impact. She hit the ground and her head smacked off it, and stars burst behind her eyelids. She wasn’t even aware that she’d lost the choke. She wasn’t even aware of Fletcher getting to his feet beside her. She just lay there.

“Wow, you’re tough,” she heard Fletcher say. His voice sounded dim. “I’m not mad. I’m not. This is good. Darquesse is going to have to be tough, am I right?”

His image came into view. “But, wow, you nearly got me there. You nearly had me. If I didn’t have all this extra strength, I’d be out cold. I think I like that, you know, my girlfriend being stronger than me. I’d never admit it – well, the old me wouldn’t – but the new me is a lot more self-assured.”

Valkyrie moaned, and Fletcher knelt beside her. He gently raised her head off the ground, then slammed it back down again. His hands moved over her, checking her pockets.

“You know, I fancied you the moment I saw you. I didn’t want to admit it, because you were young and, you know, really annoying, but yeah, I liked you. We had something, didn’t we? A connection? I liked the way you took all of this so seriously. I found that really funny. Ah, here they are.” He dangled her own handcuffs over her. “I’ve really liked being your boyfriend, actually. I love all the fun stuff we do. But that’s nothing compared to the fun we’re going to have.”

He clicked the cuff on to her right wrist, and was going for the left when someone collided with him from behind. They crashed against the chair in the dark.

Valkyrie rolled slowly on to her side. Her head hurt and she felt sick, but she brought her legs in and got them under her. In the dark around her were more crashes, the sounds of struggle. Two figures, throwing each other into walls. She took a deep breath, then another, willing herself not to throw up. Strength was returning with each moment that passed. The world was becoming clearer. She stood.

Fletcher came stumbling from the shadows. There was a snarl and he turned just as Caelan leaped at him, and they both vanished.

Valkyrie frowned, and even as she started to wonder what Caelan was doing here, a wave of dizziness nearly pitched her on to her face. She managed to stay upright and staggered out into the corridor. She slumped against the wall and stayed there, gathering her strength. She took a small key from her pocket, opened the handcuff and put both away. Warm blood trickled down her face.

Her phone was on the floor nearby. She held out her hand. She could feel the air, but it took a few seconds before she could focus enough to pull it towards her. The phone lifted into her hand, and she slipped it into her jacket, then pushed herself away from the wall. Her balance was back. Her strength was back. She was hurting, but she’d get over it.

Valkyrie found her way back to Sanguine, who raised an eyebrow as she approached, but didn’t say anything. He took her underground, and they moved slowly through the earth and under the street. He was breathing hard, straining against the pain.

Finally, she heard shouting. Hands gripped her, pulling her from the ground. They were on the other side of the road, away from the Hibernian. She opened her eyes to see Ghastly dragging Sanguine to his feet, his fist pulled back, ready to punch. She called out and he looked around, puzzled.

“Our side,” she coughed in Skulduggery’s arms. “He’s on our side.”

Ghastly frowned at Sanguine and let him go. The Texan dropped to his knees, exhausted and in pain. Valkyrie heard shouting.

“They’ve noticed us,” said Tanith.

“Everyone get to the van,” Skulduggery ordered.

They ran, the Remnants behind them. Ghastly jumped in behind the wheel and they took off, tyres spinning.

“Are we going to drive there?” Tanith asked. “I know this thing is fast, but I don’t like the idea of a five-hour car chase on icy roads. And they have Fletcher now. He could teleport them all to any one of a hundred places he’s been between here and Kerry, and we’d drive right into them.”

“Fletcher’s distracted,” Valkyrie said. “I don’t know for how long. Caelan was there. He helped me. Kenspeckle’s dead.”

There was a moment of awful calm, that Skulduggery quickly dispelled. “We need to stay ahead of them just long enough so we can find somewhere to pull in. We’ll let them overshoot, get to Kerry ahead of us, and we’ll take our time, approach it right.”

“It’s going to be tricky,” Ghastly murmured.

“It usually is.”
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PLAN FALLS APART

[image: Image Missing]alkyrie chewed on a leaf to numb the pain as Tanith stitched the cut on her face as best she could. When Tanith was finished, Valkyrie sat back and closed her eyes. After an hour of driving, they turned off the main road and bounced down narrow lanes of potholes and ice for twenty minutes, then headed north, moving perpendicular to their destination. Valkyrie kept her head down. The van was warm, but it was no comfort. After everything she’d seen and been through, she just wanted her boyfriend’s arms around her. Sometimes the most comforting thing in the world was a hug.

It got dark, and Ghastly turned the headlights on. They passed three cars in two hours, and with every one they’d ready themselves for an attack. But the drivers were human, and mortal, and no threat to them.

Skulduggery asked questions. Sanguine answered them in his lazy drawl. Valkyrie didn’t pay attention. She lay down in the back, her head on Tanith’s lap, and fell asleep.

She woke to a conversation Skulduggery was having with Ghastly about abandoning the van and getting another. Ghastly was insisting on speed. Skulduggery was of the opinion that they should pick the first suitable vehicle they came across – there was no telling when this van would be recognised and reported.

Valkyrie dozed off again, only opening her eyes when the van pulled into an all-night petrol station. There was snow outside. Tanith took a few food orders and got out, hurried up to the bored man at the station window. Ghastly activated his façade and went to keep an eye on her, in case the Remnants had spread out this way. Valkyrie got out to stand beside Skulduggery while he filled the tank.

“I know he hid it well,” Skulduggery said, “but Kenspeckle really liked me.”

She surprised herself with a small smile. “No, he didn’t,” she said.

“No, he didn’t. But he liked you.”

“I don’t really want to talk about this. What is there to say? I can’t believe he’s gone? Can’t believe he’s dead? Obviously, it’s a shock. I don’t need to tell anyone that.”

“Sometimes it’s not what you say, Valkyrie, it’s just the fact that you’re saying it.”

She shook her head. “We don’t have the time. Fight now, mourn later. That’s our thing, right? If we stop and consider the implications every time something bad happens, we’d never get anything done.”

“Kenspeckle was your friend.”

“When all this is over, we’ll see who’s alive and who’s dead, and then I’ll cry, OK?”

He put his hand on her shoulder. “OK.”

“Clarabelle’s going to feel so bad when this is done with,” Valkyrie said quietly, then shook her head. She had to focus. “How far are we from the Receptacle?”

“We’re less than an hour from the mountain range, but we should wait until morning before approaching. Once we’re there, that golden key in your pocket will guide us to where we need to go.”

“Do we have a plan?”

“Plans are an invitation to disappointment.”

“And yet we’re probably going to need one. The Remnants are going to be all over the place to stop us from reaching the machine. Are you going to fly us in over their heads?”

“They’ll be expecting that. Now that we have Sanguine on our side, we could always burrow right under them.”

“I don’t think so. These days he can’t go 3 metres without needing a rest.”

“So we can’t go above, and we can’t go under. Looks like we’re going to drive in as close as we can, and just walk right in.”

“The direct approach.”

“The only approach we have left.”


Morning was slow in coming, and failed to bring with it warmth. Valkyrie’s nerves jangled beneath her skin. She noticed Tanith clenching and unclenching her fists beside her, and Ghastly had gone scarily quiet. Only China and Skulduggery seemed unperturbed by the danger they were about to walk into. Valkyrie couldn’t have cared less about how Sanguine was coping.

They drove deeper into a small town, which seemed to be hibernating under all the snow. Valkyrie longed to see normal people out walking, or buying the morning paper, or even sitting at traffic lights. She didn’t like this ghost town thing that had struck and spread, turning Ireland into a ghost country.

The van slowed suddenly, pulling in to the side of the road. Valkyrie peered over Skulduggery’s shoulder. A police car lay on its side at the junction ahead of them, its lights still flashing.

“The rest of you stay here,” Skulduggery said. “Valkyrie, you’re with me.”

They got out. She slid the door closed, and pulled the bandage away from her face. “How does it look?”

He peered at her. “It’s healing. The swelling has gone. It’s a nasty scar, but with everything Tanith applied to the wound, it should disappear in a day or so.”

She glanced back at the van, and her voice lowered. “You don’t trust them.”

“Not entirely,” he admitted.

“You think one of them’s possessed?”

“We have no way of knowing until they reveal themselves. You’re to stick with me, OK? Do not allow yourself to be caught alone with any of them.”

She nodded. Skulduggery held his gloved hand out in front as they approached the car, turning the ice to steam, allowing them a firm grip on the road. Valkyrie wished she could have done that while she was slipping and sliding all over Drogheda.

They reached the junction. Two cops lay on the far side of the car. Valkyrie went to one, Skulduggery to the other. She hunkered down, felt for a pulse.

“This one’s alive,” she said.

“This one isn’t,” Skulduggery replied. “But I don’t think the Remnants are out this far any more. I’d say they’re panicking, keeping everyone back.”

“So they’re content to just sit around and wait for us to show up?”

“Why not? They know we have to go to them eventually. They probably have a few scouts flying around, checking the perimeter. We’ll have to be very careful from here on out.”

They turned, and retraced their steps. Sanguine walked towards them.

“Get back in the van,” Skulduggery said.

“We may,” Sanguine responded, his words slurring like he was drunk, “have a bit of a problem.”

And then he collapsed. A stream of red light hit Skulduggery and blasted him back, all the way to the junction, where he hit the overturned police car and flipped over it. Valkyrie jumped sideways. She could see Ghastly, lying on the road beneath the open door of the van, and then China, strolling towards her with a beautiful, black-lipped smile.

Valkyrie raised her hand, but China flicked a dagger of red light into her. It hit her jacket and it was like she’d stuck her fingers into an electrical socket. She jerked back and fell to her knees.

“It’s time to come with me,” China said. “You’ve impressed all of us, but really, you didn’t need to. You’re Darquesse. That’s all we needed to know.”

China crouched over her, and took the golden key from Valkyrie’s jacket, and put it in her own pocket. “I don’t think this is going to be much use to you, to be perfectly honest.”

Someone moved around the van. Valkyrie’s vision cleared, just as Tanith collided with China from behind. They slipped on the ice and went down, but Tanith instantly sprang to her feet. China kicked out, catching her in the leg and knocking her back, then came up and tapped her forearms and flung them wide. Tanith dodged the wave of blue energy and got in close, her fist smacking against China’s cheek. Tanith’s hands blurred. A punch caught China in the ribs. She staggered back, gasping for breath, but managed to block the kick that followed. She tried to give herself some room, but Tanith was already closing in.

China knocked her knuckles together, and the tattoos glowed briefly red. She swung a punch that missed, but the next one caught Tanith in the chest. Tanith went sprawling, and slid across the ground.

Valkyrie glimpsed the glowing symbol on China’s right palm a moment before she seized Tanith’s wrist. Tanith screamed in abject agony, kicking out by pure instinct. Her boot crunched into China’s ribcage. China grunted and released her hold, and Tanith scrambled up and charged.

She went low, her shoulder against China’s stomach while her arms wrapped around her legs. She lifted China and then slammed her to the ground, falling on top of her. With her left arm, China held Tanith close, not giving her the room she’d need to throw damaging attacks. Tanith was concentrating on keeping China’s right hand, with that glowing symbol, away from her.

Feeling returned to Valkyrie’s legs, and she started to get up. Her brain struggled to sort itself out.

Tanith shoved China away and they parted, coming up on their feet at the same time. Tanith was the first to strike, but China parried the blow and chopped at Tanith’s bicep. Tanith back-peddled, her right arm hanging uselessly, and China stepped in quickly and caught her with a solid haymaker to the jaw. Tanith spun and fell to her knees.

Sanguine leaped at China, wrapping an arm around her throat. They stumbled back, but instead of trying to break the choke, China’s hand went to her belly. Blue energy crackled through her, throwing Sanguine off. He dropped to the pavement, and China turned her attention back to Tanith. She activated the symbols on both of her palms, then stepped up to clamp her hands on either side of Tanith’s head. Tanith arched her back and screamed.

Valkyrie pushed at the air, but her focus was off, and all she could do was stir up a breeze that played with China’s hair. China looked at her and let go of Tanith, who collapsed beneath her. Valkyrie’s legs gave out and she fell. She saw a Remnant flitting down towards Tanith, but China held out her hand.

“No,” she commanded. “Leave her. She annoys me. Take the scarred one.”

The Remnant hovered as if reluctant, then darted for Ghastly. China turned back to Valkyrie. “Come now,” she said. “Your disciples are waiting.”
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FOLLOWING THE KEY
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“Is someone gonna help me up?” Sanguine asked as he lay spreadeagled on the pavement. Tanith ignored him. Skulduggery came over, pulled her to her feet, and a wave of dizziness overtook her. She stumbled back against a lamp post.

“They have Val,” she muttered, waiting for the world to stop spinning. “Why didn’t China just kill her? Why do they want to keep her alive?”

“Valkyrie is Darquesse,” Skulduggery said.

“What?”

“It’s a long story, one that we’re going to help her make sure never comes true. Our only chance is the Receptacle. Are you OK? Can you fight?”

“Always.” Tanith pushed herself away from the wall, managing to stand by herself. “But China has the key. Can you activate the machine without it?”

“Hello?” said Sanguine. “Anyone hear me?”

“According to Gordon we need the key,” Skulduggery said. “We have to get it back.”

“So we fight our way through all the possessed to China, and then fight our way back to the Receptacle? I like a good scrap as much as the next girl, Skulduggery, but we’d never make it. We need another plan.”

“We don’t have another plan. The Remnants are in place right now. We don’t have time to mess about trying to hotwire a machine that none of us have ever seen before.”

Sanguine grunted. “Fine. Don’t help me up. See if I care. I’ll just lie here an’ freeze to death.”

Tanith spun to him. “Will you shut up?”

Sanguine smiled. “You are finally succumbing to my charms, ain’t ya?”

“Unless you have something constructive to add,” Skulduggery said, anger biting the edges of his words, “then I agree with Tanith. Shut. Up.”

“Oh, but I do have somethin’ constructive to add. Sword-lady, help me up now an’ I’ll solve all your problems an’ woes, I swear on my dear dead momma, may she rest in pieces.”

Tanith stalked over to him, grabbed his outstretched hand, and twisted his wrist until he leaped up, howling.

“There,” she said. “Happy?”

The Texan scowled at her. “We got to work on our communication skills, honey bunny.”

“This constructive thing you were going to add to our conversation,” Skulduggery said. “Now would be a good time to share it.”

There was a sound, like a car backfiring in the distance. Sanguine frowned, and his hand went to his shoulder. When he took it away, it was covered in blood. “Hey,” he said, surprised. “I think I been shot.”

Tanith looked past him, and saw a man running towards them, his left arm in a sling, his right holding a gun. He was firing as he came.

“That guy shot me!” Sanguine exclaimed.

The man’s aim wasn’t improving, but the closer he got, the closer the bullets whined. Tanith ducked behind Skulduggery as he held up a hand, creating a solid wall of air. Sanguine took a deep breath, and the ground swallowed him.

“Remnant?” Tanith asked.

“Dalrymple,” Skulduggery replied.

The man, Dalrymple, threw the gun away and took a sword from his belt, yelling a battle-cry. A hand emerged from the ground, snagged his foot, and Dalrymple sprawled onto the road. Sanguine rose up behind him, kicking the sword from his hand. Dalrymple lunged, but Sanguine caught him with a knee to the gut, then grabbed his ear. Dalrymple cried out, and Sanguine dragged him over to the pavement. He dumped him at Skulduggery’s feet, then turned his full attention to clutching his injured shoulder.

“This really hurts,” he muttered. “I hope we’re gonna kill this guy. We are gonna kill him, right?”

“Please,” Dalrymple sobbed. “Let me close to them. I’m sorry I shot at you. You were just in my way. I thought you were going to stop me.”

Skulduggery turned his head, looking behind them. Tanith followed his gaze. The possessed would have been preparing to stop anyone from reaching the Receptacle – so that probably meant that the place where they gathered was directly outside the chamber. She looked at Skulduggery and knew he was thinking the same thing.

“Leave the weapons here,” Skulduggery said. “We won’t stop you.”

Sanguine looked up. “What? We’re lettin’ him go?”

“This has nothing to do with you, Sanguine.”

“I’m the one he shot!”

“Dalrymple, go. Now.”

Dalrymple looked up, tears in his eyes, like he was waiting for Skulduggery to change his mind. When nothing more was said, he scrambled up, and sprinted past them.

“I don’t believe you guys,” Sanguine said, shaking his head. “I bet if he’d shot you, you wouldn’t be nearly so forgivin’.”

Tanith looked at him. “How stupid are you?”

Sanguine looked offended. “Not very.”

“Think about it, moron. None of us know where the Receptacle is, do we? None of us know where the Remnants are. They could be anywhere. It’s a big mountain range.”

“It ain’t that big.”

“He’s going to lead us right where we need to go. And you notice he’s on foot? So he knows a short cut.”

“And… we’re gonna follow him?”

“Do you need me to explain it to you slower?”

“Hey, enough with the attitude, OK? I been shot, an’ my insides are still all twisted up, and I’m sufferin’ from blood loss. But I ain’t no moron. Fact is, both of you are the morons. You’re plannin’ on followin’ him to the creepy critters an’ the machine that’ll save us all, but you can’t start it, can ya? What’re you plannin’ on doin’, lookin’ at it awhile? Remarkin’ on how pretty an’ shiny it is? Call that a plan?”

“Do you have a better idea?” Skulduggery asked.

“Course I do. I’m from Texas. We all got better ideas in Texas. My idea is to follow that fool who shot me, get into the cavern where the giant Soul Catcher is kept, and turn it the hell on, usin’ this key I picked from the pocket of Miss China Sorrows.” Sanguine held up the golden key, and tossed it to Skulduggery. “Now tell me – what do y’all think of that particular plan?”


They kept at a safe distance, but they needn’t have bothered. Dalrymple was so intent on getting to his precious Remnants that he didn’t even glance back once. Sanguine spent most of the time complaining about his arm. He was chewing on a leaf to numb the pain, but it was obvious, just by looking at him, that he was getting weaker with each step. Halfway there, Skulduggery slowed down to help him traverse the rocky terrain. Sanguine was too tired to question the sudden change of heart, but Tanith knew that Skulduggery must have one last job for him to do before he fell by the wayside.

“Hold on,” Skulduggery said at last, as they watched Dalrymple disappear from sight. The golden key was glowing. He moved it around, and the glow strengthened. “This way. Tanith, check on Dalrymple.”

He half-carried Sanguine up an incline to their right, and Tanith jogged to where she had last seen Dalrymple. She crouched as she approached an outcrop, and peered over it. Below her, in a wide-open space of grasses and gorse bush, were two thousand possessed people. She saw Dalrymple running towards them, then ducked down before anyone saw her. Keeping low, she hurried back, and rejoined Skulduggery just as he sat Sanguine down next to a sheer wall of rock.

“I’m feelin’ distinctly woozy,” Sanguine mumbled.

“It looks like they’re all there,” Tanith told Skulduggery. “And I mean, all of them. There’s an army down there. Is this the cavern? Where’s the door?”

“I think this is the door,” Skulduggery replied. “Notice how sharp the angles are on this section? See? Less weathered. Less beaten down by the elements.”

“So… what? What does that mean?”

“They’re resistant to damage. And the door to the cavern would have to be very resistant to damage.”

“Hey,” she said, nudging Sanguine with her foot, “can you take us inside?”

“Let him rest,” Skulduggery told her. “We’re going to need him soon enough. I’m sure we can get in here by ourselves.”

“So how do we open it? Is there a magic word or something?”

“I hope not. I’m assuming this key will activate the machine and open the door, but…”

“But where’s the keyhole?”

“Indeed.”

He tapped the key against the rock wall. Nothing happened. She pressed her hand flat against it, the way she’d open any locked door. Still nothing.

“Are you sure this is the door?” Tanith asked. “I can’t see any join, or hinge, or anything like that. How does it open? Does it swing, or rise, or sink, or what? If we knew that, we could work our way back from there.”

Skulduggery examined the rock anew. “It wouldn’t be easy to open, but at the same time it should be straightforward. Anyone who needs to access the Receptacle ought to be able to do so, once they have the key.”

“So maybe it’s a combination of both,” Tanith said. “A magic word spoken by whoever’s holding the key.”

“It’s possible, but that doesn’t exactly help us. Any one word in any language, magical or mortal, could unlock it.”

“Well, you’re the detective. You figure it out.”

Skulduggery sighed, and considered the rock wall again. “Open,” he said loudly. “Oscail. Oscailte amach. Enter. Mellon. Open Sesame. Remnant. Soul Catcher. Receptacle. Danger.”

“Wow,” Tanith breathed. “We could be here a while.”

Sanguine looked up from his seated position beside Skulduggery. “There’s somethin’ written on it,” he said, slurring his words. “The key. Look.”

Skulduggery turned it over and Tanith stepped up, but all she could see was flat gold. “I can’t see anything,” she said.

“I can,” Skulduggery murmured. He tilted the key till it caught the light. “It’s faint, but it’s there.”

She peered closer. “You sure it’s not just your imagination playing tricks?”

“When my imagination plays tricks,” Skulduggery answered, “they’re a lot more elaborate.”

“I swear, I can’t see anything.”

“That’s because you’re lookin’ with your eyes,” Sanguine said, his head drooping. “Me an’ the skeleton, we ain’t got eyes.”

“It says erode,” Skulduggery said.

Tanith looked at the rock wall. “Nothing’s happening.”

Skulduggery thought for a moment, then said, “Creim,” and the wall started to rumble.

Tanith looked at him. “It worked. It’s working. What did you say?”

”Creim,” he repeated. “It means erode in Irish.”

Relief swept through her and she smiled, and the rock exploded into a cloud of dust that stung her eyes and got into her mouth. Tanith stumbled away, coughing and spluttering. The dust was in her hair and in her clothes. Her vision finally cleared and she saw Skulduggery, standing there in a dust-free air bubble.

“Oh,” he said, noticing the state she was in. “Sorry.”

The cloud parted for him as he walked through it. Tanith scowled and followed, helping Sanguine up and entering the newly-formed cave mouth.

“Maybe you should put your arm around me,” Sanguine said. “I’m feelin’ faint.”

“If you faint, you fall,” Tanith responded.

Torches flared in brackets as they passed. The tunnel went on for twenty metres, then opened out into a cavern. Skulduggery stood just ahead, waiting for them to catch up.

“Well?” Tanith asked. “Is it there?”

He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to.

A globe, like a small glass moon, 100 metres high and 100 metres wide, sat in a cradle of metal and wooden struts, lashed together with rope and chains. The architects, the engineers, whoever had built this, had used the rocky outcrops to border the machine, to supply its foundation. The cavern itself seemed to be an extension of the massive device, designed to accentuate the size and shape, giving the Receptacle an air of something that had always been here, a natural formation of magic and old science, deep within the mountain.

“Cool,” Tanith said.

She left Sanguine leaning against the wall, and joined Skulduggery as he hurried to what looked like a control centre. There were dials and gauges and levers, and a narrow rectangular slot. Without wasting time on ceremony, Skulduggery slipped the key into the slot. Immediately, a gauge came to life. Skulduggery grabbed a lever and pulled it down sharply.

And nothing happened.

“Well,” Tanith heard Sanguine say, “that’s kinda disappointin’.”

“No,” Skulduggery said, “look. It’s moving.”

Tanith could see it now. The globe was beginning to rotate – very, very slowly. It creaked as it did so.

“It hasn’t been used in over a century,” Skulduggery said. “It needs some time to warm up. In order for the Remnants to be dragged into it, we’ve got to make sure that the possessed stay close by.”

“An’ just how,” Sanguine asked, “are you plannin’ on doin’ that?”

Skulduggery looked at him, and his head tilted.

Sanguine’s mouth turned down. “Aw, hell,” he muttered.
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[image: Image Missing]er surroundings were quite beautiful – a snow-covered mountain, layers of mist rising from the valleys, a pale blue sky. They had passed a lake on the way here, and the roads were narrow and winding, occasionally edged with low stone walls. Altogether very pretty, with the effect only ruined by the two thousand black-veined people waiting for her when she was pulled out of the van.

China marched her to a small hill in the middle of the clearing, all the Remnants gathered round in their hijacked bodies. China removed the shackles from Valkyrie’s wrists. Anton Shudder and Tesseract joined them on the hill. The crowd was silent.

“Valkyrie Cain,” Tesseract said, “I am very glad I didn’t kill you. What a mistake that would have been. I would have robbed us of our saviour.”

“Let me go,” Valkyrie said. “If I’m your saviour, then do as I command. Let me go.”

“You’re not our saviour. Not yet. But with a little help from us, you soon will be.”

“I don’t know what you expect me to say. Do you think I’m just going to agree to all this? I’m not going to hurt innocent people.”

“If we torture you enough,” said Tesseract, “you’ll do anything we tell you to.”

Valkyrie said nothing.

“I’m the one who saw you. I saw you through the eyes of Finbar Wrong, laying waste to the world. That’s all we want. We want a dead world, where we are free, where we don’t have to hide in flesh suits. You give us that world. From the moment I saw you I knew we had to help, to guide you on your path. Now, I am not so sure I was right.”

“So you’re going to let me go?”

There was a ripple of laughter in the crowd.

“No,” Tesseract said. “You see, we have been talking, all of us, and we wonder if we are taking the correct approach. It was China who thought of it, actually.”

China smiled. “We’re friends, aren’t we, Valkyrie? That’s what you said. And because we’re friends, because I know you so well, I can see that it would take a lot to make you hurt the people you love.”

“I’m not Darquesse,” Valkyrie blurted. “I’ve changed all that. That future doesn’t happen any more.”

“How can you be sure?” asked China.

“I’ve sealed my name.”

“Ah, I see. So you think the only reason you kill everyone is because someone is forcing you to, yes?”

“Of course. Why else would I do it?”

“Because you want to, perhaps? Because something happens, something so awful that it drives you to the edge, and the only way out you can see is if everybody dies?”

“That’s insane.”

“All kinds of people want to kill the world, Valkyrie.”

“Not me.”

“Not yet.” China laughed. “But I agree with you. I don’t think you have it in you. So I came up with an alternative. What if, Valkyrie, what you say is true? What if you would never do this? What if, in fact, it isn’t even you?”

“What?”

“I think Darquesse is like us, you see. I think Darquesse has a Remnant inside her.”

Valkyrie shrank back. “No.”

“I think in order for our messiah to come out, one of us is going to have to bond with you.”

“No.”

“And we already have a volunteer,” China said with a smile.

Fletcher appeared at China’s side. “I love you,” he said to Valkyrie. “And now I’m going to be you.”

Hands grabbed her and she struggled against them, but there were too many. Her head was pulled back and there were fingers in her mouth. She bit down and tasted blood, heard a howl of pain, but her jaws were forced apart and she saw it, the Remnant, darting from Fletcher’s mouth as he dropped to the ground, unconscious.

The Remnant latched on to her face and it was cold. The hands released her and Valkyrie staggered back, lost her footing. She fell, rolled down the small hill, all the while trying to pull the darkness away from her. She felt it slither down into her throat. Her hands clutched at her chest as the Remnant dissipated within her. Tendrils of cold slithered through her body and pierced her brain. Something burst within her mind and the fear went away, and Darquesse stood.

The others were watching her expectantly, eyes filled with hope and hunger, mouths twisted in smiles.

Ghastly was the first to step forward. “My Lady?” he asked, voice shaking. When Ghastly had been Ghastly, before the Remnant shared his being, he had been a good man. Darquesse remembered their first meeting, when he had told her that magic wasn’t a game, and that she should walk away and leave this behind her. He had said those words for her own good, but of course she hadn’t listened. This was a path she had always been meant to walk.

Destiny? She didn’t believe in it. But she had seen into the future and they had seen herself burn the world. And that, she believed in.

She took her eyes off the people around her and looked at the world. The mountains and the snow, and the rocks and the sky. She tasted the air. Why would she want to destroy all this? What was it that could drive her to annihilate an entire planet? And what would she do, once everyone and everything was dead? Who would there be to talk to?

Darquesse smiled at the questions she found herself asking. No doubt, when the time came, she would fully understand why she was killing everything. When the time came, she was sure it would all make perfect sense.

“Lady Darquesse,” someone said, barging through the crowd to throw himself at her feet. His left arm was in a sling. “I am yours to command. You have given me purpose. You have given me a reason to exist. What is your will?”

He looked up at her, tears in his eyes.

She kicked him under the chin, marvelling at her strength. His jaw splintered instantly, but her boot continued upwards and his head came apart around it. Some important piece of him, possibly his brain, shot into the sky like a football. His body crumpled and she laughed and turned to the others. The shock over what she had just done made some of them step back, but there were plenty of others who were laughing along with her, and there were a few who actually applauded. She despised them all.

She leaped for the nearest one, a sorcerer she had once spoken to in the old Sanctuary. Her fingers closed around his throat and she tore out his windpipe. The woman beside him clapped, and Darquesse put her fist through the woman’s chest, then flung the body behind her.

The laughter was dying. No one was cheering any more.

Darquesse swept through them, their screams like a lullaby, making her smile. As she moved, she could sense the Remnant inside her. She could sense its presence and its confusion. This was not how it was meant to be. It had slithered its way inside and opened her up, allowed Darquesse to surface. But they had not, as the Remnant had expected, become one pure being. They were still two separate entities, and she felt its fear and it brought a chuckle to her lips.

Her soul was sealed, Nye had seen to that. It was hers, and hers alone. All the Remnant had managed to do was break down some walls between Valkyrie Cain and the source of her magic. It may have tainted something along the way, Darquesse couldn’t be entirely sure. Not that it mattered. It was Darquesse who was in control here.

The Remnant wanted to get out. It was trying to bring itself back together and crawl out of her, but Darquesse wouldn’t allow it. She kept it where it was, isolating it, draining its malevolence to add to the magic that was pumping through her body.

The sorcerers were attacking her now, trying to subdue her, trying to save themselves. She used the air to fling three of them upwards, then sent three spears of shadows after them.

Hands seized her from behind, trying to choke her. She poured darkness through her skin into his, and the man shrieked and fell back, his hands melting away to stumps. A stream of energy sizzled to her and she caught it in her palm, countered its effects without even knowing how she was doing it, and threw it back. The stream hit its owner, and its owner split apart in a fine red mist.

She crushed the skull of a handsome man and tossed him away from her. His body spiralled over the angry crowd. Things were not going as they had planned.

Darquesse clicked her fingers and flame enveloped her. Her skin and hair and clothes all burned, fiercely and brightly, but the fire didn’t damage her. People scrambled to get away. She held out a hand and fire leaped at them. They rolled and writhed and screamed. She laughed. A man tried to run. Tesseract caught him by the throat.

“You run from your saviour, you ungrateful wretch?”

“She’s killing us,” the man gasped.

“This is what we call warming up.” Tesseract shoved him back. “Darquesse, please accept my apologies. Kill as many as you like. When you are ready to begin the decimation of the world, please know that we will be ready to serve, to help in any way.”

Darquesse used the fire to kill the man who had run, then let the flame go out and stalked towards Tesseract, wondering how long he would stay faithful once she started pulling out his spine. But then the ground started to crack, and Skulduggery Pleasant and Tanith Low burst up in a shower of dirt and rock. Billy-Ray Sanguine collapsed behind them and didn’t move.

“Valkyrie,” Skulduggery said, “stop this.”

Darquesse looked at him, then looked at Tanith. Tanith looked scared, and shocked, and upset, and worried. She held her sword like she was ready to use it on anyone who got close. Darquesse could see her own reflection in the blade. A pretty girl with a scar in her cheek, sixteen years old and dark-haired. Her pale face splattered with other people’s blood. Her eyes, dark-ringed. Is this what they all saw, she wondered, or did they see something else? Something magnificent and terrible? Something monstrous?

“Valkyrie,” Skulduggery said. She looked back at him. “You’re not yourself. Do you understand me? You’re confused. You are Valkyrie Cain. You are not Darquesse.”

“You cannot change who she is,” Tesseract said from behind him.

“Shut up,” Skulduggery said without looking around. “Valkyrie. Listen to my voice. I’m your friend. I’m your partner. I promised you I’d help you with this and I intend to. You don’t want this to happen, I know you don’t.”

A man lunged at Tanith and Darquesse gestured, took his head off with a shadow.

“Val,” Tanith said, her voice shaking. “Please. It’s me. It’s us. You don’t want to hurt anyone. Come back to us.”

“I could kill you,” Darquesse said. She didn’t have to talk loudly to be heard. “I could reach out, take hold of your face and squeeze, turn your head to mush. In your last few seconds of life, what would you think of me? Would you still love me? What about you, Skulduggery? I could kill you just as easily.”

“You’re not going to kill me, Valkyrie.”

“Valkyrie is gone.”

“No, she’s not,” Skulduggery said. “I’m talking to her.”

Darquesse shook her head. “You don’t understand.”

“I understand perfectly. Darquesse isn’t a separate entity. She isn’t another person. She’s you. If you make the wrong choices, if you stop loving the people who love you, if you allow the world to twist and turn and change you, then yes, the future we’ve seen will come to pass. But if you fight, and if you kick, and struggle, and refuse to give in to the apathy, or the anger, or the hopelessness, then you’ll change the future, and you’ll walk your own path. And I’ll be right there beside you, Valkyrie. I’ll always be beside you.”

She felt the Remnant inside her, its anguish, and she grew tired of playing with it. It had come into her so eagerly, impatient to share her being and help her fulfil the fate that the psychics had foreseen. But now it understood that there would be no sharing. The Remnant’s presence was merely offering her a peek at what was to come – but she would get there on her own. She didn’t need any help.

It squirmed and fought and its screams filled her head, and when she was done enjoying it all, she flooded her body with heat, and the heat burned away the cold that the Remnant had brought. She purged it from her body, and purged it from her mind, and then it was gone. And with it, for the moment, went the bad thoughts and the emptiness.

Valkyrie’s legs folded beneath her and Skulduggery darted forward to keep her from falling. “Thanks,” she mumbled, as the crowd surged around her.

“No problem,” Skulduggery said softly, then pressed his gun into her temple and said loudly, “Any of you take even one more step and Valkyrie dies.”
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“You’re bluffing,” he said.

“Try us,” Tanith told him, her sword flashing to Valkyrie’s throat, where it lay cold against her skin. “You’re not going to kill her,” Tesseract said. “Put the weapons down.”

Skulduggery thumbed back the hammer of his gun. “Valkyrie would rather die, here and now, than allow another one of you to possess her and drive her to become the monster that kills the world. We’d be doing her a favour, she knows we would.”

Wreath came up beside Tesseract, smiling. “Don’t be ridiculous. She’s your friend. She’s your partner. She’s an honest, decent, innocent girl with her whole life ahead of her. You’re not going to kill her in cold blood.”

“Ghastly,” Skulduggery called. “Are you here?”

The crowd parted, and Ghastly made his way forward.

“You’ve known me a long time,” Skulduggery said. “Do you think I’d be willing to kill Valkyrie to save the world?”

Ghastly’s fist clenched, and he looked at Tesseract. “He’ll do it,” he said.

“I agree,” said China, gliding easily through the throng of people. “To be perfectly honest, I’m surprised he hasn’t pulled the trigger already.”

Wreath’s lip curled in a snarl. “Then we’ll take her from him.”

“I don’t like your chances,” Skulduggery said. “There are some among you who could probably take down either myself or Tanith before we could act. But both of us? You don’t have a hope. We’re giving you ten seconds to vacate the people you’ve possessed.”

“I’m not going back to prison,” Ghastly said. “If you’re going to kill Valkyrie, then go ahead. We might not get our dead world, but anything is better than going back to that room.”

“We’re not telling you to,” Tanith said. “Vacate those people and leave. Neither side is going to win here today, so we’re calling it a draw. Try your luck again tomorrow, and tomorrow we’ll kick the hell out of you.”

“You expect us to give you back these people?” China asked. “I think not. I rather like this body and this mind, and all the magic that comes with them.”

“Those of us who are inhabiting the forms of sorcerers are weapons now,” said Tesseract. “We’re not going to relinquish these weapons so you can use them against us the next time we meet.”

“I’m afraid you don’t have a choice,” Skulduggery said. “Those ten seconds start now.”

Tesseract glared at him with hatred in his eyes, and then he looked at Valkyrie. “Your friends are prepared to kill you, Darquesse. They fear you. As well they should.”

“Five seconds,” Skulduggery said.

“This isn’t over,” Tesseract said.

He pried his mask away from his face and opened his mouth wide, as all around him his companions did the same. The Remnant squirmed out and flitted to the sky, and Tesseract collapsed, unconscious, the mask snapping back into place. All around Valkyrie, Remnants crawled out of the mouths of their vessels to emerge as a cloud of writhing blackness that filled the air with angry shrieks.

Valkyrie looked up at Skulduggery. “The Receptacle,” she whispered.

“Don’t worry, Val,” Tanith said. “We already found it. See that little cave over there? That’s the entrance.” And even as she spoke, the ground started to rumble.

The Remnants’ movements grew erratic, as the first of them felt the pull. Three of them suddenly whipped out of the cloud, yanked by an invisible hand to the mountain, their screeches turning from anger to terror. More followed, in greater numbers, forming a continuous stream of howling darkness.

The Remnant that had vacated Tesseract’s body dived down, clinging on to the collar of the assassin’s coat, fighting the pull. It dragged itself towards his masked face, stopping only when Skulduggery went to stand over it.

“The moment you inhabit that man,” Skulduggery said, speaking loudly to be heard over the shrieking and the rumbling, “I’ll kill him and you’ll be destroyed. Do you think I’m bluffing?”

Tanith lowered her sword from Valkyrie’s neck, and Valkyrie started to breathe again. The stream ended, disappearing into the mouth of the cavern. The Remnant clinging defiantly on to Tesseract was the last one. And then it too let go.

But instead of allowing itself to be pulled into the mountain, it veered off and lunged at Valkyrie. Tanith shoved her out of the way and the Remnant collided with her instead. Tanith went rolling down the embankment, and Valkyrie and Skulduggery leaped down after her. Tanith tried to pull the Remnant from her, but it was no use. Her throat bulged, and she stopped gagging.

Immediately, she spun on to her back, her boot striking Skulduggery’s leg with a sharp crack of breaking bone. He yelled in pain and Tanith was up and jumping, spinning in mid-air to deliver another kick to his ribs. Skulduggery stumbled and went down.

Tanith reached for Valkyrie, who stepped back and slapped the hand away, struggling to adjust to Tanith as an enemy. Tanith had no such qualms. Her elbow smacked into Valkyrie’s jaw and Valkyrie sprawled in the gorse brush. She got up and blocked a kick that drove her back, tried to respond with one of her own, but Tanith just laughed.

The air rippled and Tanith hurtled off her feet.

“Run!” Skulduggery shouted as he tried to get up.

Valkyrie sprinted for the cavern. The Receptacle was still active, she could hear the rumble and feel the ground tremble beneath her boots. If she could lure Tanith into the cavern, the machine would rip the Remnant out of her, but she didn’t have much time. It was already slowing down. She glanced back to see Tanith flipping over Skulduggery’s head, landing to scoop something off the ground. Skulduggery’s gun.

Valkyrie turned to run back. Tanith fired twice and Skulduggery jerked, stumbling on his bad leg. He went down and Tanith threw the gun away, then looked up to grin at Valkyrie.

Cursing, Valkyrie resumed her run to the cavern. Tanith was behind her and gaining fast, and Valkyrie realised just how much her friend had been holding back during their time training together. Tanith was always stronger, faster and better, but she had never made it too obvious. There were occasions when Valkyrie had even fancied that they were becoming equals. Now, with the effortless way Tanith was closing the distance between them, Valkyrie could see what a self-deluding fool she’d been.

She reached the cavern before Tanith caught up to her. The deep roar from the Receptacle was almost deafening, dust falling from the rock ceiling. The orb in the machine was alive with swirling blackness. Valkyrie turned, panting, as Tanith staggered in behind her. The grin was gone, replaced with a strained determination. The Remnant inside her must have been screaming in pain.

“Let her go!” Valkyrie shouted.

Tanith kept coming, lurching with each step. Valkyrie pushed at the air, just hard enough to hurt and maybe loosen the Remnant’s hold, but Tanith sprang, catching her by surprise. Valkyrie fell back, whipping the shadows to cover her retreat, but Tanith cartwheeled on one hand and ran to the wall, running up and disappearing behind a jagged outcrop.

Valkyrie kept stepping back, searching for a place to stand that wouldn’t leave her vulnerable. She saw movement out of the corner of her eye as Tanith dropped behind her, but she was too slow to do anything about it. Tanith wrapped an arm around her throat, going for a sleeper hold. Panic flashed in Valkyrie’s mind. Her hands moved of their own accord, snapping flat against the air, the way she used to do at home to boost herself up to her windowsill. This time, she shot backwards, hearing Tanith’s surprised yell as they both went sprawling.

She expected Tanith to already be on her feet by the time she looked up, but the effect of the machine was becoming more noticeable. Tanith’s lips were black, and the veins were spreading as she dragged herself up off the ground.

Valkyrie ran at her, intent on piling on the pressure until the Remnant couldn’t take any more. Tanith blocked the first punch and dodged the second, but Valkyrie kicked at her shin and connected with the third. She followed it with a side kick, shooting it out like Tanith herself had taught her. Tanith doubled over and Valkyrie pulled her head down to meet her knee. Tanith snapped back on impact and staggered away, tripping over her own feet and falling in the dust.

“Leave her,” Valkyrie demanded.

Tanith laughed, and spat blood. “You’re going to have to kill me, Val.”

Valkyrie went to move forward, but she could tell Tanith was trying to draw her in. Instead, she grasped a trail of shadows and flicked it. Tanith dived and rolled, the shadows missing her completely. She kicked out, sweeping Valkyrie’s legs from under her. Valkyrie hit the ground, felt Tanith’s hands on her, and then her jacket was yanked off. Tanith hauled her up and threw her against the wall. A fist flew at her face and suns exploded before her eyes. Another one came in low, swooping into her side. Without the protection of her jacket her lungs turned sharp and painful and she knew a couple of ribs were broken.

Her eyes were blurred with tears and she couldn’t see what she was doing, but she knew roughly where Tanith was, so she launched her head forward. She felt the impact and heard Tanith’s howl of pain. She wiped her eyes, saw Tanith holding her nose. She shuffled forward with a kick that would have felled anyone without Tanith’s abdominal muscles. As it was, all the kick did was to give her a little more room.

Tanith grimaced suddenly, and gasped, and for a moment the veins went away and Valkyrie knew it was her friend looking at her through tortured eyes. Then the eyes turned narrow as the Remnant regained control.

Valkyrie stepped up with a punch that jarred her whole body and sent Tanith to the ground. “Fight it!” she screamed. “Tanith, fight it!”

Tanith rolled over. She tried to get up, then collapsed.

“Force it out of you!” Valkyrie called. “Do it now!”

The Receptacle was starting to slow down. They only had a few more seconds before it deactivated. Valkyrie grabbed Tanith’s ankles, started dragging her closer to the spinning orb. Tanith kicked and struggled, but she was weakening. Valkyrie dropped the ankles and bent over her, slipping her hands under Tanith’s arms and pulling her up. Grunting with the effort, she shoved Tanith the last few metres to the machine. Tanith grabbed on to an outcrop to keep herself upright and stood there, gasping.

“It’s over,” Valkyrie said. She didn’t have to shout any more because the rumbling was dying down. “Please. Leave Tanith alone. You’ve lost, OK? You’re not going to win this so please leave her. Rejoin the others.”

“Now why…” Tanith managed to say, “would I want to do that?”

“Because you’ve lost!”

“No, Val… I’ll only have lost if I get stuck back in that room.”

Valkyrie stalked up. Tanith raised a hand to stop her, but Valkyrie pushed it down, and her fingers closed around Tanith’s throat. “If I have to choke you out of there, I will.”

Tanith’s black lips parted in a weak laugh that Valkyrie cut off by squeezing.

The rumbling was now nothing but a low, rhythmic throb. The orb was spinning on nothing but its own momentum, and that was slowing with every turn. Valkyrie squeezed tighter, and Tanith’s free hand tapped uselessly at her.

“Get out of there!” Valkyrie screamed.

The orb stopped spinning, and the rumbling stopped, and the Receptacle deactivated.

“No,” Valkyrie whispered.

Tanith smiled, grabbed Valkyrie’s t-shirt and pulled her closer, and her elbow cracked against Valkyrie’s head. The next thing Valkyrie was aware of was a gunshot. She was on the ground – she couldn’t remember falling – and she was watching Tanith run up a wall of rock and vanish into the darkness.

Skulduggery limped over, keeping his gun-hand trained on where Tanith had last been.

“Are you OK?” he asked.

“No,” Valkyrie whispered.
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[image: Image Missing]reland was under quarantine, all flights in and out of the country cancelled. There were no boats or ferries, not even the fishermen could leave port. Europe was on high alert, even now that a cure had been found for the so-called Insanity Virus. The scientists had a technical name for it, but because they didn’t have a clue how it started, no one bothered with them.

A small group of researchers had stumbled on to the cure, and they were getting all the attention and all of the praise. They had saved the country from a bizarre and mysterious new pathogen which had baffled experts from around the world. The virus had struck, receded, and was now eradicated.

Some thought it had been a terrorist attack. Others blamed secret government experiments, which drew much mirth from government representatives. People had been hurt, property had been damaged, and memories had been wiped. The number of dead, it was reported, was much lower than it could have been, for which everyone should have been thankful. But there would be no big parties or celebrations this New Year’s Eve. After the last few days, it seemed like the whole of Ireland just wanted to lay low.

Valkyrie wasn’t feeling especially thankful either. It was still freezing cold, still harsh and unforgiving, and Roarhaven was the last place she wanted to be tonight. She wanted to be back at home, where she’d been spending most of the last few days, keeping an eye on her parents.

Skulduggery had arranged for a squad of Cleavers to provide protection, in case Tanith decided to pay Haggard a visit, but Valkyrie was still worried, and in no mood to watch other people play politics.

Roarhaven Sanctuary was a mass of corridors that spiralled inwards to its centre. It was smaller than the old Sanctuary in Dublin, and less concerned with charm or, indeed, heat. Heavy doors led off into rooms of varying sizes and functions. Many of the corridors were swamped in darkness, and others too dimly lit to be of any real use.

They arrived at the centre room. Skulduggery pushed the doors open and Valkyrie and Ghastly entered after him. Ravel nodded to them, but didn’t break off his conversation with Geoffrey Scrutinous and Philomena Random. Valkyrie saw many people she recognised from the first meeting before Christmas. They were quiet, and looked tired.

The Necromancers stood off to one side, talking among themselves. To their right the Torment stood alone. The mood was sombre. Eyes were cast down. Gazes were not met. The atmosphere hung heavy with shame and regret and guilt.

Corrival Deuce was one of the dead. Who had killed him was unknown, and virtually impossible to establish, but it had sent all their plans and schemes into a spiral. Valkyrie hadn’t known him for long, but she recognised the loss as much as anyone. He had been their great hope, a leader strong enough to convince the international community that Ireland could stand on its own, without interference from others. And now that hope was gone.

Gradually, the conversation died down. Ravel cleared his throat. “I suppose we should start, then. Welcome, all of you. We’ve been through a lot in the last week, and I am immensely glad to see so many of you here tonight. We have lost friends and family, we have seen the whole country plunged into a nightmare we can only hope it will recover from – but of course, we don’t have the luxury of time in which to lick our wounds and grieve for the departed.

“We have a state of emergency. According to a trusted source in the German Sanctuary, in those few days when we were compromised, the international community, headed by the American Council, was about to swoop in and save the day. While it could be seen as reassuring to have such good friends around the world, the unfortunate fact of the matter is that if they did swoop in, they would never swoop out again.”

“Which means we need to consolidate our power as soon as possible,” Scrutinous said, “and that means choosing a new Council of Elders.”

“A vote,” said Shakra. “Now. Tonight. We need to show them we’re strong and decisive in the wake of what happened.”

“Erskine,” Skulduggery said, “I think the obvious thing would be to have you as the Grand Mage.”

Ravel frowned. “What?”

“I agree with Skulduggery,” Ghastly said. “You know how the game works. In fact, I’d say the internationals would actually find you better to work with than Corrival. You were his right-hand man for years – you share some of his views, but you aren’t nearly as extreme.”

Ravel rubbed his forehead wearily. “And does it matter at all that I have absolutely no interest at all in doing this job?”

“Not really,” Skulduggery said. “Desperate times, desperate measures.”

“A vote,” said Scrutinous. “All those in favour.”

Ayes filled the room.

Ravel sighed. “Fine. And in that spirit of desperation, Skulduggery can be my first Elder.”

Skulduggery shook his head. “Not a chance.”

“And how come you get to pass on the job offer and I don’t?”

“Because I’m me.”

“I have a suggestion,” said the Torment. Everyone looked at him. “We have already given you the Roarhaven facility to use as your new Sanctuary, which you have gratefully accepted. However, some of the citizens of our fair town have voiced misgivings. They feel that our good will has been taken advantage of.”

“Go on,” Ravel said, suspicion in his voice.

“It is our opinion that the Council of Elders should be comprised of three mages of firmly different sensibilities. For too long, the members of the Council have all thought the same way, held the same view, and clung on to the same prejudices. If Erskine Ravel is indeed elected Grand Mage, it is my feeling that the first of his Elders should be Madam Mist.”

Ravel actually recoiled at the suggestion. “But… Madam Mist is a Child of the Spider.”

“As am I,” the Torment said. “You would dismiss us all because of this?”

“No, of course not, it’s just… Children of the Spider have always been reclusive. Even more so than the Necromancers.”

The Torment nodded like a wise old man. “And it is time we changed our ways. Madam Mist would not only be a representative of the people of Roarhaven – and you would need their support for this Sanctuary to succeed – but she would also be a voice for the few, and the marginalised.”

“Everyone gets heard in the Sanctuary,” Ravel countered.

“And Madame Mist will ensure that valued tradition continues,” the Torment said. “Unfortunately, this is not open to discussion. If our request is denied, we will be forced to withdraw all assistance – this very building included.”

“You’re holding us to ransom,” Flaring said. “There’s no way we’d ever agree to that.”

“Excuse us for a moment,” Skulduggery said, drawing stares from everyone in the room. He walked to the side, followed by Ravel and Ghastly and Valkyrie.

“You can’t be serious,” Ravel whispered. “You can’t seriously expect me to work beside Mist.”

“It’s what they’ve been planning all along,” Skulduggery replied. “When they offered us this building, we knew there was going to be a hitch.”

“Mist is more than a hitch,” said Ravel.

“Your Council is going to need her in order to survive here.”

“If they planned this,” Valkyrie said, “then we’re just going along with their plan. How is that a good idea? This is the Torment we’re talking about.”

Skulduggery shook his head. “Their plan was for Mist to be an Elder alongside Erskine, with Corrival as Grand Mage. But that isn’t the case any more. Now Erskine is the Grand Mage, and so whatever schemes they’ve come up with are going to have to change.”

“Then we need another Elder who’s on our side,” Ghastly said. “To make sure Mist is kept in line.”

“Yes, we do,” Skulduggery nodded. “Which is why it should be you.”

Ghastly’s eyes widened. “Have you lost your mind?”

“Why not? You’re liked, you’re well-respected, and everyone knows about your bravery on the battlefield. This could be your chance to make a real difference.”

“I’m not a politician,” Ghastly said. “I’m a tailor.”

“You can still make my suits in your spare time, but we’re really going to need you to do this.”

Ravel nodded solemnly. “Destiny is calling, my friend.”

“That’s not destiny, that’s you. And if it’s bravery on the battlefield you’re after, why not ask Anton, or Vex, or any one of the Dead Men? There were more than just you, me and Skulduggery in our little group, if you remember.”

“Anton Shudder scares people, and Dexter Vex is halfway around the world, living the life of an adventurer.”

“Ghastly, think about what this will mean,” Skulduggery said. “As Elder, you could track down Tanith, capture her without harming her, and authorise a team of experts to figure out how to get rid of the Remnant inside her. Who else is going to take the time to do that? Who else is going to care enough?”

Ghastly closed his eyes. “Fine.”

“Well?” the Torment asked as they rejoined the others. “Have you reached a decision?”

“Yes, I have,” Ravel said. “I will need to meet with Madame Mist to discuss a wide range of matters, but it would be an honour to have her beside me, providing no one has any objection to my own nominee, Ghastly Bespoke. No? No objections? Excellent. In that case, we have a new Council of Elders. I think applause is due.”

They started to clap, and Valkyrie joined in. She waited until they were on their way out, when she was alone with Skulduggery, before speaking again. “Is it possible?” she asked. “To help Tanith?”

“No,” he said. “From what we know of Remnants, it’s permanently bonded to her. There’s no helping her, not any more.”

“So you lied to Ghastly.”

“Ghastly knows,” Skulduggery said, his voice sad. “He just doesn’t want to believe it.”


Fletcher was waiting outside. When Skulduggery left them, Fletcher gave Valkyrie a pair of sunglasses.

She frowned. “Where are we going?”

“Australia,” he smiled, and took her hand. In an instant they were standing in a park on a sunny Sydney morning, obscenely bright despite the sunglasses, and the heat hit her like a fist.

“Woah,” she breathed.

She turned, saw couples and families strolling in the sun. She saw the edge of the Opera House, half-hidden by tall trees, and she turned again and saw the city.

“Thought you might appreciate the change,” Fletcher said, slipping on his own pair of sunglasses.

Valkyrie took off her jacket and sat on the grass, then lay back, smiling broadly despite everything that had happened. “I should get you to bring me places like this more often,” she said. “Pack a pair of shorts, a bikini… I’d be set.”

Fletcher sat down beside her. “And how’d you explain a tan to your folks in the middle of winter?”

“I’m sure I’d find a way.”

“So why don’t you?” he asked.

“Why don’t I what?”

“Get me to take you to places like this more often?”

“I don’t know. I should. I suppose I’m always busy.”

“Well,” he said with a laugh, “it’s either that or you’d rather spend your time with Skulduggery than me.”

“You know that’s not true.”

“Really?”

“It’s partly true,” she admitted.

Fletcher nodded. “I don’t blame you, actually. He didn’t try to hurt you like I did.”

Her smile dropped. “That wasn’t your fault.”

“It still happened.”

“And you can’t remember any of it.”

“Does that mean I don’t get to feel guilty?”

“We all feel guilty, Fletch.”

He looked at her, and she looked away. To her right, a bright green bird, some kind of parrot, was feasting on a discarded sandwich. Valkyrie watched it until it had eaten its fill, and then it hopped closer. She stayed very still. The bird hopped on to her folded jacket. It was so close she could sit up and touch it, but she didn’t move.

Fletcher looked at the bird and smiled. “This is what I love about Australia. If we were in Dublin or London, this would be a dull old pigeon, and we’d be shooing it away. But here, everything’s brighter, more colourful. More fun. I should take you down to the Gold Coast. Take you surfing.”

“Wait till I’m better at manipulating water,” Valkyrie replied. “Then I’ll surf.”

“But that takes the fun out of it.”

The bird hopped on to her leg, and she laughed. It travelled north, and stood on her belly, its head twitching as it surveyed its surroundings.

Fletcher grinned. “You’ve made a friend.”

“It’s waiting for me to give it some food. I haven’t got any food, birdie. Look, it’s completely ignoring me. If it perches on my face, I swear to God…”

“Give me a smile,” Fletcher said, moving his phone up slowly. He took three pictures, and on the third the parrot or cockatoo or whatever it was looked around, and Fletcher nodded. “That’s a good one,” he said. “That’s one you can never show your family.”

The bird flapped its wings. Valkyrie yelped and turned her face to the side as it lifted off, and when she looked back, it was sitting on Fletcher’s head. She burst out laughing and rolled away, fumbling with her own phone before the opportunity was gone. Laughing so much her hand was shaking, she took a half-dozen pictures of an increasingly horrified Fletcher.

“Please don’t poo,” he muttered.

The bird flapped its wings and he yelled as it leaped from his head and dropped down on the other side of him. Immediately, his hands went to his hair, fixing and straightening where the bird had flattened. Then he lunged, trying to grab the phone from Valkyrie’s hand, but she held on to it and curled up into a ball, laughing too hard to form words. Finally, he gave up, and lay back.

“Please don’t show that picture to anyone,” he said.

She slipped the phone into her pocket and lay against him. “No promises.”

Fletcher put his arm round her. “We should do this more often. You need a break, Val. A holiday. When was the last time you had a holiday? I bet it was years ago, wasn’t it? You need a week away from everything. A week where people aren’t trying to kill you, where you’re warm and happy and safe.”

She kissed his cheek. “You’re always looking out for me, aren’t you? That’s why I love you.”

She felt his body stiffen. “You love me?”

Her smile faded. “Pretend I didn’t say that.” Fletcher sat up to look at her, but she closed her eyes. “It’s a beautiful day, and it was a nice moment. Don’t spoil it.”

“OK,” he said. He hesitated, then lay back down. “Sure.”

They lay there, on the grass, in the sun.

“So when do you want to go back?”

“Let’s give it a half-hour,” she said. “I’m just getting warm.”

They stayed an hour, and then teleported back to Ireland. The cold came in at Valkyrie from all sides, and she groaned as she handed Fletcher back the sunglasses. She called Skulduggery to pick her up, and as the sun went down, they arrived at the Necromancer Temple.





53
TENEBRAE
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“The High Priest will be with you shortly,” she mumbled. She swayed slightly, like she might faint, but regained her composure and left them in the room.

“She looks sick,” Valkyrie said. Skulduggery nodded, but didn’t comment.

The meeting room was a circular chamber with a domed ceiling, lit by dozens of candles. Valkyrie sat at the round table and waited. Fifteen minutes later, High Priest Tenebrae walked in, and she stood. She was so used to seeing him flanked by Craven and Quiver, that meeting him alone was a little jarring. It was like he’d turned up without his clothes on.

“Detective Pleasant,” Tenebrae said, “Miss Cain, what can I do for you? We’re all very busy here, dealing with the fallout from the Remnant attacks.”

“You weren’t at the Sanctuary meeting,” Skulduggery said.

“I felt my time was better spent in an environment where I wasn’t despised. From what I hear, however, you all seem to have managed without me. Ravel and Bespoke and Mist – strange bedfellows. But I must ask why you are here. I am, as I have said, very busy.”

Skulduggery’s lunge was so sudden that Valkyrie jumped back in shock. He shoved Tenebrae against the wall.

Flustered, the High Priest tried to break the hold. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Skulduggery pointed his gun into Tenebrae’s face. “Where’s the Remnant?”

Tenebrae froze. “The Remnants are trapped. You said so yourself.”

“I mean your Remnant. The one you had trapped in your own little Soul Catcher. The one who inhabited Kenspeckle Grouse, who tortured Tanith Low. Where is that Remnant?”

“I… I assume it’s with all the others…”

“Five months ago, Solomon Wreath took possession of the Soul Catcher with that particular Remnant inside. We were assured it would be returned to the Midnight Hotel. Anton Shudder said that never happened.”

“There’s obviously been a mistake…”

“Finbar Wrong can’t remember much, but he can remember Wreath turning up with the Soul Catcher a few days before all this started.”

“You’re saying Wreath released the Remnant on purpose? To what end? To inhabit this Finbar Wrong person?”

Skulduggery stepped closer. “I’m saying you ordered him to.”

“Preposterous. This man is a Sensitive, isn’t he? Why would I order such a thing?”

“Maybe because you wanted a glimpse into the future.”

“In which case,” said Tenebrae, “I could have merely paid a Sensitive to do so.”

“Not if there was something in that future you wanted to keep secret.”

“Detective Pleasant, you’re accusing me without one single shred of proof that I had anything to do with this.”

“Where’s Wreath?” Skulduggery asked.

“I’m afraid I don’t know.”

“He’s in hiding?”

“I told you, I don’t know. We haven’t seen him since the Remnant attack. I fear he may have been killed.”

“Which would be very convenient for you.”

“Quite the contrary. If Cleric Wreath were here, I’m sure he could explain why he didn’t return the Remnant to the Midnight Hotel as per my instructions. I neither like nor appreciate being accused of something I did not do. And if you’re going to shoot me, then shoot me. Otherwise, put down the gun and stop this ridiculous posturing.”

“I should shoot you. I should kill you.”

“Cold-blooded murder? In front of your protégée?”

“It wouldn’t be murder. It would be a justifiable execution.”

Tenebrae’s eyes flickered to Valkyrie. “And are you prepared to let him? If he kills me, it all changes for you. You’ll be banished from the Necromancer Order. You’ll never be able to fulfil your destiny. You’ll never become the Death Bringer—”

Skulduggery smacked the gun against Tenebrae’s head. “Stop calling her that.”

“Why?” Tenebrae snarled, his hand rising to his forehead. “Because you don’t want to hear it? Because it offends your delicate sensibilities? If she is who Cleric Wreath thinks she is, she has a chance to save the orld.”

“From what, exactly? You’ve never been too clear on the threat, have you? What does the Death Bringer save us from?”

Blood was trickling through Tenebrae’s fingers. “These are matters I will not speak about to outsiders.”

“Then you’ll tell Valkyrie?”

“When she’s ready to hear it.”

“And when will that be? When it’s too late for her to turn back?”

“Detective Pleasant, are you worried that Valkyrie will slip from your influence? I would never have guessed you’d be so insecure.”

“This has nothing to do with me.”

“Which presumably means that this is all to do with her, am I correct? And yet you haven’t once allowed her to speak for herself this entire conversation.”

“I enjoy listening,” Valkyrie said.

Tenebrae’s smile was not particularly good-humoured. “You’re not usually so shy, Valkyrie. When you’re on your own, you talk an extraordinary amount, don’t you? You have opinions on everything. But when Detective Pleasant is here, you seem content to let him do all the talking for you. Have you noticed this?”

“Can’t say I have,” Valkyrie said.

“But now that I’ve pointed it out, I assure you that you’re going to. He’s afraid, you see. He’s terrified that you’ll turn out to be the next Lord Vile. Isn’t that true, Detective?”

Skulduggery’s voice lowered. “Valkyrie’s path is her own.”

“And if she does, in fact, turn out to be the next Lord Vile? What then? Will you still be so philosophical? Or will you hunt her down and kill her?”

“If it comes to that,” Skulduggery said, putting his gun away, “you’ll be dead long before you get to see if you’re right.”

Tenebrae took his hand away from his forehead, and looked at the blood. “Just so you know, I will be making a formal complaint about you to the Sanctuary. Not that they’ll take any notice. Two of your best friends on the Council of Elders, Detective – this couldn’t have worked out better for you if you’d planned the whole thing.”


The mood in the car on the drive back was sombre.

“What are you thinking about?” Skulduggery asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t know. Everything. My thoughts can’t seem to settle. Too much to think about. Have you heard anything about Clarabelle?”

“No,” he said. “No I haven’t.”

“We shouldn’t have allowed her to return to the Hibernian alone. We should have realised she’d find Kenspeckle’s body.”

“Valkyrie, we were organising the teleportation of two thousand people – most of whom were still unconscious. We didn’t have time to consider each and every one of them.”

“We let her go, Skulduggery. We didn’t even think about what she’d find. Do you think she’s figured out what she did?”

“She won’t remember it, but…” He sighed. “The evidence is there. We made a mistake.”

“And now Clarabelle has run off.”

“If she wants to be alone, we should respect that. She’s lost someone who meant the world to her. She needs time to grieve. How are you coping?”

“I’m grand.”

“Have you mourned? Fight now, mourn later. Like you said, that’s our thing. And now is the time to mourn.”

“I don’t know. I don’t know how to feel or how to, to process it, you know? Kenspeckle reminded me of my granddad. Grumpy and grouchy and not approving of the people I hung out with. I felt safe with him. Every time he was around I knew that whatever happened, he could fix me. He’d shuffle in, complain, make me feel guilty about getting into another fight. Then he’d insult you, make me laugh, and fix me. And right before he left he’d say something really nice, to make sure I’d know he cared.”

“You’re going to miss him.”

She looked out the window. “Please don’t make me cry.”

“Of course,” Skulduggery said. “I’m sorry.”

She didn’t say anything, and they drove on in silence until another name drifted, unwelcome, into her thoughts. “Scapegrace,” she muttered.

Skulduggery turned his head to her. “What about him?”

“He’s still locked in Kenspeckle’s examination room. They both are.”

“And?”

“Well, we should probably let them out?”

“So they can make more trouble for us?”

“We can’t just leave them there. They’re looking for a cure, and Kenspeckle said it might be possible. We ought to let them out so they can find someone else to help them.”

“Like who?”

“How about Nye? This’d be right up his alley.”

“We don’t want anything to do with Doctor Nye.”

“And we won’t have anything to do with him. We’ll give them his name, let them find him. We can’t leave them locked up in that room, Skulduggery. You know we can’t. Just stop by the Hibernian. I’ll be two minutes.”

He grumbled about it a little more, but fifteen minutes later, Valkyrie was hurrying from the Bentley into the Hibernian. The place was a mess. The walls were scorched and rubble littered the walkways. The screen was off, but a hole had been blown through the wall, and she climbed in. Lights flickered in the corridors. Her footsteps were loud. Suddenly, coming in alone didn’t seem like such a great idea. What if a Remnant had stayed behind?

She reached the examination room, but the transparent door stood open.

“They said they—”

Valkyrie shrieked and leaped away, spinning in mid-air to face her attacker. She landed and stumbled, and all the while Caelan watched her with a raised eyebrow.

“My God!” she gasped. “Don’t do that!”

“Don’t do what?”

“Don’t sneak up on me!”

“I wasn’t sneaking.”

“You nearly gave me a heart attack!”

“I wasn’t sneaking. I was walking.”

“You should wear a bell round your neck!”

“Are you finished hyperventilating?”

“No!” Valkyrie shouted, then felt stupid. “What? What do you want?”

“I was just going to say, before you started screaming, that I released them. The two zombies. They said they were friends of yours.”

“They said that?”

“I suspect they may have been lying, but the taller one would not shut up, so I opened the door and asked them to leave me alone. I hope you don’t mind.”

She forced herself to calm down. “No. No, I don’t mind. I came to let them out anyway, so…”

“The crisis is over, I take it?”

“Yes. You didn’t hear the details?”

“I’m a vampire without a pack. Nobody tells me anything.”

“Ah,” said Valkyrie. “Right. Yes, the crisis is over. And now that, you know, you’re here, I suppose I should thank you for arriving when you did.”

“You were in danger. I had to save you.”

She nodded, and smiled. Out of gratitude, she knew she should have just let that one go – but then she found herself saying, “Well, thank you for helping me. Saving me is a bit… strong.”

“Have you seen him since? The boy?”

“You mean Fletcher. Yes, of course I have.”

“Even after everything he did?”

“That wasn’t him – that was the Remnant.”

“If what happened to him had happened to me, I would never have hurt you.”

“It couldn’t happen to you,” Valkyrie said, “you’re a vampire. Remnants can’t possess the dead.”

“Is that how you see me? As a dead thing?”

“No,” she admitted.

“How do you see me?”

“As a friend.”

“Nothing more?”

He touched her arm and she smiled, but moved away. “Caelan, I don’t want you to think that this is going somewhere. You’ve been a really good friend to me, you’ve really come through, but I am firmly and absolutely with Fletcher. And even if I wasn’t, I still don’t think it’d be a good idea.”

“Love is rarely a good idea.”

“You don’t love me.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Please, stop saying that.”

“What will it take for you to love me?”

“I can’t love a vampire.”

“Because we’re monsters? Because when the sun goes down, we change? You realise, of course, that the sun went down a few hours ago.”

Valkyrie’s eyes widened, and she immediately backed away. “What are you doing?”

“Don’t worry,” he smiled, “I’m not going to change.” He took a syringe from his pocket. “Dusk used this, remember? It’s a mixture of wolfsbane and hemlock and various other herbs. He’d inject it a few times a night, and it’d stop him changing. I’ve spent the last few days searching for it. The old man had manufactured more. Dozens of vials of it, for whatever reason.”

“Kenspeckle hated vampires,” Valkyrie said softly.

“I took every last one of the vials. I didn’t think he’d mind, now that he’s dead. I read his notes too, so I know how to make my own.” Caelan’s eyes closed. “I can feel it. It wants to get out. It doesn’t understand why it can’t.” He looked at Valkyrie. “I don’t have to be the monster. For you… For you, I can be normal. I can be human.”

“If this is how you’re going to live, you have to do it for yourself, not for me.”

He smiled again. “You’re my reward.”

“No, Caelan, I’m not.”

“Not yet, maybe. I have to prove myself. I’m willing to do that.”

“Listen,” said Valkyrie, “I’m trying to be as clear about this as I possibly can. I don’t want to be with you.”

“I can hear how fast your heart beats every time you look at me.”

“Well,” she muttered, “that’s hardly fair.”

“You are a strange girl, Valkyrie Cain.”

“And I’ve got a Skeleton Detective waiting for me outside.”

“You’d better get back to him, then. I’ll see you soon.”

Valkyrie thought he might step closer, try to kiss her, but instead, he just smiled. She walked away, and tried to ignore the fact that she was disappointed.


She didn’t tell Skulduggery about Caelan. She got in the Bentley, told him the zombies had already escaped, and they drove back to Haggard.

“It’s not over,” said Valkyrie.

“What isn’t?”

“This whole Darquesse business. I didn’t stop it, did I?”

Skulduggery hesitated. “It doesn’t look like it, no.”

“No one else remembers what they did when they were possessed, but I do. I remember more and more all the time. The Remnant wasn’t controlling me, it just… opened a door. Those people who died. I did that.” She took a breath, and let it out slowly. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to start crying or anything. If I had been in control, it wouldn’t have happened. Obviously, I wasn’t in control.”

“I’m glad you realise that.”

“But now we have proof, right? That there is something in me capable of doing everything we saw in that vision. So what are we going to do about it?”

“What do you suggest?”

Valkyrie looked straight ahead, at the road. “You could kill me.”

“I have no intention of killing you, Valkyrie. Something turns you. Something triggers the change from the Valkyrie Cain we all know and tolerate to Darquesse, evil witch-queen of Dublin.”

“It’s going to be something tragic, isn’t it?” she said. “Something awful happens to me or to someone I love, and I go nuts and seek revenge on the whole world.”

“That’s a possibility.”

“Any idea what this awful, tragic event might be?”

“I don’t know. But whatever it is, I’ll be looking out for it, and so will you. When it comes, we’ll be ready.”

He dropped her off at the pier, and she gave him a wave and watched him drive away. She took out her phone as she hurried to her house, making sure the reflection was still out at a neighbour’s party.

According to the message it had left her, it was standing in the corner not talking to anyone. The party itself was a complete flop, with no one being in the mood to make merry. Valkyrie, however, managed a smile at the thought of walking through her own front door for once, and letting the reflection be the one to climb up to the window.

She felt bad about the Cleavers, forced to keep watch out here in the freezing cold. Their van was parked on the far side of the road, with the engine off so as not to arouse suspicion. She had never engaged a Cleaver in conversation, had never even heard one speak, not really, but she approached the van anyway. She could sneak them out a couple of coffees if they needed warming up, and possibly give them some straws so they wouldn’t even have to take their helmets off. She didn’t know if they even drank coffee. She doubted it.

The front of the van was empty, so Valkyrie rapped lightly on the side door. The windows were darkened. When there was no sound from inside, she frowned. There were three Cleavers stationed here – one stayed with the van at all times, and the other two took regular patrols around the area. She gripped the handle. To her surprise it wasn’t locked. She slid the door open. Three Cleavers lay dead inside.

She turned and ran to her house. She slipped on the road and fell, rolled, lunged up and kept running. She jumped the low wall around her front garden, landing in the shadows, staying out of the light that shone from the living room window. The fire was roaring and the TV was on.

Valkyrie saw her mum and dad chatting, and her knees went weak with relief. But they were talking to someone, a woman in jeans and a heavy sweatshirt. Valkyrie didn’t recognise her until she turned her head to laugh. Valkyrie ran into the house and burst through into the living room. They all looked round, surprised at the dramatic entrance.

“Hi, Stephanie,” Tanith said.
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Her dad got up, hurried out into the hall. She heard him close the front door to stop the draught, but couldn’t take her eyes off Tanith. “What are you doing here?”

“My car broke down,” Tanith smiled. “I remember you said you lived here, so I thought I’d stay somewhere warm until my lift arrived. Are you OK? You look like you’re in shock.”

Her dad came back in. “Born in a barn, were you? I swear to you, Tanith, I don’t know where she gets it from.”

Tanith laughed. “Don’t worry, Des, she’s exactly the same in school. I may only be a substitute teacher, but I’ve been around long enough to know that Stephanie swans in and out of class expecting doors to close all by themselves.”

They all chuckled, except for Valkyrie.

“Tanith,” Valkyrie’s mum said, “were you caught up in this Insanity Virus thing? Wasn’t it awful?”

“Oh, Melissa, it was. My neighbour got it, actually. He went nuts. Didn’t hurt anyone, thank God, but it was so scary. Just like the reports on TV. He’s fine now, though.”

“It was an attack,” Valkyrie’s dad said. “Something like this just doesn’t happen in nature. I bet you that whoever did this was using Ireland as a testing ground. It’ll be America next, you wait and see. Or London.”

His wife shook her head. “Some people are saying now it was hallucinogenic drugs pumped into the water supply. They’re even saying it started out as a prank. A prank!”

“I’m sure you’re right,” Tanith said, nodding. “But it was terrifying. I stayed home the entire time – there was no way I was setting foot outside.”

“Wise woman.”

“Oh, excuse me,” Tanith said, taking out her phone and reading the screen. “My lift is here.”

“That was quick.”

“That’s the good thing about boyfriends – they come when you call. I’m not too sure how to get back to my car, though. It was on one of these roads…”

“Oh, I’m sure Steph won’t mind walking you back.”

“No problem,” Valkyrie said. “You ready to go now? Let’s go now.”

Tanith stood up, and smiled again. “So eager to get a teacher out of her house. Des, Melissa, thank you so much for your hospitality. Hopefully I’ll see you at the next parent-teacher meeting.”

While her parents said their goodbyes, Valkyrie ushered Tanith out of the house.

“If you’re going to set me on fire,” Tanith said quietly, “you might want to wait until we’re around the corner.”

Valkyrie glanced back. Her dad was on the front step watching them go. After another few moments of letting the heat out, he closed the door.

Immediately, she stepped away from Tanith. “Why are you here?”

Tanith kept walking, forcing Valkyrie to keep up. “We’re friends, Val. I just wanted to drop in, say hi.”

“Ghastly’s an Elder. He’s getting everyone to figure out a way to help you.”

She smiled. “Why would you think I need help? Look at me – don’t I seem happy to you?”

“You’re a Remnant.”

They were around the corner now, out of sight and heading down to the pier.

“And we Remnants are happy creatures,” Tanith said. “So Ghastly’s an Elder, is he? Well, I’m glad. I wouldn’t have liked to see him spend the rest of his life in that little shop, never making any new friends. Maybe now he’ll meet a nice girl, settle down…”

“He loves you.”

“He is a sweetheart.”

Valkyrie stopped walking. “What do you want, Tanith?”

Tanith turned to her. “I’m here to tell you that I’m not going to kill your folks. That’s what you’re worried about, isn’t it? Well, you don’t have to be. I had a perfect opportunity to kill them, right there, and I didn’t. The fact is, I’m going to leave your family alone.”

“Why?”

“I’ve been a few people these past few days. I’ve been Finbar, Shudder, Tesseract. I have to say, though, and I’m not being biased, that I prefer being me. I prefer being Tanith. I’m just prettier, you know? And I smell nicer.

“But when I was Finbar, I saw that vision of you, in the future, and I got so excited. I started thinking of all the different ways we could help. First we were worshipping you, then we tried possessing you, and that didn’t work. Have you talked to any psychics lately? They’re still having dreams about Darquesse, did you know that? Whatever you did, Val, it didn’t change anything. You sealed your name, but that just means you decide to kill the world all on your own, with nobody controlling you. It means you kill your own parents, of your own free will.

“So now you see why I don’t want any harm to come to your folks. I want you to get there naturally – I want things to happen as they’re meant to happen. And that means your parents stay alive and stay healthy, right up until the moment you kill them.”

“And what are you going to do?” Valkyrie asked. “You’re just going to sit around and watch?”

“I’m not the sitting around type now, am I? I’ll be getting into all sorts of trouble, don’t you fret. I’ll be guiding you, nudging you. Every so often I’ll give you the occasional push, just to keep life interesting, to make sure you’re not straying too far from your path.”

“I will never become Darquesse.”

“You already did, Val, for three minutes, and it was beautiful. And I understand it now, why she turned on my brothers and sisters. Darquesse is indiscriminate about who she kills. She is a true, pure force of destruction. The next time she comes out, I don’t plan to be anywhere nearby.”

“I’ll die first,” Valkyrie said. “I’ll kill myself.”

“No,” said Tanith, “you won’t.”

“I’d rather die than hurt my family.”

“But you won’t kill yourself. You don’t have it in you.”

“You don’t know what I have in me.”

“But we’re all going to find out.” Tanith smiled. “How is my family, by the way? My other family?”

“The Remnants are trapped and locked away. We’re finding somewhere new to keep them. You’ll never find them.”

“Maybe I will, maybe I won’t. But that’s all yet to come, isn’t it? We have all that to look forward to. For the right now, though, for the here and now, the most we can do is enjoy the time we have left.” She held out her arms. “Hug?”

Valkyrie stayed where she was, and eventually Tanith dropped her arms.

“You really need to lighten up, you know that? I’ve lightened up completely, now that I’m sharing this mind. Now all I want to do is have fun.”

“Tanith,” Valkyrie said, “please. We’re your friends. I’m your friend. I love you like a sister.”

“And I love you, Val. I really and honestly do. Back when I was me, alone in here, without the Remnant, you were my favourite person in the whole world. I would have died for you. And now that the Remnant’s here with me, I love you even more. Now I’d kill for you.”

Valkyrie couldn’t help it. Tears came. “I know you don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“No,” Tanith smiled gently, “I really, really do.”

“I want my friend back. I want my sister back. I don’t want you to be the enemy.”

“Oh, Val, in a few weeks, you’re probably going to have a proper sister, a real sister. Then you won’t need me any more. And I’ll be OK. I’m good at making friends. Speaking of which, would you like to meet my new boyfriend?”

The wall beside her cracked and crumbled, and Billy-Ray Sanguine stepped through. Valkyrie moved back instinctively, but he barely paid her any attention. Tanith turned to him and they kissed, and Valkyrie’s insides went cold. That act, the simple act of a kiss, was more powerful than any violent demonstration. Tanith was gone now. She was lost.

“Don’t look so upset,” Sanguine said, and Valkyrie realised he was grinning at her. “I’ll look after her.”

“Thanks, sweetie,” Tanith said, resting her head on his shoulder. “Will you be all right to get us out of here?”

“So long as you have some more of that painkiller, honey bunny.”

Tanith dipped into her pocket, came out with a leaf that Sanguine put into his mouth and chewed. “OK,” he said. “I’m ready.”

Valkyrie watched them step back against the wall. Thousands of tiny fractures spread outwards behind them. Sanguine went first, the wall sucking him in.

“We’ll come after you,” she said.

“I know you will,” said Tanith. “What are friends for? Oh, and Val? Happy New Year.”

The wall swallowed her, too, and Valkyrie was alone.
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[image: Image Missing]esseract couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about – it really wasn’t that cold. Russia was cold. Parts of Siberia were especially cold. Ireland, during the winter, was practically tropical.

He was looking forward to going home. He’d spent far too long here, had been delayed time and time again. But now his return journey was close. All he needed to do was take care of one last piece of business, and then he could put Ireland behind him.

He had been watching the Torment for days, but the old man never allowed himself to be caught outside alone. Syc and Portia were always with him, and occasionally Madame Mist joined them for a stroll through the streets of Roarhaven. Tesseract wasn’t keen to take them all on again, so he watched and waited.

He knew there was an underground tunnel leading from somewhere in the town to the Sanctuary. Twice now the Torment had exited the Sanctuary without re-entering. Tesseract returned to his trailer, where he examined plans of the town and read back over its history. An underground tunnel was not mentioned in any of his research.

He took a different approach, focusing instead on the Torment’s known associates. Like many of Roarhaven’s citizens, the Torment hadn’t been born in the town. He had retreated there, no longer prepared to tolerate the mortal civilisation that showed no sign of stopping its global spread. Roarhaven was a town of prejudice and bigotry, of bitter sorcerers and magical malcontents. The Torment, and later on the other Children of the Spider, found a home there that welcomed them and their views.

Beneath his mask, Tesseract smiled. He found a mention of Vaurien Scapegrace in a story from the Torment’s past. Scapegrace had once been a citizen here, before he’d been kicked out. He’d even owned a tavern for a few years.

Tesseract put the files away, and chose a new mask from the wall. This one had rivets over the brow and a long slit at the mouth. The needles sank into the puckered wounds around his face as he left his trailer. He walked for fifteen minutes before he reached the edge of the town.

Using the night as cover, he stole through the streets, moving so silently even those he crept behind didn’t hear him. The tavern was dark, the door locked. He forced a window at the back and climbed through. He found a trapdoor behind one of the bars, and followed the steps down into living quarters. The lamps were on, but no one was there. Tesseract waited.

A little under three hours later, he heard a low rumble coming from the bedroom, the sound of a wall sliding apart. He didn’t move. The wall slid shut again, and now he could hear shuffling footsteps moving into the small living room. Music began to play. He knew the group, it was The Carpenters, but he wasn’t sure of the name of the song. ‘There’s a Kind of Hush’ perhaps. The last song the Torment would ever hear. Tesseract hoped he liked it.

He moved silently to the living room, but when he stepped in, it was empty.

“I don’t wish to alarm you,” Skulduggery said from behind him, “but I have a gun pointed at your head.”

Tesseract spun, flailing one arm, and managed to knock Skulduggery’s hand to one side just as he fired. He batted at the gun-hand again, sent the revolver flying, and Skulduggery caught him with a right hook that almost sent him to the carpet.

“If you would just give yourself up,” Skulduggery said as he kicked him, “you’d make this a lot easier on me.”

Tesseract caught the second kick in the crook of his arm, and immediately Skulduggery sprang into the air, twisting from Tesseract’s grip. He tried to push at the air, but Tesseract lunged, barrelling into him, forcing him back. Tesseract got an elbow in his ear for his trouble, and he fought a wave of dizziness that threatened to topple him. The skeleton snapped out two punches to the head, then sent a sneaky one to the ribs. Tesseract felt something pop, and he growled.

Skulduggery swayed away from one punch and blocked the next, but couldn’t stop the third. Tesseract grabbed him and pulled his head down to meet his knee, then hooked two fingers into his left eye socket and stepped back, swinging him around the room. Skulduggery hit the couch and went over. Tesseract picked him up and slammed him head first into the wall. He did it twice more, until he was sure the detective was dazed, and then he dropped him.

He heard the rumble of the parting wall, and left the living room. The Torment emerged from the bedroom, looked up and his old eyes widened for a moment.

“I see,” he said. “There’s no point in arguing with you, is there?”

“None,” Tesseract admitted. “You tried to kill me, and you didn’t pay me. I can’t have that.”

“I should have cut your throat.”

“You should have.”

Tesseract pressed his hand against the Torment’s forehead and splintered his skull. The old man’s body dropped, and Tesseract stepped over it. He could hear Skulduggery, on his feet again, no doubt with his gun back in his hand. Tesseract hurried into the bedroom and ran through the gap in the wall, into the tunnel beyond. A few moments later, he heard Skulduggery sprinting after him.

The tunnel was long and dark. It began to incline, the darkness giving way to an indistinct grey that became a door. Tesseract ran through into one of the Sanctuary’s broad corridors. His natural inclination was to stick to the shadows, but the corridors ahead were brighter, and that meant they led to the exit. He ran on.

A bullet tugged at his coat at the same time as he heard the shot, and he dodged right, bursting into a room. He ignored the sorcerer inside and went straight for the opposite door.

He found himself in another room, filled with boxes and unopened crates. He grabbed a crowbar and stepped to one side. Skulduggery ran in and Tesseract swung for his legs. Skulduggery did a flip and crashed down. The crowbar hit him again and he grunted, and Tesseract helped him to his feet with a kick to the ribs. The crowbar cracked against Skulduggery’s cheek, making him reel back.

“I haven’t been paid to kill you,” Tesseract said. “Lie down and don’t get up. You don’t have to die tonight.”

Skulduggery clicked his fingers and a fireball sparked off in his hand. Tesseract hurled the crowbar. It struck the skeleton between the eye sockets and he went down.

The light in the room flickered, and Tesseract frowned. Shadows moved along the walls, in the corners, across the floor. He looked around, looked for whoever was doing this. The shadows whipped at him like a giant claw, its talons ripping deep into his back. Tesseract spun in almost a full circle, and for a moment he thought he might stay on his feet. But no, his legs collapsed from under him and he fell.

He’d once known a man who said that life hinged on the moment, that everything changed in the blink of an eye. Tesseract knew the truth of that as well as anybody. It was in those moments that he struck, after all, snatching people’s lives away. He’d always known that it was only a matter of time before one of those moments worked against him. The shadows had torn right through his body. He fancied he could feel his organs shutting down, one by one.

The room was quiet. The sorcerer in the other room, the one he’d passed, had obviously fled. Tesseract doubted there were any others working through the night. This Sanctuary wasn’t fully active, after all. It would take a few weeks for that.

He watched Skulduggery pick up his gun, and stand. It took him a moment to see Tesseract, lying there in a pool of his own blood. The detective’s head tilted. He was puzzled. Then he looked up, at something behind Tesseract.

Tesseract heard footsteps, but couldn’t move his head. All he could do was watch Skulduggery as he backed away.

“No,” Skulduggery said.

Skulduggery fired three times. The footsteps didn’t even slow down.

Now Tesseract could see someone stepping into the edge of his vision. A shadow flicked the gun from Skulduggery’s hand. The detective went to push at the air, but another shadow batted his arm down. Skulduggery charged, and the figure in black watched him come, and then the shadows swooped in.

They slid beneath Skulduggery’s clothes – Tesseract could see them curl and writhe within him. They were in his very skeleton, wrapping around his bones, and Skulduggery screamed in agony as he was lifted off his feet. Darkness slipped from his open jaws to his eye sockets, leaked from his sleeves to between the buttons of his shirt. His body was rigid while the darkness investigated every part of him, and still he screamed.

The figure observed him without moving, letting the shadows do all the work. And then it was over. Skulduggery fell to the ground as the shadows retracted, melting back into the black armour their master wore.

“You can’t be here,” Skulduggery said. “You died. You’re dead.”

The figure must have said something in response, but Tesseract didn’t hear.

“This is insane,” Skulduggery said. He put all his strength into getting to his hands and knees. “You can’t be here. This is… You can’t be here.”

The man in the black armour walked slowly around the detective, who was shaking his head, like he was willing this not to be true. “You’re dead. You’re not real. You’re dead.”

The figure stopped walking, and Skulduggery looked up at him, like he was listening. Tesseract thought he could hear the faintest of whispers, and then Skulduggery roared in anger, and leaped up. His fist struck the figure and there was an explosion of darkness, a wave of shadows that filled the room, and then it was gone.

Tesseract blinked, his vision returning. Skulduggery was on the floor, on his knees with his head down. The figure in black was gone.

Tesseract grimaced as he rolled on to his side. Moving slowly, he got to his feet. He could no longer feel the pain in his back. His legs were going numb. He was aware of all the blood he was losing, but he didn’t dwell on any of it. Instead, he pointed himself at the door, and walked. Each step was a battle.

“Stop,” said Skulduggery, from behind him.

Tesseract stopped. He didn’t turn. He didn’t have to. From the angle of the voice, he knew that Skulduggery was standing, and most likely the gun was back in his hand.

“Who was that?” Tesseract asked.

“No one.”

“The gaping wound in my back tells a different story. I recognised the armour. It’s the same armour Baron Vengeous wore three years ago, isn’t it? But that wasn’t Baron Vengeous.”

“You’re under arrest.”

Beneath his mask, Tesseract smiled. “I’m dead, Detective. I have a few minutes left, if I’m lucky. He killed me most effectively, did he not? I would at least like to know his name. Did he give it?”

“He did.”

“And what name did he give?”

For a moment, Skulduggery didn’t answer. Then, “He said he was Lord Vile.”

Tesseract gritted his teeth, and turned halfway, so he could see the Skeleton Detective. Skulduggery stood with his gun held down by his side. “And where is he now? Did you strike him down with one mighty blow?”

“He’s gone. I don’t know where he is. I hit him and he… vanished.”

“What did he say to you?”

“What does it matter?”

“I’d really like to know.”

Skulduggery shook his head. Tesseract waited, feeling those precious seconds slip by him so, so slowly. When Skulduggery spoke again, his voice was surprisingly empty.

“He said he came back for her.”

“For Valkyrie?”

“He’s building his strength. When he’s strong enough, he’ll kill her. He said he’ll kill the Death Bringer, then all the Necromancers.”

“And why did he choose to tell you? What connection do you have to him?”

Skulduggery didn’t answer. He emptied his gun of spent shells.

“I know about you,” Tesseract continued. “I make a file on everyone I am likely to go up against. I know about you, and I know there is no recorded instance of you and Lord Vile ever meeting.”

“That’s right,” Skulduggery said. He slipped a fresh bullet into a chamber.

“You never fought him. Never faced him. When he arrived, you were gone. Why did you choose then to leave, I wonder? Did you know what was coming?”

“You think you know about me,” Skulduggery said. “But you don’t.” Another bullet into the chamber.

“You’re scared of him, aren’t you, Detective? I know fear. I’ve felt it often enough, and I’ve inflicted it. You’re terrified of him, so much so that you ran when you realised he was coming. Are you going to run this time, I wonder?”

Skulduggery clicked the chamber back into place. “No running. Not any more. I’m going to stand and fight.”

“So what is your connection? Why do you fear him? What power does he have over you?”

Skulduggery raised the gun and thumbed back the hammer.

Slowly, Tesseract brought his hands up to the straps around his head, his numb fingers clumsily unbuckling the mask. Finally, it came free, and he let if fall, felt the air on his ravaged face. It felt so good. He felt like laughing.

“A dying man’s last request,” he said. “Answer me this. You were killed, yet you came back. Do you know how it happened? Do you know who would be powerful enough to hold back death, true death? Was it Necromancy that brought you back, Skulduggery? Was it Lord Vile?”

Skulduggery’s gloved finger tightened on the trigger, but before the gun fired Tesseract’s legs gave way beneath him once again. He stumbled to the wall, hit it with his shoulder and slid down to the floor. There was no pain, which was nice, because he could feel the rot spreading over his head. When he looked up, Skulduggery was putting his gun away.

“Not going to kill me?” he asked.

“Waste of a bullet.”

“I realise I have no right to ask this, but would you help me outside? It’s almost dawn, and I would like to feel the sun on my face.”

Skulduggery tilted his head slightly. Then he came forward, stooped to wrap Tesseract’s left arm around his neck, and straightened up, lifting Tesseract out of a pool of his own blood.

“The problem with living so long,” Tesseract said, as Skulduggery walked him to the door, “is that we get used to it. We watch the mortals age and wither and die around us, watch the world change and decay… but no matter the hardship or the pain or the sorrow we suffer, we choose to continue living. Out of sheer habit, I think.”

“You’re quite chatty now that I’ve got to know you,” Skulduggery said.

“I have a cat, you know. Back home.”

“I know. You had cat hair on your lapel the day you killed Davina Marr.”

“You don’t miss much, do you? She doesn’t have a name. She is just Cat. She curls up on my chest whenever I sit down, and goes to sleep. I hope she doesn’t miss me. I’m going to miss her.”

They emerged into the cold air of the morning. Dawn had yet to break. Skulduggery found a bench and he let Tesseract sit, facing the stagnant lake, and beyond it, the horizon. Then he sat beside him.

“Is there anything you regret?” Skulduggery asked.

“I regret being mortally wounded just a few minutes ago.”

“Understandable.”

“Apart from that, no. I lived. I killed. My life is my own.”

The rot was seeping through Tesseract’s body. He turned his hand over, but it was probably a good thing he couldn’t see much in this dim light. He felt the flesh bubble, like he was being boiled from the inside out. It was an effort to look up again.

“What about you?” he asked, his words not much more than a mumble. “Regrets?”

“Many,” Skulduggery said.

Tesseract’s breath rattled in his chest. “That’s the good thing about living. You get to make up for past mistakes.”

“Or make brand-new ones.”

Tesseract tried to smile, but didn’t have the strength for it. His head dipped, and Skulduggery reached out to steady him. The sun cracked the horizon, split it with light that spilled through the sky in streaks of orange and deep red.
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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my nieces. Girls, none of you were born when Skulduggery Pleasant first appeared. But since you’ve arrived, no one in our family wants to talk about the writer any more. Now all they want to talk about are the damn babies. All of a sudden, no one wants to cuddle me, and for that I blame you.

But, I suppose you have your good points. It’s because of you that Valkyrie has a little sister, after all. You’re all mildly cute, reasonably adorable, and you make me laugh when you fall over.

So this book is dedicated to you, Rebecca and Emily, Sophie and Clara and





(insert names of any more nieces or nephews that might sprout up between now and when they’re old enough to read this).

I know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that I am your favourite uncle. And you probably prefer me to your parents, too.

(I’ve met your parents. I don’t blame you. They’re rubbish.)





Epigraph

“Good and evil are so close as to be chained together in the soul.”

Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1941)
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Prologue

    [image: logo]he closing door made the candlelight dance, waltzing and flickering over the girl strapped to the table. She turned her head to him. Her face, like every other part of her, was decorated with small, pale scars, symbols painstakingly carved into her flesh over the course of the last few months. Her name was Melancholia St Clair. She was his secret. His experiment. His last, desperate grasp for power.

“It hurts,” she said.

Vandameer Craven, Cleric First Class of the Necromancer Order, esteemed Scholar of Arcane Languages and feared opponent on the debating battlefield, nodded and patted her hand. She had entered into this arrangement with the kind of zeal that only the truly greedy can muster, but recently her bouts of annoying self-pity were becoming more and more frequent. “I know, my dear, I know it does. But pain is nothing. Once our work is done, there will be no pain. You have suffered for all of us. You have suffered for all life in this world, in this universe.”

“Please,” she whimpered, “make it stop. I’ve changed my mind about this. Please. I don’t want it any more.”

“I understand,” he said sadly. “I do. You’re scared because you don’t think you’re strong enough. But I know you’re strong enough. That’s why I picked you, out of everyone. I believe in you, Melancholia. I have faith in your strength.”

“I want to go home.”

“You are home.”

“Please…”

“Now now, my dear girl, there’s no need for begging. The Surge is a beautiful, wondrous thing, and it should be cherished. You’ve taken your next step. You’ve become who you were always meant to be. We all go through it. Every sorcerer goes through it.”

She gritted her teeth as a spasm of pain arched her spine, and then she gasped, “But it’s not supposed to last so long. You said I’d be the most powerful sorcerer in the world. You didn’t say anything about this.”

Craven made the effort to look her in the eyes. He despised people who sweated, and the perspiration was rolling off her in heavy rivulets. It turned his stomach to look at her wet, dripping, scarred face. “With the power I promised you, you’ve just had to suffer a little more than the rest of us,” he explained. “But all the work we’ve been doing, preparing you, it’s going to be worth it. Trust me. The symbols I’ve etched into you are seizing the power of the Surge and they’re keeping it, they’re looping it around, letting it build, letting it grow stronger.”

“Let me out.”

“Just another day or so.”

“Let me out!” she screeched, and shadows curled round her, rising and thrashing like tentacles.

He stepped forward quickly, gave her a smile. “But of course, my dear. You’re absolutely right – the time has come.”

Her eyes widened, and the shadows retreated. He doubted she was even aware of them. Strapped and bound as she was, she shouldn’t have been able to wield any kind of power. For once, Craven’s smile was genuine. This was a good sign.

“It’s done?” she asked, her voice meek. “You’re going to let me go?”

“Let you go?” he echoed, and gave a little laugh as he undid her straps. “You make it sound like I’ve been keeping you prisoner! Melancholia, I am your friend. I am your guide. I am the one person in the whole of the world that you can trust to always be honest with you.”

“I… I know that, Cleric Craven,” she said.

He took a handkerchief from his robes and used it to take hold of her wet, slippery arm in order to help her sit up. “We have to choose the right moment to tell the High Priest about you, but once we tell him what we’ve been doing down here for all this time, it’s all going to change. Word will get out that you are the Death Bringer, and there will be many people vying for your favour. Trust none of them.”

She nodded obediently.

“There will be some who won’t understand,” he continued, “even within the Necromancer Order itself. Whenever you feel unsure, or scared, or whenever you just want to talk – I’m here for you.”

“I’m scared now,” Melancholia said, her fingers closing around the skin of his wrist. It took all his self-control not to shiver with revulsion at her clammy touch.

He smiled reassuringly. “There’s nothing to fear, not while you’re with me. Rejoice, my dear. Very soon, you’re going to save the world.”





Chapter 1
Kenny

[image: logo]enny Dunne wasn’t an expert on cars. He knew enough, to be fair to him. He knew what wheels were. He knew how to open and close the doors. He even knew where to put the nozzle thing when the car needed petrol. He knew the basics, enough to get by, and nothing more. But even to a man like Kenny, smoke billowing from beneath the bonnet while you’re driving is generally seen as a Bad Thing.

The car spluttered and coughed and retched, and Kenny’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “No,” he said. “Please.” The car belched and juddered in response, smoke filling his windscreen. Images flashed into his mind of the car suddenly exploding into a giant fireball, and he tore off his seatbelt and lunged out on to the sun-drenched street. Horns honked. Kenny jumped sideways to avoid a cursing cyclist who shot past him like a foul-tempered bullet. Dublin traffic on a Sunday morning wasn’t that bad at all. Dublin traffic on a Sunday morning with a big game on was terrible. Irate drivers with county flags stuck to their cars glared at him as they were forced to change lanes.

Kenny smiled apologetically, then looked back at his car. It was not exploding. He reached in, grabbed his bag and turned off the ignition. The car wheezed and slipped gratefully into an early death. Kenny left it there in the street and hailed a taxi.

He was late. He couldn’t believe he was late. He couldn’t believe that he hadn’t learned his lesson, even after all these years of being late to things. How many interviews had he messed up because of his inability to arrive on time? Actors, rock stars, politicians, business people, citizens both rich and famous and poor and unknown – he had been late to meet all of them. It was not a good quality in a journalist, he had to admit, especially when every newspaper was cutting back on staff. Print was dead, they were saying. Not as dead as Kenny was going to be if he didn’t get the piece finished by the end of the month.

This story was juicy. It was glorious and bizarre and unique – the kind of thing that stood a chance of being picked up by other papers around the world, maybe even a few magazines. Whenever Kenny entertained that possibility, his mouth watered. A solid pay day. Food in the fridge, no worrying about rent for a while. Maybe even a half-decent car, if he got really lucky.

He glanced at his watch. Fifteen minutes late. He bit his lip and tapped his fingers on his bag, willing the road ahead to miraculously clear. He didn’t know how long his source would stick around, and if Kenny missed this chance, he doubted he’d get another. Tracking down Paul Lynch in the first place had not been easy, but then finding one homeless person in a city like Dublin was never going to be straightforward. And it wasn’t like Lynch had a phone or anything.

The taxi crawled along to another set of traffic lights and Kenny almost whimpered.

It was probably unhealthy to pin so much hope on one article that hadn’t even been commissioned, but there was really very little choice. Kenny needed a lucky break. He’d started off well, worked up to some high-profile interviews and articles, but then it all started to slide away from him. He could see it happening, but couldn’t do anything to stop it. Now he was freelance, thrown the occasional job, but his editors left it up to him to go out and find the stories himself. And that’s what he’d done.

When he’d first heard the rumours, years ago, he’d dismissed them. Of course he had. They were crazy. He wrote a few articles, noting the trend in the modern urban legend, but he’d never read more into it than that. But they persisted, these stories of strange people with strange powers doing strange things. Wonderful stuff, and not just the ravings of lunatics and paranoids and the disturbed. These stories were everywhere. They popped up occasionally on the Internet, then vanished just as fast. A few of the reports he’d followed up on had turned out to be hoaxes, with the person who reported the sighting now claiming to have no idea what he was talking about. He’d been close to forgetting the whole thing when he met Lynch. Lynch was Kenny’s link. In all his years of casual investigation, Lynch was his one solid lead – as solid a lead as a muttering homeless man could be, anyway – and Kenny had a feeling he was ready to reveal everything he knew. Kenny had spoken to him three times already, and felt he was beginning to earn his trust.

Today was the day, he knew. If only he could get there in time.

The taxi stopped again and Kenny lost patience. He paid the driver, lurched out of the car, swung his bag over his shoulder and ran.

Twenty seconds of running and he was seriously regretting this move. He hadn’t run in years. Good God, running was hard. And hot. Sweat formed on his brow. His lungs ached. He had shin splints.

He staggered to the next corner and hailed a taxi. It was the same taxi he’d just got out of.

“Didn’t go too well for you, did it?” asked the driver smugly.

Kenny just gasped and panted in the back seat.

They finally reached the park and Kenny paid the driver, again, and hurried across the grass. There were people everywhere, stretched out in the May sunshine, laughing and chatting, walking and eating ice cream. Small dogs scampered after their owners. Music played. The pond glinted.

Kenny saw Paul Lynch, sitting in the shade away from everyone, and a smile broke across his face like a wave of cool water. He wiped the sweat from his brow and walked over, taking it slower, holding up a hand in greeting. Lynch didn’t return the gesture. He just sat there, his back against the railing, shoulders slumped. He was probably in a bad mood.

If only he’d really been a psychic, then he’d have foreseen Kenny’s late arrival and there wouldn’t be a problem. Kenny’s smile turned to a grin.

“Sorry,” he said once he stepped into the shade. “The traffic, you know, and the car broke down, and I had to get a taxi.”

Lynch didn’t answer. He didn’t even raise his head.

Kenny stood there awkwardly, then shrugged and sat down. “Glorious morning, isn’t it? I swear, you can never tell how an Irish summer is going to turn out. Do you want an ice cream or something? I’d love an ice cream.”

Again, no response. Lynch’s eyes were closed.

“Paul?”

Kenny reached out and nudged his one solid lead. Nudged him again. Then he saw the blood that drenched Lynch’s shirt, and he grabbed him and shook him. Lynch’s head rolled back, revealing a throat with a long, smooth slit, like a red eye opening.





Chapter 2
Me and the Girl

    [image: logo]enny sat in the interview room and tried not to fidget. He was mildly disappointed that there was no two-way mirror built into the wall, like he’d seen on cop shows. Maybe they only had two-way mirrors in America. In Ireland, the Guards probably didn’t even have one-way mirrors.

The door to his right opened, and two people entered. The man was tall and thin, dressed in a dark blue suit of impeccable tailoring. He wore a hat like a 1940s private eye. He sat on the other side of the table and took the hat off. He had dark hair and high cheekbones. His eyes seemed to have trouble focusing. His skin looked waxy. He wore gloves.

His companion stood against the wall behind him. She was tall and pretty and dark-haired, but she couldn’t have been more than sixteen years old. She was dressed in black trousers and a tight black jacket, zipped halfway up, made of some material Kenny didn’t recognise. She didn’t look at him.

“Hi.” The man’s smile was bright. He had good teeth.

“Hi,” Kenny said.

The girl said nothing.

The man had a smooth voice, like velvet. “I’m Detective Inspector Me. Unusual name, I know. My family were incredibly narcissistic. I’m lucky I escaped with any degree of humility at all, to be honest, but then I’ve always managed to exceed expectations. You are Kenny Dunne, are you not?”

“I am.”

“Just a few questions for you, Mr Dunne. Or Kenny. Can I call you Kenny? I feel we’ve become friends these past few seconds. Can I call you Kenny?”

“Sure,” Kenny said, slightly baffled.

“Thank you. Thank you very much. It’s important you feel comfortable around me, Kenny. It’s important we build up a level of trust. That way I’ll catch you completely unprepared when I suddenly accuse you of murder.”

Kenny’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”

“Oh dear,” said Inspector Me. “That wasn’t supposed to happen for another few minutes.”

“I didn’t kill Paul Lynch!”

“Could we go back to the nice feeling of trust we were building up?”

“Listen, I had arranged to meet him, I was going to interview him, but when I got there he was already dead.”

“You’d be surprised how often we hear the ‘he was already dead’ defence in our line of work. Or maybe you wouldn’t, I don’t know. The point is, Kenny, it’s not looking good for you. Maybe if you tell us everything you know, we can persuade our colleagues to go easy on you.”

Kenny stared at the man, then looked over at the girl. “Who are you?”

She returned his look, raised an eyebrow, but didn’t answer.

“She’s here on work experience,” said Inspector Me. “Don’t you worry about her, Kenny. You just worry about yourself. What was your relationship with the corpse?”

“Uh,” Kenny said, “I’m a journalist. He’s someone I’d interviewed a few times.”

“About what?”

“It’s… nothing. He is, or he was, a conspiracy nut, kind of.”

“Conspiracies? You mean like government cover-ups, that sort of thing?”

“No, not really. He was more…” Kenny sighed. “Listen, it’s a long story.”

“I don’t have anywhere else to be,” said Inspector Me, and glanced back at the girl. “Do you?”

“Yes, actually,” she said. “I have a christening to get to.”

“Oh,” said Me. “Of course.” He turned back to Kenny. “So maybe if you talk really fast, you can explain it to us.”

Kenny took a moment, deciding on the best way to avoid sounding like a lunatic. “Right,” he said. “For the past few years, I’ve been investigating some oddball stories. Nothing big, nothing major, but stories that get ignored because when you hear them, they sound insane. No newspaper is going to take this stuff seriously, so I can really only devote a small amount of time to them.

“It started when I did a piece on urban legends. You have all your usual stuff, modern myths and burgeoning folklore, some funny, some horrible, some creepy, everything you’d expect to hear. But I started hearing new ones.”

“Like what?”

“Just rumours, snippets of stories. Someone saw a gunfight where people threw fire. Someone saw a man leap over a building, or a woman just disappear.”

Inspector Me tilted his head. “So the modern urban legend is about superheroes?”

“That’s what I was thinking, but now I’m not so sure. I’ve been hearing whispers about an entire subculture where this stuff goes on. Lynch said it’s everywhere, if you know what to look for.”

“I see. And did Lynch claim to be such a superhero?”

“Lynch? No. God, no. I mean, he wasn’t well, obviously. He had visions, he said. That’s what he called them, visions. He’d had them since he was a teenager. They scared the hell out of him. He was sent to psychiatrist after psychiatrist, given pill after pill, but nothing worked. He’d describe these visions to me and they seemed so vivid, so real. He couldn’t hold down a job, couldn’t maintain a relationship… He ended up homeless, drinking too much, muttering away to himself in doorways.”

“And this,” Inspector Me said, “was your source?”

“I know he sounds unreliable.”

“Just a touch.”

“But I stuck at it, listened to what he was saying. Eventually, I learned how to separate the ramblings from the… well, the facts, I suppose.”

“What kinds of things did he see?” asked the girl.

Kenny frowned. He didn’t really understand what gave a student on work experience the right to question him, but Inspector Me didn’t object, so Kenny reluctantly answered. “He saw the apocalypse,” he said. “He saw a few of them, to be honest. The first one concerned these Dark Gods, the Faceless Ones, whatever he called them. Someone banished them eons ago, nobody knows who, and they’ve been trying to get back ever since. When he was seventeen, Lynch had a vision in which they returned. He saw millions dead. Cities levelled. He saw the world break apart. He kept having these visions, and every time it would be some new aspect, some new viewpoint from which to watch the world end. He was convinced we were all going to die one night, a little under three years ago. He said these things, these god-creatures, would emerge through a glowing yellow door between realities. Of course no one would listen to him. And then the night came when the world was going to end… and it didn’t. And the visions stopped.”

“I love stories with a happy ending,” Inspector Me said.

“It wasn’t over, not for Lynch. More visions came to him. He predicted the Insanity Virus, you know.”

“The last I heard it wasn’t a virus,” said the girl. “It was a hallucinogen. They got the guys who did it.”

Kenny laughed. “You actually believe that?”

Inspector Me looked at him weirdly. “You don’t?”

“It’s all a little convenient, isn’t it? As a Christmas prank, a radical group of anarchists drop a drug into the water supplies around the country – and then months later they come forward and admit to it? Anarchists, taking responsibility for their actions? That defeats the whole point of being an anarchist, doesn’t it? Do you know when the trial is? Do you know which prison they’re locked up in until it happens? Because I don’t.”

Inspector Me sat back. “This sounds awfully like a conspiracy theory, Kenny. What do you think happened?”

“I don’t know, but Lynch said it wasn’t anarchists that did this. He said it was little slices of darkness, flying around and infecting people.”

To Kenny’s surprise, neither the Inspector nor the girl smirked.

“Do you know how many people reported seeing strange things over those few days?” Kenny continued. “I’ve read dozens of reports. There was a nightclub in North County Dublin that was apparently swarmed by the things, but it wasn’t even reported in the local paper.”

“Sounds like a bunch of people hallucinating to me,” said the girl.

“Lynch didn’t think so. He had a vision of those things spreading out, infecting the world, making everyone do crazy things, kill each other, drop bombs…”

“All right then,” said Me. “We have established that Lynch was psychologically disturbed, that he believed in a subculture of superheroes and evil gods. So why was he killed?”

Kenny blinked. “Uh, he was robbed, wasn’t he?”

“Was he?”

“Wasn’t he? That’s what the… that’s what the guy said, the Guard, the one who spoke to me. He said it looked like a mugging.”

“I see.”

Kenny frowned. “You think it’s got something to do with his visions, don’t you?”

“It’s a possibility,” said Me.

“Why were you meeting him this morning?” the girl asked.

“I’m sorry,” said Kenny, “I don’t mean to be rude, but why is she asking me questions? Why is she even here?”

“Work experience,” said Me.

“You accused me of murder. Do you make a habit of bringing schoolgirls into interview rooms with murder suspects?”

Me waved a hand. “Oh, I was only joking about that. I don’t really think you murdered anyone. Unless you did, in which case I reserve the right to say that I knew it all along. But she asks a good question, Kenny. Why were you meeting him?”

“For the past few months, he’d been having new visions, of shadows coming alive, of people dropping dead. His latest apocalypse.”

“What did he say about it?”

“Why is this important?”

“Everything is important.”

“But it’s not like he identified anyone. It’s not like he heard any names in his visions. He saw someone in a black robe, that’s it.”

“Male or female?”

“He couldn’t say.”

“Did he happen to mention the Passage at all?”

Kenny looked at him. There was something about the Inspector’s face that wasn’t quite right. As soon as Kenny noticed it, he looked away. His mother had taught him it was not polite to stare.

“He didn’t use that word,” Kenny said. “But I’ve heard it from others. How did you hear about it?”

“Who did you hear it from?” asked the girl.

“Others,” Kenny said irritably. “Three or four people, who had overheard it in pubs or alleyways or whatever. It sounds like the Rapture, to be honest.”

The girl frowned. “What’s that?”

“The Rapture,” Inspector Me said, “is a Christian belief in which God will collect the faithful and deliver them into Heaven. ‘And the dead in Christ shall rise first: Then we which are alive and remain shall be raptured together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air.’ Those found unworthy will be left here on earth with the rest of the sinners.”

“The Passage sounds like that sort of deal,” Kenny said. “Mass salvation before the end of the world. Whether or not there’s any kind of a god at work behind it, I don’t know, but there usually is.”

“Did Lynch give any kind of a time frame?” Me asked.

“His visions were getting stronger and more frequent,” Kenny answered. “The way it worked in the past is that he’d have another six or seven days at this level of intensity, then the apocalypse wouldn’t happen and he’d be able to relax again.”

“Seven days,” said Me.

“Or thereabouts, yeah. How did you hear about the Passage?”

“We’re detectives,” said Me. “We detect things.”

“She’s a detective as well, is she?”

“She’s a detective-in-training.”

“Look, this is all very, very weird. Why are you focusing on rumours and urban legends? You haven’t even asked me any normal questions.”

“Normal questions? Like what?”

“Like, I don’t know, like if Lynch had any enemies.”

“Did Lynch have any enemies?”

“Well, not that I know of, no.”

“Then there really was no point in me asking that, was there? Unless you wanted to distract me. You didn’t want to distract me, did you, Kenny?”

“No, that’s not—”

“Are you playing a game with me, Kenny?”

“I don’t know what you’re—”

Inspector Me leaned forward. “Did you kill him?”

“No!”

“It’d be OK if you did.”

Kenny recoiled, horrified. “How would that be OK?”

“Well,” Me said, “maybe not OK, but understandable. Perhaps he said something that annoyed you. We’ve all been there, haven’t we?” He looked back at the girl. “Haven’t we?”

“I’ve been there,” said the girl.

“We’ve all been there,” said Me, looking at Kenny again. “We know how it goes. He says something that annoys you, you get angry, all of a sudden he’s lying dead and you’re wondering where did the time go.”

“I didn’t kill him! I didn’t kill anyone!”

“Anyone? You mean there’s more?”

“What?”

Me sat back, tapped his chin with a gloved hand. “You know what, Kenny? I believe you. You have an honest face. You have honest ears. So who do you think killed him?”

“I had thought it was just a mugging.”

“And now?”

“Now… I don’t know. Do you think someone killed him because of the Passage? Are there people out there who really believe in this stuff ?”

“People are strange,” said the girl, then started humming a few bars from the song.

“Did Lynch talk to anyone else about this?” Me asked. “Did he have any friends? Any family he still spoke to?”

“No, no one.”

“So he only talked about his visions to you?”

Kenny hesitated.

“He’s hesitating,” said the girl.

“I see that,” said Me.

“There’s an old woman,” Kenny said, “Bernadette something. Maguire, I think. She helps out at one of the shelters. She used to be a teacher, or something. She’s retired now, lives in the country somewhere. He talked to her. She hasn’t been around that much lately. I think she’s just too old. The first time I’d seen her in months was a few weeks ago. She was talking to Lynch.”

“You think he told her about his visions?”

“Yeah. I do.”

“You think Bernadette Maguire killed him?”

“Uh… no. She’s, like I said, she’s old.”

“Old people can kill people too.”

“I know, but…”

“She could be a ninja.”

“She’s not a ninja, for God’s sake. She’s somebody’s great-grandmother.”

“I want you to think carefully about this, Kenny. Have you ever seen her with a sword?”

“What?”

“How about throwing stars?”

“This is ridiculous.”

“Have you ever seen her dressed up as a ninja? That would have been my first clue.”

The girl sucked in her cheeks so she wouldn’t laugh out loud.

“What kind of cop are you?” Kenny asked, resolutely unamused.

“I am the kind that is determined to get to the bottom of this mystery,” said Me.

The door opened, and a boy with blond hair poked his head in. Kenny was so startled by the way the boy’s hair stood on end that he completely missed Inspector Me getting to his feet.

“Thank you for your co-operation,” Me said, quickly following the girl out the door. “My colleague will be in to see you shortly.” Out in the corridor, the girl held the boy’s arm and reached for Inspector Me as he closed the door. It clicked shut, and all was suddenly quiet for a very brief moment.

The door opened again. A middle-aged man walked in, carrying a notebook. Inspector Me and his two teenage students were gone.

“Mr Dunne?” said the man. “My name is Detective Inspector Harris. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Kenny said, a little doubtfully. “The other Inspector kept me busy.”

Detective Inspector Harris smiled good-naturedly as he sat down. “Other Inspector?”

“The one who just left.”

“Hmm? Who was that, then?”

“Detective Inspector Me.”

“Detective Inspector You?”

“No, Me. That’s his… He said that’s his name. You just passed him. He was with a girl on work experience and a boy with spiky hair.”

Harris blinked at him. “I didn’t pass anyone, Mr Dunne, and I’m the only Detective Inspector on duty right now.”

Kenny stared at him. “Then… then who the hell was I just speaking to?”





Chapter 3
The Christening

    [image: logo]alkyrie Cain cradled her little sister in her arms and hoped to God she’d get through the day without being splattered with regurgitated baby milk. She’d barely made it home from the police station in time to get changed, and one top had already been rendered unwearable before they’d even left the house. It had been a nice top, too. It had really gone with her jeans.

“Please,” she whispered to little Alice, “do not throw up on me.”

Alice watched her with big blue eyes, but wasn’t promising anything.

Squinting slightly against the sun, Valkyrie glanced back into the church. Alice wasn’t the only one who had just been christened today, so the place was full of chatting, laughing families with camcorders, saving every gurgle and wail. She may have been biased, but it was Valkyrie’s sincere opinion that none of the other three babies were half as cute as her three-month-old sister. They just didn’t measure up where it counted. It was sad, really. Those babies had already lost the cuteness war and they wouldn’t even know it for years to come. A real tragedy.

She looked down at her sister. “You don’t do much, do you? You’re fairly limited, as far as most things go. Mum says I have to keep talking to you, to get you used to my voice. So, well, I suppose I’ll keep talking. There are two of me, you know. There’s me, the real me, and then there’s my reflection. The reflection looks like me, and talks like me, and acts like me, but it isn’t me. It steps out of my mirror and goes to school and does my homework and, yes, sometimes it babysits you. And I don’t like that. I don’t like leaving you in the care of something that has no emotions, but I’m a busy girl. Yes I am.

“When you’re a bit older, we’re going to read you stories about princesses and wizards and magic, and we’re going to let you believe, for a few years, that some magic is real. And then, this is the sucky bit, we’re going to tell you that most magic isn’t real. We’re going to tell you that people can’t fly and they can’t turn each other into toads and that there are no magical, mystical monsters. Between you and me, though, that’s the big lie. There is magic, people can fly, there are monsters… I’m not sure about the turning each other into toads bit, though. But who’d want that anyway? That’d be gross.”

Valkyrie started swaying the top half of her body slightly as she walked in a circle. “Who’s a cutie? Who’s a cutie? You are, that’s who. You’re a cutie. And who’s sounding pretty dim-witted right now? That’d be me, wouldn’t it? Yes, it would.”

She looked down, saw the baby gazing up, and she laughed. “Oh God you’re adorable. I’d ask you to stay like this for ever but, you know, that’d be a little awkward. Especially when you’re old enough to go out on dates.

“We have a weird family, do you know that? You’ve probably already noticed. Mum’s normal enough, in her own way. But when she gets talking to Dad, a different side to her comes out – an immensely silly side. He’s a bad influence on her, that’s what he is. Because our dad is an oddball. Mm-hmm. As odd as they come. Uncle Fergus is odd too, but not in a nice way. He’s just mean all the time. It’s a shame you never got to meet Gordon. You’d have liked Gordon. He was a cool uncle.” She kissed the baby’s cheek and kept her head down. “Want to know a secret?” she whispered. “Magic runs in our family. You might be magic. Someday you might be able to do all the things I can do. Someday you might have to take a new name, like I did. Or you might not. But I don’t know if I want that for you. Being normal isn’t so bad, once you’ve seen the other side. I know it wouldn’t be fair if I kept this from you, but I don’t want you getting hurt. Do you understand me? Something like that, it’d kill me.”

The baby reached out, took a small handful of Valkyrie’s hair.

“I’m glad we understand each other. For someone with such a small brain, you’re very smart, you know that?”

Alice gurgled.

Valkyrie took her baby sister back inside the church, made her way over towards her folks. Her aunt emerged from the crowd, hair pulled back off her face, pinching it tight. It was not a good look.

“Hello Stephanie,” Beryl said. “You’re holding her wrong.”

“She seems pretty comfortable,” Valkyrie responded, making sure she said it politely.

Beryl reached out thin hands. “No no no, let me show you.” But, as usual, Alice’s spider-sense picked up the incoming threat and she turned her head, saw Beryl’s suddenly smiling face and wailed. Beryl recoiled sharply, fingers twitching. When their aunt had retreated to an acceptable distance, Alice stopped wailing and glomped her gums on to a button on Valkyrie’s top.

“She’s been grumpy all day,” Valkyrie lied, pleased with how things had turned out. Beryl made a noise in her throat, obviously unimpressed with her brand-new niece. Valkyrie jerked her head back slightly. “Mum and Dad are over there,” she said. “They’ve been wanting to talk to you. Mum said earlier what a lovely dress you’re wearing.”

Beryl’s eyebrows wriggled like two tiny tapeworms. “This?” she said. “But I’ve had this for years.”

It was a beige dress that would have looked better on an eighty-year-old. Any eighty-year-old, man or woman.

“I think you’ve really grown into it,” Valkyrie said.

“I always thought it was a little shapeless.”

Valkyrie resisted the urge to say that was what she meant.

Beryl broke off the conversation as she usually did, without any warning whatsoever and with her husband trailing after her. Hilariously, Fergus nodded to the baby as he passed, as if Alice was going to nod back, but he reserved a look akin to a glare for Valkyrie. She hadn’t a clue what that was about.

She watched Carol and Crystal walk towards her, and prepared herself for the onslaught to come. In the past, she would have been expecting poorly thought-out taunts and flatly executed jibes from her cousins at a time like this. These days, unfortunately, it was a whole lot worse.

“Hi Valkyrie,” Carol whispered.

Crystal jabbed Carol with an elbow. “Don’t call her that!”

Carol glared. “I whispered it. No one else could hear.”

“You still shouldn’t call her that! Call her Stephanie!”

A few more precious moments of life were sucked away from Valkyrie’s grasp, never to be seen again.

“Fine,” Carol said, not looking pleased. “Hello, Stephanie. How are you?”

“I’m doing good,” Valkyrie replied, talking quickly in an effort to hijack the conversation and steer it towards calm and unexceptional waters. “How are you guys? How’s college? Looking forward to the summer holidays? Crystal, I love your shoes. Your feet fit really well into them. Doesn’t Alice look adorable?”

She turned slightly so that they could see the baby. They both murmured something about cuteness, and then it was as if Alice didn’t even exist.

“We were thinking,” Carol said, and both twins stepped closer so they wouldn’t be overheard. “You know the way you said we were too short to learn magic? Well, we’re not sure that we are. You started to learn magic when you were shorter than we are now, didn’t you? And also, elves.”

Valkyrie blinked. “I’m sorry?”

“Elves,” said Crystal. “You know, with the pointy ears? They’re pretty small, aren’t they? I know in some movies they’re regularsized, but mostly elves are small, and they can do magic.”

“Uh, elves aren’t real,” Valkyrie said.

Carol sighed at her sister. “Told you.”

Crystal glared back, then looked again at Valkyrie. “Why aren’t they real?”

“I’m not sure I can, uh, answer that.”

Crystal looked confused. “What about goblins?”

“Oh,” Valkyrie said. “Yeah, OK, goblins exist. Right, listen, it’s not a height thing, it’s a danger thing. The fact is it isn’t safe. I’ve been beaten up more times than I can count. I’ve had bones broken and teeth broken and five months ago I was technically dead for half a day. I even had an autopsy done on me.”

“What was that like?”

“Unsurprisingly unsettling.”

Carol’s eyes gleamed. “But you get to do magic, and save the world, and hang around with cool people.”

“And have friends,” Crystal added.

“And what do we get to do? We get to go to college and do exams and get spots and we don’t get to have boyfriends.”

Valkyrie attempted a smile. “I get spots too, you know. Everyone does. And you’ve both had plenty of boyfriends.”

Crystal shook her head. “Not like Fletcher. He’s nice.”

“And I wouldn’t call them boyfriends, either,” mumbled Carol. “Stephanie, we just want what you have. We want to have fun and we want to have powers and do exciting things. We’ve been talking, and we’ve decided that we want you to teach us magic.”

“I really don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“And we really do.”

“Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. I just don’t have the time. Tanith is still out there, and she’s got a Remnant inside her, and she’s with Billy-Ray Sanguine and she knows much too much about my life and my family. I need to find her and get her some help, and I’ve also got to stop the end of the world and… It’s just not safe to start showing you things.”

“Just a few tricks,” Crystal pressed.

“They’re not called tricks,” said Valkyrie.

“Illusions, then.”

“They’re not illusions.”

“Spells?”

Valkyrie hesitated. “OK, you can call them tricks.”

“Just show us a few small ones,” said Carol, “like flying.”

“Flying is not one of the small ones.”

“Can you fly yet?”

“No, I can’t. Skulduggery’s the only one who can.”

“Maybe he’ll teach us.”

Valkyrie couldn’t help it, she had to smile. “I doubt that very much.”

The twins suddenly started fixing their hair, and Valkyrie knew that Fletcher had arrived.

“Hello, ladies,” he said to them while his left arm wrapped round Valkyrie’s waist.

“Hi, Fletcher,” the twins said in unison.

“Having a good christening?” he asked. “I’ve never been to one and I have to admit, it seems kind of… well, boring. But in a nice way.”

“I found it really boring too,” Carol said before Crystal had a chance. “And I didn’t understand most of what the priest was saying.”

“I wasn’t even listening,” Crystal said. “It was something about babies, I think. I really like your hair today. You have it sticking up really nicely.”

“Don’t encourage him,” Valkyrie groaned. Fletcher laughed, and gave her a quick kiss.

“Unfortunately,” he said, “we have to go for just a moment.”

“We do?” Valkyrie asked. He nodded to her, all serious. “Ah,” she said. “OK. Yeah. Guys, we have to go.”

Carol’s eyes widened. “Is there trouble? Are we in danger?”

“Is the world ending?” Crystal asked. The twins looked up at the church ceiling, like they were expecting to see it crack and fall in on top of them.

“Don’t worry about it,” Valkyrie said with a chuckle. She headed over to her parents, Fletcher beside her. “They don’t have to worry about it, do they?”

He shrugged. “I’m sure they’ll be OK for another few days.”

“Did you find Bernadette Maguire’s house?”

“Skulduggery’s there right now, waiting for me to return with you.”

She grinned at him. “Was it a nice drive?”

“It took two hours,” he grumbled. “And he wouldn’t let me speak. Do you know what it’s like to be driving for two hours and not be able to speak?”

“No. What’s it like?”

“It’s boring.”

She nodded. “I could probably have guessed that.”

They reached her parents, and Valkyrie’s mum lit up when Valkyrie passed her Alice.

“Here she is,” her mum said, cooing at the baby, “my special girl.”

“Oh, cheers,” Valkyrie said, rolling her eyes.

Her mum laughed. “Hello, Fletcher, when did you get here?”

“I just arrived,” he said. “Sorry. The bus service on a Sunday is awful.”

“You should have called us – Desmond could have picked you up.”

“No, I couldn’t have,” Valkyrie’s dad said, stepping into earshot. “Sorry, Fletcher, but I had important fatherly duties to take care of, which included eating breakfast, showering and finding my trousers. Of those three, I only managed two. Without looking down, can you guess which one I missed?”

Valkyrie’s mother sighed. “Des, it’s too early in the day for your nonsense. Fletcher, will you be joining us for the post-christening lunch?”

“Yes, I will,” Fletcher smiled back. “I just have to borrow Stephanie for a moment.”

“Take our daughter,” Valkyrie’s dad said, waving his hand airily. “We have another one now.”

Valkyrie laughed, leading Fletcher through the crowd. They left the church and walked round the corner. When they were sure they weren’t being watched, Fletcher turned to her, kissed her, and the moment their lips touched, they teleported. The church and the grass and the sunshine vanished, replaced by a cottage being lashed by rain.

Valkyrie broke off the kiss instantly and leaped sideways to the Bentley, which was under the cover of a tree. Fletcher joined her.

“The sun is splitting the stones in Haggard,” she said, glaring. “Don’t you think staying dry will be kind of important for when we teleport back?”

“You make a good point,” Fletcher conceded. “See, there’s a reason why you’re the girl and I’m the boy. You think about things, while I…”

“Don’t?”

“Exactly,” he said happily.

Skulduggery walked towards them from the cottage, his gloved hand raised to divert the rain around him. His suit was impeccable, his hat cocked just right. His face was sallow-skinned, but as he neared he tapped the two symbols etched into his collarbones, and his features flowed away, revealing the skull beneath. “Sorry to pull you away,” he said to Valkyrie.

She shrugged. “I was there for the christening itself. Once that’s done with, it’s just a family get-together, and Christmas is enough for me. Is the old lady home?”

“I knocked on windows and doors, but there’s no answer,” he said. “We’ll have to let ourselves in.” Fletcher held out his hands, but Skulduggery shook his head. “Relying on teleportation is making us lazy, so we’re going to do this the old-fashioned way. Valkyrie, would you mind keeping the rain off ?”

He turned, started walking back to the cottage. Valkyrie hurried after him, raising her arms, moving the air into a shield.

“You should really get used to manipulating water instead of relying on air all the time,” he told her. “One of these days you’re going to wish you’d practised more. There’s very little point in being an Elemental sorcerer if you only use two elements.”

“But air and fire are the handiest,” she said, pretending to whine. “Manipulating moisture just doesn’t grab me that way. And as for earth…” She trailed off.

They reached the front door and Skulduggery knelt, working the lock pick. Fletcher stood behind Valkyrie, trying to avoid the raindrops that got through her defence.

“And yet,” Skulduggery said, “your Necromancy lessons are continuing without interruption, are they not?”

“Well, yeah, but I need more lessons in Necromancy because Solomon isn’t as good a teacher as you are.” He looked at her and she grinned, then shrugged. “Besides, most of the training I do with you these days is combat. I’ll get the Elemental stuff back on track, I promise.”

Skulduggery grunted. Ever since Tanith Low had been lost to a Remnant, he had changed what he’d been teaching Valkyrie. There was no way she’d be able to match Tanith’s speed and agility, so going up against her using pure martial arts would end in disaster. The new stuff she’d been learning was ugly, brutal and effective – combatives, not martial arts. It had taken Valkyrie a while to adjust, but the threat of Tanith’s return had spurred her on. A rematch was inevitable, she knew, so when she did go up against Tanith again, she was making damn sure that it wasn’t going to be on Tanith’s terms.

The lock clicked, and Skulduggery stood up and opened the door, then poked his head in. “Hello? Mrs Maguire? Anyone home?” He waited. No answer. He stepped inside, Valkyrie following. His hair suddenly in danger of getting wet, Fletcher hopped in after her. Aside from the steady rhythm of the rain, the cottage was quiet. It was orderly, and smelled of old person. Valkyrie took another step and the ring on her right hand grew colder.

“Someone’s dead in here,” she whispered.

Stepping slowly and carefully, they entered the living room, where small porcelain figurines lined every surface and an old woman sat in an armchair, very dead.

Skulduggery took out his gun.

“Wait a second,” Fletcher said, his eyes widening. “Look at her. This was natural causes. She was old. Old people die. That’s what old people do.”

Skulduggery shook his head. “There was someone else here.”

He motioned them to stay put, and left the room. Fletcher looked at Valkyrie searchingly, but all she could do was shrug. After a few moments, Skulduggery came back in and put his gun away.

“How do you know there was someone else here?” she asked.

He nodded behind him as he took a small bag of rainbow dust from his pocket. “Notice the figurines. Horrible little things, aren’t they? Little cherubs, cheap and tasteless. See how they’re so lovingly arranged, evenly spaced, all looking outwards? Now look at the ones beside you.”

Valkyrie looked down. Fat little figurines, holding harps and little bows and arrows, were positioned haphazardly along the edge of the cabinet. “They fell,” she said, “and someone put them back in a hurry. Someone who didn’t care enough to face them all in the same direction.”

Skulduggery broke up the lumps in the powder. He took a pinch and threw it into the air. It fell gently in a small cloud, changing colour as it did so. “Adept magic was used,” he murmured. “Hard to tell what sort. But it was recent.”

“How recent?” Valkyrie asked.

Skulduggery put the bag away. “The last ten minutes.”

Fletcher glanced over his shoulder. “So the attacker could still be in the area?”

Skulduggery took out his gun again. “Always a possibility.”

Valkyrie patted Fletcher’s arm. “Don’t worry,” she said. “If the bad man comes, I’ll protect you.”

“If the bad man comes,” Fletcher responded, “I’ll bravely give out a high-pitched scream to distract him. I may even bravely faint, to give him a false sense of security. That will be your signal to strike.”

“We make a great team.”

“Just don’t forget to stand in front of me the whole time,” he said, and then yelled. Valkyrie jumped and Skulduggery whirled, and Fletcher pointed at the window. “Outside!” he blurted. “Bad man! Outside!”

Skulduggery charged, thrust his hand against the air and the window exploded outwards. He jumped through, Valkyrie and Fletcher right behind him. The rain pelted them, made the ground muddy. A bald man in black slipped on the trail that led into the woods, fell to his hands and knees. He cast a quick glance behind him. He had a long nose and a ridiculous goatee beard that ended in wispy trails far below his chin. He fumbled with something they couldn’t see, and then sprang up. He slipped and slid, but kept on running, leaving a wooden box open on the ground behind him.

“Back,” Skulduggery said. “Back inside the house. Move!”

Valkyrie went first, vaulted through the broken window, landing just as Fletcher teleported in. Skulduggery came last, flattening himself against the wall.

“Hide,” he whispered.

They ducked down.

The rain battered the cottage. Valkyrie risked a look up at Skulduggery.

“What is it?” she whispered.

“It’s a box,” he whispered back.

“What kind of box?”

“A wooden one.”

She gave him a look. “OK, I’ll try this. Why are we hiding from a box?”

“We’re not. We’re hiding from what’s inside the box.”

“What’s in the box?”

“Is it a head?” Fletcher asked.

“It’s the Jitter Girls.”

He peeked out. Valkyrie raised herself up slightly so she could see over the windowsill. The wooden box sat there on the trail in the mud and the rain.

“Who are the Jitter Girls?” she asked.

“Triplets,” Skulduggery said. “Born in 1931. When they were six years old, something tried to get into this world through them.”

“Through them?”

“It planted seeds in their minds, changed them mentally and physically. It dragged them just out of step with our reality, tried to make them a conduit through which it could emerge.”

“What are we talking about here?” Fletcher asked. “A Faceless One?”

“No,” Skulduggery said, “I don’t think so. This was something else. Their parents panicked. Doctors couldn’t help. Remember, this was Ireland in the 1930s, cut off and isolated from a world that was advancing around it. Everyone thought the children were possessed by the devil. They tried exorcism after exorcism, but the girls just got worse. Then I was called.”

“Could you help?” Valkyrie asked. She took another peek. The box was still just a box.

“They were too far gone,” Skulduggery said. “They spent a year in agony, twisting and squealing while strapped to their beds in the asylum.”

“Good God.”

“Their parents came in every single day. They’d sing to them. Nursery rhymes and old Irish songs. There was nothing I could do. The thing, whatever it was that was using them, I think it realised its plan wasn’t going to work. So it retreated. It went away, left them alone. They died soon after.”

“That’s terrible.”

“It is.”

“And so how are they in that box out there?”

Skulduggery shrugged. “They came back, didn’t they? Any poor soul tortured like that isn’t going to rest easy. They have too much pain to deal with by themselves, so they need to spread it around. That’s what I think, anyway. The truth is nobody knows why they came back, or why they started killing people. But that’s what happened.”

“And they’re in the box because…?”

“Everyone needs a home.”

“I see. I’m not altogether sure, though, why we’re hiding from them. If they can fit into that small box, how dangerous can they be?”

“It looks like you’re going to see for yourself,” Skulduggery said, his voice dropping back to a whisper.

Valkyrie peeked.

Impossibly, a pale hand emerged from the box. It trembled slightly as it lengthened, and it was an arm now, that curled. The hand gripped the edge of the box.

She ducked down.

“What’s happening?” Fletcher asked.

“They’re climbing out,” Valkyrie said dumbly.

“If they’re as dangerous as you say they are,” Fletcher said to Skulduggery, “then let’s go. Let’s get out of here.”

“They need to be contained,” Skulduggery said. “That’s why the killer brought them, to cover his escape. We can’t leave – there’s no telling what they’d do if they were allowed to roam free.”

Valkyrie took another look. At first, she thought there was something wrong with her eyes. A girl climbed out of the box. A little blonde six-year-old, wearing a white dress with a bow, moving like bad animation. She was stiff, jerky, missing out the smooth motion between the lifting of the foot and the placing it down as she walked. There was no other word for it. She jittered.

Behind her, another pale hand emerged. “How do we fight them?” asked Valkyrie softly. “I don’t know,” Skulduggery said. “Fletcher. Go see China. She must have something in her books about fighting these things.”

Fletcher shook his head. “I’m not leaving.”

“It wasn’t a request.”

“Then come with me,” Fletcher said. “Valkyrie, at least. I’m not leaving her here.”

Valkyrie turned to him. “Yes you are. Go. Be quick.”

He grabbed her. “I’m not—”

She took his hand off her. “We don’t have time to argue. Do it. Go.”

He stared at her, torn, then narrowed his eyes. “I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

He didn’t even kiss her – he just vanished.

Valkyrie turned back to the window. “Hell,” she breathed.

All three Jitter Girls were out, and all three were walking towards the cottage.





Chapter 4
Craven

    [image: logo]raven walked into the High Priest’s office with his head bowed.

“Late again, Cleric?” said Auron Tenebrae, High Priest of the Order, Patriarch of this Temple and a man with a gaze so withering the sun itself dared not show its face when he was in one of his moods. Or so the legend went. “This is the third time this week. If our little meetings are too much of an imposition for you, please let it be known and we will surely reschedule around your most arbitrary of whims.”

Craven bowed again. “My deepest apologies, Your Eminence. I have no excuse for my tardiness, other than I work without cease for the good of the Order.”

“And I’m sure we appreciate it,” Tenebrae said, already sounding bored.

Craven bowed so low his back hurt. He hated the High Priest, hated the distaste that flowed from him daily. A constant stream of snide remarks over the years, collecting in a vast reservoir inside Craven’s mind that he was never going to forget, and was certainly never going to forgive. No matter the flattery he offered, the compliments, the fawning, all he got in return was this river of barely concealed contempt. The worst of it was that Tenebrae made no effort to confine this contempt to moments when they were alone. Standing at the High Priest’s shoulder was Nathanial Quiver, Cleric First Class of the Necromancer Order, stringent Keeper of the Law and a man who seemingly possessed no facial muscles that would enable him to smile. Any such muscles, Quiver probably thought, would be put to better use on a good frown.

“Cleric Wreath,” Tenebrae said, “you may continue.”

And the last of Craven’s supposed peers, the last to witness this constant belittling – Solomon Wreath. Cleric First Class of the Necromancer Order, infamous Field Operative and notorious trouble-maker, standing there in his tailor-made black suit while the rest of them wore proper Necromancer robes.

Craven had a special place of hatred reserved for Solomon Wreath, down deep in his heart.

“I believe Valkyrie is about to make a breakthrough,” Wreath said, and Craven’s eyes widened in alarm. “She’s becoming more proficient at Necromancy with every lesson. She’s taking giant steps now, progressing faster and faster. If she continues like this, I’m confident that she will choose Necromancy over Elemental magic when it’s time for the Surge.”

“I see,” said Tenebrae. “And how has Pleasant reacted to this?”

Wreath allowed himself a smile. “They’ve argued about it enough, so he’s not saying anything for the moment. He trusts her to find her own way, and so do I. It’s just that I think her way will be our way.”

“And you think she’s safe out there, with Lord Vile on the loose?”

Wreath hesitated. “I think she’s as safe with Skulduggery Pleasant as she’d be anywhere. Besides, Vile hasn’t been seen since he attacked Pleasant in the Sanctuary. He may well have vowed to kill the Death Bringer, but for all we know, he won’t be returning.”

Craven coughed lightly, and waited till they were looking at him. “Forgive me,” he said, “but I fail to see how any of this is a noteworthy development. We do not all believe that Valkyrie Cain will be the Death Bringer, Cleric Wreath. Some of us, in this room, believe she’s just another unexceptional girl.”

“Unexceptional?” Wreath echoed. “This girl is but a few months away from her seventeenth birthday and already she has saved the world and killed a god. What have you done?”

Tenebrae chuckled and Craven bristled. “What I mean to say is that while she may have the makings of a fine sorcerer, I have yet to be convinced that she will ever have the power to become the Death Bringer and initiate the Passage. And even if she does have that potential, she is, as you say, not even seventeen. She won’t experience the Surge for another three or four years. You want us to wait four years to see if she might be strong enough?”

“You have an alternative to waiting?” Wreath asked. “Did someone invent a time machine while I wasn’t looking?”

“Your sarcasm notwithstanding, I think it would be a mistake to put too much faith in a girl so heavily under the influence of Skulduggery Pleasant. Besides which, we have plenty of our own candidates. Take my protégée, for example. I believe that Melancholia St Clair has been showing signs of definite—”

“Melancholia?” Tenebrae interrupted. “You’re still insisting on her? Cleric, I haven’t seen anything special about that girl at all. The only extraordinary quality she seems to possess is the ability to look extraordinarily annoyed whenever I see her. Which hasn’t been for quite some months now.”

“Begging your pardon, High Priest, but I have been spending a lot of time as her personal tutor, and I think she could be the one.”

Tenebrae sat back in his chair. “You’re tutoring her?”

“Yes, High Priest.”

“But I thought you wanted her to excel,” Tenebrae said, laughing while Wreath smirked. Craven’s face burned, but he managed a grateful smile nonetheless.

“Waste your time however you want,” Tenebrae said, waving his hand. “But right now, the Cain girl seems to be the one viable possibility we have. No other Temple around the world has any candidates of worth. All eyes are resting on us. Cleric Wreath, I hope she doesn’t let us down.”

“As do I, Your Eminence,” Wreath said, nodding instead of bowing. Tenebrae didn’t seem to mind.

Craven stormed into the depths of the Temple, replaying the conversation in his head, substituting the things he had said with the things he wished he had said. They were so much better, all the caustic witticisms that occurred to him afterwards. They made him sound strong and smart and in control. In his imagination, he never blushed.

He reached the heavy wooden door, and spent a few moments calming himself. Tenebrae’s days were numbered, as were Wreath’s. Quiver, he wasn’t so sure of. Quiver never mocked him. Quiver never mocked anyone.

He entered the room, and Melancholia raised her head.

“I’m tired,” she said. She spent half her time tired. The other half was spent pacing the floor, practically crackling with energy. It was either one or the other – extremely powerful or extremely weak. Craven had wanted another few days to run more tests, to find the source of the instability and purge it, but his patience had run out.

“It’s time,” he said. “I’m presenting you to the High Priest. Clean that sweat from your face and follow me.”

“I don’t feel well,” she said, almost whimpered.

“I don’t care!” he roared, and grabbed Melancholia’s arm, yanking her to her feet. “They will not laugh at me again! No one will ever laugh at me again! We will wipe the smiles from their smug faces and they will worship you and obey me!”

She looked at him fearfully, with tears in her eyes, and he caught his anger and quelled it. He couldn’t afford to lose her. He couldn’t afford to lose the trust he had spent so long building up while he was carving those symbols into her flesh and listening to her scream.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said softly. “I’ll be with you. No one will hurt you while I’m with you. You’re a very special girl, and I love you as I would my own daughter.”

Melancholia nodded bravely, and he gave her a gentle smile as he led her to the door. What he’d said was quite true – he did love her like a daughter. He had a daughter, somewhere in the world, and he absolutely and without reservation despised her.





Chapter 5
The Jitter Girls

    [image: logo]alkyrie and Skulduggery backed away from the window.

The first Jitter Girl approached in that awful, messed-up, stop-motion way, moving slowly, her face blank. She reached the wall and vanished, and was suddenly inside the cottage with them.

Skulduggery’s hand closed around Valkyrie’s wrist. “Don’t move,” he whispered. “Don’t look at her.”

Fighting the urge to run, Valkyrie stayed where she was and kept her eyes down. The Jitter Girl flickered into her peripheral vision. Her heart thundered in her chest like hoof beats. The Jitter Girl paused, maybe to examine the porcelain figures on the sideboard. Valkyrie’s hair was wet. Her jeans were damp and her top was sticking to her. She was aware of all of this as she stood perfectly still. One of the Jitter Girl’s sisters moved slowly by the window.

The Jitter Girl passed behind Valkyrie, out of her line of sight. Valkyrie had never wanted to turn round so much in her life. Goosebumps rippled her flesh.

There was a mirror on the wall. Valkyrie could see Skulduggery and herself reflected on the edge of the glass. Her mouth was dry. In the mirror, she saw a pale hand slowly reaching for her own.

Skulduggery grabbed her, twisted her away, the air rushing as they hurtled through the broken window without finesse. They landed in the mud and scrambled up, a Jitter Girl on either side. The Girls grew as they came forward. Every flash made them bigger, made them older, made their hair paler and wilder. Their faces changed, from pretty and blank to contorted and tortured. Lines appeared on smooth skin. Mouths opened, lips cracked and white teeth became yellow, became brown, became blackened, and still they came forward.

Skulduggery’s gun went off, again and again, the bullets passing through the flickering creatures. Valkyrie hurled fire, threw shadows, but the Jitter Girls, all three of them now, advanced impervious.

Skulduggery was yanked from Valkyrie’s side. One of them had him, her fingers pressing into his clothes, sliding between his ribs. He screamed.

Valkyrie lunged for him, but slipped, splashing down in mud and muck, her hair in her eyes, calling his name. And then one of them was right in front of her, standing over her, her hand pressed against Valkyrie’s forehead, pressed into her skin. Valkyrie screamed as the fingers melted into her skull, poked through her brain. White daggers of blinding light seared across her mind. Her body seized up and her jaw locked. She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t think. Images played in darkness as the little girl-monster wriggled her fingers. Images and memories, sensations and emotions, mixing up, matching up, latching on to each other, splitting off from each other, and still the little girl-monster played, curious, sifting through the insides of Valkyrie’s mind like she was looking for something, searching for someone, and she found it, found it waiting, found it watching. Found it ready.

Valkyrie went away, and Darquesse wrapped her hand around the little girl-monster’s wrist and she crushed it as she pulled the fingers from her mind.

Darquesse stood, still holding on to the wrist. The Jitter Girl screeched and contorted and jittered, but her arm remained in Darquesse’s grip. Darquesse watched her, fascinated. She poured magic out through her fingers and the little girl-monster returned to her normal size and screamed. It was like no human scream. It was like no animal scream. It was the scream of a creature who had never felt the need to scream before. It was new, and raw, a freshly born thing of exquisite agony and sudden, overwhelming fear.

Darquesse dropped her. Another was coming, jittering across the mud, eager to play, and there was so much magic in Darquesse’s veins, broiling and coiling and boiling inside her, that she just had to share it. The power leaped from her hand in a twisting, turning stream, crossed the distance between them and washed over the Jitter Girl, taking her off her feet. Unable to escape the flow, the little girl-monster squirmed and kicked and writhed in the mud, and Darquesse increased the intensity until she became bored of the screeches.

She turned to the last little girl-monster, who held her gaze for a moment before releasing Skulduggery. He fell, gasping. The Jitter Girl returned to her normal size and shape, regarding Darquesse with those wonderfully blank eyes, then moved to the box. Her sisters dragged themselves, in that flickering manner, to join her, and one by one they climbed back inside. Once all three were in, the top of the box closed over.

Darquesse turned back. Skulduggery Pleasant got to his feet, his exquisite suit covered in muck. His hat was in the mud somewhere, and the rain ran off his gleaming head.

“Hello,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

Darquesse smiled, walking towards him.

“You’re very impressive,” he continued. “That’s a kind of magic I don’t think I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen every kind of magic. You are quite the curiosity, aren’t you?”

Darquesse could have turned his bones to splinters where he stood.

“Is she in there?” Skulduggery asked. “Valkyrie? Can she hear me?”

Darquesse said nothing.

Skulduggery’s head tilted. “Are you going to let her come back? That’s her body you’re wearing. That’s her face you’re using. You can’t keep her sleeping for ever. It isn’t your time yet. This is still Valkyrie’s time. She gets to walk around. She gets to live. Not you.”

She could see his consciousness. It formed a shell around his skeleton, a shell of multicoloured lights. It sparkled prettily. This shell was how he thought. This shell was how he felt. When he had pulled himself back together, all those hundreds of years ago, he recreated himself in a form that only she could see. She reached out and gently dug her fingers into the shell of light. Skulduggery gasped and went rigid. She turned her hand, twisting his consciousness, feeling and understanding how she could tear through it or pull it away, shred it to pieces or turn it to vapour. What she held, buzzing, between her fingertips, was life itself. It was a wonderful thing, a glorious thing. She released him and he staggered back, but she was already forgetting he was there.

She rose off the ground, into the rain-filled air, floating high above the cottage. She could see across the countryside from here, to the city in the distance. She wondered how easy it would be to turn the whole city to dust. Probably not that hard. Not if she focused.

Somebody rose up to meet her.

“I want Valkyrie back,” Skulduggery said. “Give her back right now. I’m not going to ask again.”

Darquesse smiled at him. She liked him, she really did. He was unique. She didn’t want to kill him. Not yet. Not when there were still ways for him to amuse her.

Darquesse went away, and when Valkyrie blinked her wet hair was in her face and she was falling to the earth.

“Bloody hell!” she hollered.

Skulduggery swooped down, caught her, held her close as he descended.

“No need to shout,” he told her.

She clutched him tightly. “What’s happening? How’d we get here?”

“You don’t remember?”

“How I got into the bloody sky? No, I don’t bloody…” She trailed off. “Oh, wait. I do. It was her.”

“Indeed it was.”

She sagged in his arms. “Great,” she mumbled.

They touched down. Valkyrie swayed on her feet a moment then nodded, and they walked over to the wooden box.

“So that’s it, then?” she asked, a headache starting up behind her eyes. “She can just come and go whenever she likes? Every time things get too dangerous, am I just going to Hulk out, change into the person who’s going to kill the world?”

“I don’t think it’s quite so simple,” Skulduggery responded. “From what I could see, the Jitter Girl literally had her hand inside your head. That would shake anything loose. And I know you don’t want to hear it, but Darquesse did save us.”

Valkyrie folded her arms, shivering. “You’re right. I don’t want to hear it.”

“You saved us, then. Does that sound better?”

Valkyrie glared at him through the rain. “I had nothing to do with it.”

“Yes, you did. You are Darquesse, Valkyrie. Darquesse isn’t a different person, no matter how many times we talk about her like she is. At its simplest level, Darquesse is a state of mind.”

“I’m sorry?”

“She’s you, without your conscience, or your feelings. She’s you without your humanity.”

“You’re saying she’s a mood swing?”

He shrugged. “Or maybe you are her mood swing.”

“Don’t even joke about that.”

Skulduggery picked up the wooden box and they started back towards the cottage. “I’m not joking. The fact is we have no way of knowing if the person who we think we are is at the core of our being. Are you a decent girl with the potential to someday become an evil monster, or are you an evil monster that thinks it’s a decent girl?”

“Wouldn’t I know which one I was?”

“Good God, no. The lies we tell other people are nothing to the lies we tell ourselves.”

“You have an amazing ability to depress me sometimes, you know that?”

“I try my best.” Skulduggery gestured, and his mud-soaked hat rose into his hand. He gazed at it forlornly. “How are you feeling?”

“Headachy. But fine. Bad man got away.”

“Yes, he did.”

“He killed Paul Lynch and now the little old lady Lynch confided in. Somebody doesn’t want us to know anything about the Passage. You think he was a Necromancer?”

“Even though dressing in black is in no way an indication – yes, I quite do.”

She nodded. “Me too. Plus, he had a ridiculous beard. I should probably ask Solomon about him.”

“I should probably help.”

“No hitting.”

“A small amount of hitting.”

Fletcher lunged out of thin air before them, his eyes wide, fists clenched, ready to fight. He looked at them, spun round, spun back again.

“Where are they?” he asked.

“Back in the box,” Valkyrie told him. “Did you find out anything?”

“China wasn’t at the library,” he said, the rain flattening down his hair. “Nobody there could help me. How did you beat them?”

“With unimaginable skill,” Skulduggery said. “Valkyrie, I’ve got a two-hour drive back to Dublin where dry clothes await me.”

She nodded. “I’ll be ready.”

He walked to the Bentley. Fletcher turned to Valkyrie, hands loosely holding her arms. “I didn’t want to leave,” he said quietly.

She smiled. “I know.”

“You should have come with me.”

“Let’s not ruin a nice moment by arguing, OK?” She kissed him.

He sighed, and instead of rain on her face there was sunshine, and instead of being outside a small cottage with a broken window they were behind a tree in her back garden. “Much better,” she murmured. Dripping wet and covered in mud, she took Fletcher’s hand and they stepped out from behind the tree.

Her parents, cousins, aunts and uncles, friends and neighbours, people she’d known all her life and people she’d never met stood around the barbecue pit and stared, their chatter dying away.

“Uh,” said Valkyrie.





Chapter 6
China’s Secret

[image: logo]n Monday morning, China Sorrows walked the weed-strewn gap that led to the Church of the Faceless. She entered without knocking, found the head of this little chapel on his knees with his eyes closed, praying. A small man who greatly resembled a weasel – Prave, his name was. She didn’t know his first name and she didn’t care. She’d been here only once before, and by the time she left she had blood on her hands and a gun to dispose of.

“Curiosity,” she said, and Prave’s bulbous eyes snapped open and he jumped to his feet. “That’s what brought me here. Who, I wondered, would be audacious enough to summon me to a squalid little house of worthless worship such as this? Surely, I told myself, it can’t be this man Prave, this snivelling little toad-person with a penchant for bad suits and terrible shirts.”

“What… what’s wrong with my shirt?” he burbled in a Yorkshire accent, his voice a nasal whine that triggered a primal urge within China’s psyche to hit something.

“It’s orange,” she told him. “It can’t be him, I thought. The man has no backbone to brag about, no spine to speak of. Who, then? Who is pulling the strings of the weasel-faced toad-person? So it is curiosity that brings me here, Mr Prave. Unveil your hidden master or risk me growing bored. I do terrible things when I grow bored.”

Prave stared at her with those round, wet eyes of his, and China heard slow, measured footsteps in the other room – high heels on wood. China knew who it was instantly.

Eliza Scorn walked through, dressed in black trousers and a jacket. She had left her long red hair to fall round her face, framing those cheekbones, those lips. Many men had fallen in love with Eliza Scorn, and then instantly forgotten her when China walked into the room. That was only the start of the animosity between them.

“China,” Scorn said, smiling.

“Eliza. What a surprise.”

“Please. I bet you’ve known I was back for months, haven’t you?”

“I may have heard talk.”

“And you didn’t try to get in touch? We could have met up, talked about the old days, traded gossip. Who’s alive, who’s dead, who’s about to die, that kind of thing.”

“My apologies, Eliza. I’ve been very busy.”

“Of course, of course, with the library. I must call round, see how it looks. How have you been? You’re still as beautiful as ever.”

“As are you, my dear. I love your shoes.”

“Aren’t they delightful? I saw them and just had to have them. Their previous owner wasn’t too keen to let them go, but I can be very persuasive when I want to be.”

“Is that her blood on the left one?”

“And no amount of scrubbing will get it out, either. I hear you are still a treacherous heathen, then? Your back is still turned to the Dark Gods?”

“Both firmly and resolutely. I met some of them, a few years ago. Not very nice, to heathen and disciple alike.”

Scorn shrugged. “If the Faceless Ones deemed those disciples to be unworthy, so be it. We’ll just have to make sure that the rest of us are worthy of their love the next time they return.”

“The next time? Oh, my dear Eliza, you’re not going to carry on with this, are you? The Faceless Ones had their chance. They returned, and they were sent away again. It’s time to move on. Time to take up another hobby, like crocheting, or serial-killing.”

“Nonsense. Their return, however brief, was a signal that it can be done. We just need better organisation.”

“And you are going to provide that?”

“Naturally. The Church of the Faceless is going to have to expand, of course. We can’t be seen to be congregating in run-down old chapels like this. We need to appeal to a higher level of patron. Which is where you come in.”

“Now this should be fascinating.”

“We need your resources to get us started. Not just money, although we’ll be taking that too, but your contacts. The people you know, China. They are what we want. They can get us what we need. It’s going to be glorious, let me tell you.”

“Eliza, I don’t wish to be rude, but… actually, no, I don’t really care. Eliza, I came here today to find out who would have the audacity to summon me anywhere. If it had just been that weasel-faced gentleman cowering in the corner, he would be begging for forgiveness right about now. But as it’s you, seeing as how we are such good friends, I will simply depart. It was lovely seeing you again.”

“Prave,” Scorn said, “why don’t you step forward like a good little weasel, and tell China what you told me?”

Prave stepped up, coughed, brushed the dust from his knees. “A year and a half ago,” he said nervously, “you had just left here. I watched you go.”

There was a part of China that immediately tensed, but all she did was brush a strand of hair back over her ear, and wait patiently.

“You met Remus Crux outside,” Prave continued. “You were talking. He looked, he looked agitated and… I went out and hid behind the wall. I heard what he said, before you shot him.”

“Do you remember what Crux said?” Scorn asked China. “I bet you do. He said that you handed Skulduggery Pleasant’s wife and child over to Nefarian Serpine. He said that you led them to their deaths.”

China looked at them both, and nodded slowly. “I see,” she said.

Scorn smiled again. “Look at her face, Prave. Isn’t it a beautiful face? Isn’t it the most beautiful face you ever did see? But beauty is so deceptive. Looking at her now, you’d never guess that she was calculating the most efficient way of killing us, would you? There’s not a hint of that in those startlingly pale blue eyes. If we didn’t know better, we’d still be gazing at her, falling in love all over again, and she could walk right up and stab us through the heart, and we’d never see it coming. All because of that beautiful face.

“But we do know better, don’t we, Prave? We know better because I know China. I’ve known her a long, long time. We were inseparable once. We did everything together. We were so close we could practically read each other’s minds.”

“Can you read my mind now?” China asked.

Scorn laughed. “I don’t even need to, dear China, and I know you don’t need to read mine. Blackmail is such an ugly, ungainly word, but these are ugly and ungainly times in which we live. You will do as I say, exactly as I say, or I will tell the Skeleton Detective your terrible, terrible secret. Do you agree to my terms?”

“I really can’t see that I have any other choice, now do I?”

“No, you really don’t.”

“Then I agree to your terms,” said China. “I’m usually the one doing the blackmailing, so at the very least it will be interesting to experience it from the other side.”

“I’m glad you’re taking this so well.”

“Oh, dear Eliza, we are professionals, are we not? To allow something like this to get personal would be an unforgivable lapse of character. By the way, I was lying earlier. Those shoes are horrible on you.”

Scorn laughed, and shook her head. “Oh, China. I have missed you.”

“And I have missed you, Eliza. But don’t worry. Next time, my aim will be better.”

Scorn clapped her hands. “Delightful! Delightful!” With her hands clasped over her chest, she walked from the room. “We’ll be in touch, my love! And you’ll remember the way it used to be – Scorn and Sorrows, together again! The world will tremble!”

China watched her go, then turned and left the church without even glancing at Prave. The moment she stepped into the open air, her eyes narrowed and her jaw clenched.

China spent the next few hours sitting in her apartment, running through scenarios in her head. Her only option seemed to be to kill Eliza Scorn, but even this had its problems. For one thing, someone as resourceful as Scorn would certainly have found a way to release the incriminating information in the event of her untimely demise. For another, the actual physical act of killing her would not be easy. Scorn was a formidable adversary, and not one China would be confident of taking down on her own. The main problem in all of this was that China had a lot to lose, while Scorn had virtually nothing. This automatically put China in the weaker position. And if there was one thing China hated, it was a weak position.

Someone knocked on the door and China looked up, waved at the symbol carved into the doorframe. A section of the door turned translucent from her side, and she saw Valkyrie exchanging a few words with Skulduggery before he went into the library and she turned back, continuing to wait. Neither seemed particularly furious, so China deemed it safe to open the door.

“Hello, my dear,” she said, greeting Valkyrie with the warmest smile she was capable of. “Come in, come in. Let us talk of important things before Skulduggery disturbs us. You look as beautiful as ever.”

Valkyrie smiled in response and walked in, wearing her usual black. “You should have seen me yesterday,” she said. “Myself and Fletcher turned up at my sister’s christening dripping with mud.”

“Irish weather is not kind to teleportation. How did you manage to explain it?”

“Sprinkler system, flower beds, a lost dog – it wasn’t easy, but eventually we bombarded everyone with enough conflicting details that they figured it was easier to just let us get away with it.”

“Ah, the curse of maintaining a secret identity,” China said.

Valkyrie sat at the elaborately carved eighteenth-century table – what was commonly referred to as an antique, even though China was much older. “We went up against the Jitter Girls,” Valkyrie said.

China’s eyebrow rose fractionally. “How did you escape?”

“Skulduggery and I managed to get them back in the box.”

“My word, that is impressive.”

“We’re trying to identify the man who released them.”

“I am sorry, Valkyrie, I can’t help you. The last I heard of the Jitter Girls, they’d been seen in New Zealand, but this was maybe ten years ago. I have no idea who would have had access to them since then. Of course, when I said we should talk of important things, that is not quite what I had in mind.”

Valkyrie laughed softly, and crossed her legs. “You want to know about Fletcher.”

“But of course. Some people watch television for their vicarious thrills. All I need do is talk to you. How is Fletcher these days? Apart from muddy?”

“He’s grand.”

“Still annoying you?”

“Sometimes.”

“And how is this mysterious other person?”

Valkyrie’s head dropped. “I wish I hadn’t told you about that.”

“Oh, come now, you’ve barely told me anything. Today is the day when you reveal all, though. I can feel it. Do I know this person? Boy or girl?”

“Boy,” she said, then frowned. “Well, I don’t know if you’d call him a boy. Male. Definitely male. I don’t know what I’m… When I say there’s someone else, I don’t mean it’s someone I’m going to dump Fletcher for, but… Doesn’t the fact that there is someone else mean something? Doesn’t it mean that my feelings for Fletcher aren’t as strong as…”

“As his feelings for you?”

“Well, yeah.”

“But that was always going to be the case, was it not? That he would feel more deeply for you than you did for him?” China sat down. “I’m enjoying this immensely, by the way.”

Valkyrie looked quizzical. “Enjoying what?”

“I’ve never had any children,” China said, “and I haven’t had a friend in centuries. To me, talking like this is wonderful. So tell me the truth now – have you committed the cardinal sin?”

“Uh, that depends,” Valkyrie said warily. “What’s the cardinal sin?”

“Have you told Fletcher you loved him?”

“Oh,” Valkyrie said, sagging again. “Yes.”

“Oh my.”

“It was ages ago, but… I didn’t mean it like that. Not really. But I said it, and he took it to mean that I’m in love with him. I haven’t mentioned it since. I just… I don’t know.”

“Are you playing with Fletcher’s heart, my dear?”

“I’m trying not to.”

“And this other man?”

“I’ve no interest in a relationship with him, either,” said Valkyrie.

“Either?”

“Sorry?”

“You said you have no interest in a relationship with him, either. Implying that you have no interest in a relationship with him or Fletcher.”

Valkyrie looked startled. “I… That’s not what I meant.”

“Is your relationship with Fletcher coming to an end?”

There was silence, and then, “I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant… Oh, God, I don’t know. I like having Fletcher. He’s warm, and nice, and safe.”

“All good qualities,” China assured her, “in a puppy. You need someone smart, and strong, and capable. Someone assured. You need someone to challenge you. You need someone better than you. That’s what love is, you know. Love is finding someone better than you are, and holding on for dear life.”

“It sounds hard.”

“The good things in life always are. But you’re not looking for love, are you? Of course you’re not. What girl your age is? You want fun. You want someone… amazing. Yes?”

“Yes.”

“How long have you been going out with Fletcher?”

“A year and a half, maybe.”

“If you care for him, and I know you care for him, you won’t want to hurt him. But time passes and feelings deepen. And that’s when the real hurt will set in. Are you taking him to the Ball?”

Valkyrie blinked. “The what?”

“The Requiem Ball, dear.”

“Oh. Um, I don’t know. Am I even going? Skulduggery didn’t say anything.”

“Of course you’re going. You’ve saved the world, haven’t you?”

“Well, yeah, but the Requiem Ball is to commemorate the end of the war with Mevolent, and I had nothing to do with that.”

“Do you really think you’d be allowed to miss it because of a trifling matter of details? If you don’t go this year, you’ll have to wait another ten years for it to come around again, and that would never do. Oh, you’ll love it. The women dress in the most beautiful gowns, the men wear tuxedos and we dance the night away. It is quite the social highlight of the decade.”

“When you say ‘dance’,” Valkyrie said, “you don’t mean the way you’d dance at a nightclub, do you? Because that’s the only kind of dancing I know how to do.”

“It’s nothing extravagant,” China assured her. “A waltz or two. A tango. A minuet. Even a quadrille, if we’re feeling debauched. We’re going to have to get you into a gloriously decadent dress, I think, with gloriously decadent shoes that will make you even taller than you are now.”

Skulduggery knocked on the door, and China let him in. He was, as ever, impeccably dressed. “We were just talking about the Requiem Ball,” she said. “I assume the two of you are going?”

“Naturally,” Skulduggery replied, removing his hat.

“We are?” Valkyrie asked, clearly surprised. “You didn’t tell me.”

“Did I not? How unlike me. Still, I simply couldn’t deprive you of your chance to see me in a tuxedo. I wear it well, as you can imagine. Besides, it would be rude not to invite you. Technically, you own the venue where it’s being held.”

“I what?”

“It used to be held in a mansion owned by the late Corrival Deuce,” China said, “but your dear uncle Gordon has offered us the use of his house instead. Or your house. Whichever it is.”

“Ah,” said Valkyrie. “Well, it’s certainly big enough. I mean, it’s got rooms I never go into. Will I have to do anything? Like stand at the door and welcome people, or…?”

“Nothing like that,” Skulduggery said, sounding amused. “You’ll be treated as just another very important guest. There’ll be nothing for you to worry about. And if all the smiling and small talk proves too much for you, you can always disappear into Gordon’s study and read one of his books until everyone leaves.”

Finally, Valkyrie smiled. “OK. OK, yeah, I can do that.”

Skulduggery turned to China. “Back to business, though. Has Valkyrie spoken to you about what we’re after?”

“You mean the person who set the Jitter Girls on you? I’m afraid I was of no assistance in the matter. I do, however, have other news you may not have heard. I was waiting for you to join us before I divulged.”

“Please,” Skulduggery said, “divulge.”

China gave the information a respectable pause. “The Necromancers have their Death Bringer.”

Valkyrie looked up sharply. “They what?”

“Who?” asked Skulduggery.

“Nothing has been announced yet,” China said, holding up her hands, “so nothing has been confirmed, but apparently one of the fledgling Necromancers has recently experienced the Surge. It must have unlocked some hitherto unknown reserves of power, because every Temple around the world is celebrating in typical Necromancer fashion. Very quietly, of course, with barely any smiles.”

Skulduggery looked at Valkyrie. “Do you have any idea who the Death Bringer could be?”

“Well, the only one I know of who was waiting for the Surge was Melancholia, but—”

“That’s her,” China said. “That’s her name. Melancholia St Clair.”

Valkyrie shook her head. “She’s the Death Bringer? Wow. I mean… wow. Didn’t see that coming. It’s nice to be let off the hook and all, but… You’re sure?”

“That’s the rumour going around.”

“When did you hear?” Skulduggery asked.

“This morning. I was going to call to let you know, but I was a little… preoccupied.”

“We should go,” Skulduggery said. “We need to report this to the Elders.”

China smiled. “It must be such a relief, after all this time, to have two of your best friends on the Council.”

“It’s a nice change,” Skulduggery admitted, “but really, I mostly go to mock the robes they wear. China, thank you very much. Valkyrie?”

Valkyrie nodded, Skulduggery put his hat back on and they left, shutting the door behind them.

Silence settled in the apartment once again, and China frowned. She usually liked silence, liked the solitude that accompanied it. But not recently. Recently, the solitude was starting to feel rather like loneliness, and that was not a feeling she was accustomed to.

She stood by the window until she saw Skulduggery and Valkyrie walk to the Bentley. She felt an irrational urge to rush after them, to continue their conversation, to help them formulate plans and strategies. But she didn’t. That wasn’t who she was. China didn’t join people. People joined her. That was the simple, inalienable fact of her existence, and she’d been around for too long to change it now. How much of this sudden fear of being alone was due to the threat posed by Eliza Scorn, China didn’t know. But the fact was, if she allowed the situation to worsen, she could very well lose the friendship of the two most important people in her life.

And then those same two people could very well come after her with murder on their minds.





Chapter 7
The Death Bringer

[image: logo]reath watched her, while the others fawned. She sat like she was delicate, as if a sudden move might snap her in two. She was pale, sickly. Her blond hair was limp, her face a network of small, raised scars. She was still the tall, skinny girl she’d always been, but there was something different about her, even Wreath had to admit that. There was something in the way she looked at the people around her. No longer the student, no longer the girl who opened doors and fetched the High Priest’s meals. She was special. She was important. She was the most important person who would ever live.

Craven was loving it, of course. Over the past few months he had taken a personal interest in Melancholia’s studies, which was distinctly unusual for a man who despised helping anyone other than himself. But here he was, shaking his head in an attempt to appear modest, the man who had recognised the potential and nursed the Death Bringer through her Surge. Wreath had hoped that he would have been the one to do that, to guide Valkyrie when she needed guidance the most. It was not to be, however. The honour had never been meant for him. But why, oh why, had it gone to someone like Craven?

“Here sits our saviour,” Cleric Quiver said from Wreath’s elbow. Wreath hadn’t even heard him approach.

“I suppose she does,” Wreath said. “I have to hand it to Craven, though – he saw something in Melancholia that I completely missed. I had always viewed her as somewhat… unexceptional.”

“As had I,” Quiver responded. “I fully expected young Valkyrie to be the one.”

Wreath raised an eyebrow. “You never told me that.”

“It’s not my job to tell you things, Cleric Wreath.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re a hard man to like?”

“My mother may have said something along those lines.”

“That doesn’t surprise me in the slightest.”

“Not to put a dampener on the occasion, but does the Death Bringer appear… weak to you?”

“She looks tired,” said Wreath, nodding. “She looks drained. From what I’ve heard, it was an unusually long Surge. What do you think those scars are for?”

“Cleric Craven says they are protection sigils, to guard her from her own power.”

“Do you believe him?”

The ghost of a shrug was all Quiver offered. “Our tests have shown extreme spikes and drops in her power level,” he said. “It is quite conceivable that she could hurt herself if careless. You don’t believe him, I take it?”

“I don’t know, to be honest. I don’t even know if it matters. If she gets the job done, who am I to complain? Have your tests told you when she’ll be strong enough to initiate the Passage?”

“Every spike is stronger than the one preceding it. If she continues in this fashion, a few days. Maybe a week.”

“With our dear friend Cleric Craven holding her hand every step of the way,” Wreath said, allowing the distaste to creep into his voice. “Are you ready for the world to be a better place?”

“I never really liked this world all that much to begin with, so any change would be an improvement. And you? You’ve always seemed to like things the way they are.”

“I got used to it,” Wreath admitted. “But I’ve lived my entire life waiting for the Passage – I’m not going to bemoan the fact that we’re finally about to get it. You know, I think this is the most we’ve ever talked, you and I. Why is that, do you think?”

Quiver shrugged. “Until this point, I confess that I was never sure if I liked you. Now I just don’t care any more.”

Wreath smiled.





Chapter 8
Friends in High Places

[image: logo]oarhaven stood like a dirty inkblot on a nice clean page. A small town, barely even that, beside a dark and stagnant lake, it was hemmed in on two sides by steep banks of brown grasses. It had its main street and its offshoots, its houses and bars and grim-windowed shops. Sorcerers lived in this town, but only the truly bitter, the genuinely resentful. The outside world was a world gone wrong, a world of ignorant mortals with their squabbling ways. In the bars of Roarhaven, of which there were two, the citizens were known to whisper of some future time when the mortals would fall and the sorcerers rise. And when the drink gave them the courage, these whispers would grow louder, turn to muttered oaths punctuated by fists pounding on tabletops.

Change, they said, was coming.

Roarhaven, Valkyrie knew, was many things. One thing it was not, by any stretch of the imagination, was a tourist town. So when the Bentley passed a rental car stopped outside what passed for the town’s corner shop, Valkyrie frowned.

“Pull over,” she said.

Skulduggery looked at her as they slowed. “Here?”

“I’ve seen how this place treats strangers. I just want to make sure we’re not going to need Geoffrey Scrutinous to come in and smooth things over.”

The Bentley stopped and Valkyrie got out. Skulduggery continued on to the Sanctuary as she walked back to the rental car. A woman sat in the passenger seat. Three kids were squashed in behind. American accents.

She smiled at the woman, got a curt nod back, and then she entered the shop. A few newspapers on the racks. No magazines. Some food, confectioneries, stationery, a fridge with cartons of milk and ham slices, and a broad American man arguing over the counter with the tight-lipped shopkeeper.

Valkyrie smiled as she walked up. “Is there a problem?” she asked.

“This man won’t leave me alone,” said the shopkeeper.

The American frowned at him. “I’m trying to buy something.”

The shopkeeper ignored him. “He just won’t leave.”

The American turned to Valkyrie. “We came into this store—”

“It’s not a store,” interrupted the shopkeeper, “it’s a shop.”

“Fine,” the American growled. “We came into this shop ten minutes ago. My kids picked out what they wanted, brought them up to the counter to pay. This jerk stood there, right where he is now, looking up at the ceiling while we tried to get his attention.”

“I was ignoring them,” said the shopkeeper. “I had heard that if you ignore them, they go away. This one did not go away.”

“You’re damn right I’m not going away. I’m a customer and you will serve me.”

The shopkeeper sneered. “We don’t serve your kind here.”

“You don’t serve Americans?”

“I don’t serve mortals.”

The American raised his eyebrows at Valkyrie. “And then he starts with this nonsense.”

Valkyrie looked at the shopkeeper. “Wouldn’t it be easier at this stage to just let him buy the stuff and leave?”

The shopkeeper shook his head. “You do that for one of them, you’ll have to do it for all of them.”

“For all of who? There isn’t anyone else waiting out there.”

“They’ll hear about it, though.”

“Hear about it?” the American said. “Hear about this little shop in the middle of nowhere where I actually bought something? First of all, I don’t even know where we are! Far as I can tell, it’s not on any of our maps. I can find that dirty lake out there, but there’s not supposed to be any freaky little town beside it.”

“If you didn’t know there was anything here,” the shopkeeper said, “then how did you find us?”

“We’re sightseeing.”

“Sightseeing,” the shopkeeper said, “or spying?”

“Spying? On you? Why the hell would we spy on you? You’re a lunatic with a crummy little store who seems to have a pathological need to not sell anything to his customers.”

“I’m sorry,” said the shopkeeper, “I can’t understand your ridiculous accent.”

“My accent?”

“It is quite silly.”

“So you can’t understand me?”

“Not a word.”

“Then how did you understand that?”

“I didn’t.”

“You didn’t understand what I just said?”

“That’s right.”

“You understood that, though.”

“Not at all.”

The American glowered. “I swear to God, I will reach across this counter and I will punch you right in the mouth.”

“Uh,” Valkyrie said, “I think we should all calm down a little. Sir, as you may have guessed, this isn’t the friendliest town in the world. You go to any other town in the area, I can guarantee that you will be greeted with the biggest smiles you’ve ever seen. But they do things differently here.”

“We just stopped off for some soda for my kids. And I’m not leaving until this guy takes my money and gives me my change.”

“Please,” Valkyrie said to the shopkeeper, “take his money.”

The shopkeeper lowered his eyes to the money on the counter. His lip curling distastefully, he placed a finger on the note and dragged it to the till.

“You’re a piece of work, you know that?” the American asked. The shopkeeper ignored him, and spilled a few coins on to the counter. With a sigh, he looked up. “Happy?”

The American stuffed the change in his pocket then picked up the drinks. “I heard the Irish were especially friendly.”

“That was before anyone ever came here,” the shopkeeper told him. “Now we’re exactly as friendly as everyone else.”

The American narrowed his eyes, but managed to restrain himself from slipping further into the argument. “I’m going to walk out of here. Someone as rude as you, you’re not worth my time.”

The shopkeeper didn’t respond. He had gone back to looking up at the ceiling.

Valkyrie escorted the American to his car. “I’m really sorry about that,” she said. “I’ve been visiting this town for almost a year now, and they still don’t like talking to me, either.”

Skulduggery walked over, a bright smile on his fake face. “Hello there!” he cried. “Everything OK?”

The American frowned suspiciously, but Valkyrie nodded to him. “Just the shopkeeper being rude again, that’s all.”

“Ah,” Skulduggery said, “yes. Very rude man, that shopkeeper. All’s well, though? No harm done? Excellent.” He crouched at the car window and looked in. “What a lovely family you have. What a charming family. They’re all lovely. Except for that one.” His finger jabbed the glass. “That one’s a bit ugly.”

The American stepped towards him. “What? What did you say?”

“Oh, don’t worry, I’m sure his personality makes up for his face.”

Valkyrie jumped between them, keeping the American back. “He didn’t mean it,” she said quickly. “My friend is not right in the head. He just says things. Bad things. I’m really very sorry. You should probably go.”

“Not before this creep gives my kid an apology.”

“Oh, God,” Valkyrie muttered.

“Have I offended you?” Skulduggery asked. “Oh, dear. I really am sorry.”

“Don’t apologise to me,” the American snarled. “Apologise to my son.”

“Which one? The ugly one?”

“Whichever one you were talking about.”

“It was the ugly one,” Skulduggery confirmed.

“Stop calling my kid ugly!”

Valkyrie elbowed Skulduggery in the ribs. “Apologise this instant,” she said through gritted teeth.

“Of course,” Skulduggery said, and leaned down to the window. “I’m very sorry!” he said loudly so they could hear. “Sometimes I say things and I’m not aware that I’m saying them until it’s too late. It’s entirely my fault. My sincerest apologies for any offence caused.” He straightened up.

The American finally dragged his eyes off Skulduggery. “This,” he said, “is the nastiest town I’ve ever been to.”

“I couldn’t agree with you more,” Valkyrie said.

He glared at Skulduggery one final time, then got into the rental car and drove off.

“What,” Valkyrie said, “was that?”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “What was what?”

“You called his kid ugly!”

“Did I?”

“It just happened twenty seconds ago!”

“Oh. I didn’t notice, to be honest. My mind was elsewhere. I’m sure I was joking, though. And I’m sure he knew I was joking. It’s all fine. It was an ugly kid, though. Did you see it? It’s like it had two half-finished faces pushed together. Still, all that’s in the past. I do hope they come back. They seemed nice. Come along.”

He walked towards the Sanctuary. Valkyrie hurried to catch up.

“Are you feeling OK?” she asked.

“Me?”

“You.”

“I suppose I’m feeling a little discombobulated. A little out of sorts. But I’m fine. I’ll be fine. Why are we here?”

She frowned. “We’re meeting with the Elders about Melancholia.”

He snapped his fingers. “Yes! Excellent. Good. So we are. Marvellous.”

The Bentley was parked outside an ugly building of concrete and granite. The Sanctuary was round and flat and low, and squatted beside the stagnant lake like someone had dropped it from a great height. It had one main entrance and three hidden exits. No windows. No paint. No frills. Inside it was just as frugal, stone walls and curving corridors flowing in a concentric pattern to the middle. Cleavers stood guard and sorcerers and officials went about their business. No matter the weather outside, it was always cold in the Sanctuary.

The Administrator met them when they entered. “Detectives Pleasant and Cain, the Council is waiting for you.”

Skulduggery nodded. “Lead the way, Tipstaff.”

Tipstaff nodded politely. They followed him on a bisecting route through the ever-decreasing circles of corridors, straight to the Round Room at the building’s core.

Pictures of dead Elders lined the walls, salvaged from the gloom by small spotlights. Three large chairs, like thrones, were placed in the middle of the room, and on those thrones sat the Elders. Ghastly Bespoke sat to the left, the light playing on the ridges of the scars that covered his entire head. In the middle sat Grand Mage Erskine Ravel, a handsome man with beautiful eyes and the slyest smile Valkyrie had ever seen, and on the right sat Madame Mist, a Child of the Spider, who looked at them through her veil. Out of all three Elders, she was the only one who didn’t seem to mind the robes they had to wear.

“Skulduggery Pleasant and Valkyrie Cain seek an audience with the Council,” Tipstaff announced, bowing before them. “Does the Council acquiesce?”

Ghastly sighed. “Is this really necessary?”

Tipstaff looked up. “Protocol must be followed, Elder Bespoke.”

“But they’re our friends.”

“That may be so, yet rules exist to guard us from chaos. This is a new Sanctuary, and protocol must be established and followed.”

“So we sit up here on these bloody thrones,” Ravel said, “and they stand down there? We can’t walk around or, I don’t know, grab a coffee while we talk?”

“If you want coffee, I’ll be more than happy to bring you some, Grand Mage.”

“I don’t want coffee,” Ravel grumbled. “Fine. OK. We’ll follow the rules. Skulduggery, Valkyrie, sorry about this.”

“No need to apologise,” Skulduggery said. “The whole situation is highly amusing, believe me. I like your robes, by the way.”

“I tried to redesign them,” Ghastly muttered, “but apparently, that’s not allowed, either.”

Tipstaff said nothing.

Madame Mist didn’t move an inch as she spoke. “Now that the quaint small talk has been dispensed with, perhaps the detectives could tell us what they came to see us about – something to do with Melancholia St Clair, no doubt.”

Skulduggery hesitated. “You’ve heard, then.”

“We have,” said Ravel. “What do we know about her?”

“She’s a few years older than me,” Valkyrie said. “Not much more than a low-level student. She’s spent her life in the Temple, reading the books and practising how to sound really pretentious when she talks. I don’t think anyone expected her to suddenly become so powerful. Wreath didn’t. Tenebrae didn’t.”

Ghastly moved in his seat, trying to get comfortable. “Is she trouble?”

“She’s nothing but a Necromancer,” Mist said in her soft voice. “All this talk of the Death Bringer is a waste of our time. Darquesse is the true danger. We should be focusing our energies on finding and killing her before she has a chance to strike.”

“The Necromancers should not be dismissed so casually,” Skulduggery said as Valkyrie looked away.

“I agree,” Ghastly nodded. “If Valkyrie had turned out to be the Death Bringer, we could have kept a close eye on things. That would have been ideal. But now that there’s an actual Necromancer in that position, we lose that advantage.”

Mist sighed. “The Necromancers are selfish cowards. They haven’t posed a threat to anyone in hundreds of years and I doubt they’re going to start now.”

“I hate to say it,” said Ravel, “but Elder Mist is right. It’s hard to take them seriously when they’ve barely poked a head out of their Temples in so long. Maybe if we knew a little more about this Passage thing…?”

“The Necromancers are working to keep us in the dark,” Skulduggery said. “Two people with vital information have so far been killed. That in itself tells me they’re planning something big.”

Ghastly frowned. “You told me once that the Passage is something that will break through the barrier between life and death.”

“Yes.”

“So what does that actually mean?”

“To be honest, Ghastly, I haven’t a bull’s notion.”

“Elder Bespoke should be addressed by his title,” Tipstaff said.

“Of course,” Skulduggery said. “To be honest, Your Highness, I haven’t a bull’s notion. The Necromancers believe life is a continuous stream of energy, flowing from life into death and around again into life. It’s all very vague and unsatisfying. They want to save the world, which is nice of them, but as of yet, they haven’t told us what they want to save the world from.”

“Well,” Ravel said, “maybe we’ll get lucky and Lord Vile will make an appearance, kill the Death Bringer like he said he would, take care of this whole thing before it becomes a problem and then walk off into the sunset.”

“I think it would be a mistake to count on Lord Vile to do anything other than murder a whole lot of people,” Skulduggery said.

“Agreed,” said Ghastly.

“Detective Pleasant,” Madame Mist said, “it is a well-known fact that you don’t like the Necromancer Order. That you take particular exception to their activities – especially since Solomon Wreath began training your protégée.”

“That would be an accurate summation, yes.”

“You don’t feel that your attitude could be tainting your objectivity?”

“When it comes to the Necromancers,” Skulduggery said, “I’m not objective in the slightest. That doesn’t mean I’m wrong. Our next move should be a visit to the Temple, where we can ask Solomon Wreath about this unknown agent who keeps killing the people we want to talk to.”

“So you’re requesting that more Sanctuary resources be made available to you, should you need them?” Ravel asked.

Skulduggery shrugged. “Yes I am, Your Almighty Holiness. What’s the point of having friends in high places if you can’t use them to settle old grudges?”

Ghastly looked at Ravel. “We need to find out what they’re up to.”

“This is a waste of our time,” said Mist.

Ravel shook his head. “I’m willing to go along with Skulduggery on this one. It might turn out to be nothing, but we need to find out what this Passage is, and we need to stop people dying.” He sat back in his throne, raising an eyebrow. “Hear that, Skulduggery? The Elders have spoken. That is the sound of the system working for you.”

Skulduggery tipped his hat to them. “I’m not going to lie to you, I could get used to this.”





Chapter 9
Friends in Low Places

[image: logo]alkyrie’s boots crunched on old graveyard gravel on their way to the crypt. Skulduggery didn’t even have his façade up – there was no one around on this bright evening to see them anyway. By this stage, Valkyrie knew the cemetery well, which was an odd boast for a sixteen-year-old to make, she was aware.

Skulduggery knocked heavily on the crypt door. Thirty seconds later, it opened, and a pale face regarded them with casual indifference. Valkyrie recognised him. His name was Oblivion, or Obliviate, or something. Or maybe Oblivious. No, she doubted it was Oblivious. Although…

“Yes?” said Oblivious. “What?”

“This is why I like Necromancers,” Skulduggery said. “You’re all so cheerful all the time. We’d like to speak with Cleric Wreath, please.”

“Cleric Wreath is busy,” Oblivious said lazily, and started to close the door.

Skulduggery jammed it with his foot. “I’m sure he’d love to see us, though. Look, she’s his favourite student.”

Oblivious observed Valkyrie then sighed. “We already have a Death Bringer, thank you. We don’t need another one.”

“He’s expecting us,” Valkyrie said. “He said to come right over, he’s got exciting news. He said we could walk right in, actually.”

“Your name isn’t on the list,” Oblivious responded.

“Well, maybe not on your list,” Valkyrie laughed.

“Are you implying that there is more than one list?”

“I don’t know,” Valkyrie said mysteriously. “Am I?”

Oblivious frowned. “I’m not sure what you’re—”

“Super!” Skulduggery exclaimed, and Oblivious yelped as Skulduggery shoved the door open and barged through. Valkyrie hurried down the narrow steps after him.

“I didn’t give you permission!” Oblivious raged. “Guards! Guards! We have intruders!”

Two Necromancers appeared at the bottom of the stairs. Skulduggery waved to them. “We’re not really intruding,” he called down. “This is all a big misunderstanding.”

“Stop right there!” shouted one of them.

Skulduggery held his hand to an ear he didn’t have. “What’s that?”

“Stop!”

“Keep going?”

“Stop!”

“OK, we’ll keep going.”

The Necromancer guards backed off as Skulduggery and Valkyrie reached the bottom of the stairs.

“Is Solomon in?” Skulduggery asked. “We’d like to give him a present that Valkyrie got for the Death Bringer. It’s a small gift, just to say congratulations, the best woman won, et cetera et cetera. Valkyrie, show them the gift.”

Valkyrie smiled at them, searched through the pockets of her jacket and came out with a half-empty packet of Skittles.

Oblivious came charging down the stairs. “You do not have permission to be here! You are trespassing!”

“Only a little bit,” Skulduggery said. “We’ll wait here for Wreath, if you wouldn’t mind calling him.”

Oblivious jabbed a finger into Skulduggery’s chest. “I demand that you leave!”

“But that would defeat the whole purpose of coming here.”

“We can do this the easy way,” Oblivious snarled, “or the hard way.”

“What’s the easy way?”

“You leave immediately.”

“And what’s the hard way?”

“We make you leave.”

Skulduggery’s head tilted. “What’s the easy way again?”

“Let them through,” said a voice from behind the guards. Solomon Wreath walked towards them, dressed in a black suit with a black shirt, cane in hand.

“But they’re trespassing,” Oblivious protested weakly.

Wreath waved a hand. “Only a little bit.”

“But our orders are from the High Priest himself. Now that we have the Death Bringer, we can’t allow any outsiders into the Temple, for her safety.”

“Then they’ll stay here in the Antechamber. They’re practically already outside.” Wreath’s good humour faded for a moment. “Now go away.”

The guards dispersed, and Oblivious swallowed thickly and backed off.

“Sorry about that,” Wreath said, turning to them.

“Quite all right,” Skulduggery responded.

Wreath smiled. “I wasn’t talking to you. Valkyrie, I wanted to speak to you before this, I really did, but things have been hectic here, and—”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said, shrugging. “Melancholia gets to save the world. That’s cool. Saves me from having to do it, right?”

“Still, I should have been the one to tell you. No one was more surprised than I when Craven brought her forward as the Death Bringer. But we’ve run some preliminary tests on her powers and they exceed anything we’ve ever seen, so she certainly qualifies. I’m not sure how it happened, it defies explanation, but… well. It happened.”

“Really, Solomon, it’s OK. You’re not going to ask for the ring back though, are you?”

Wreath smiled. “No. Just because you’re not the Death Bringer doesn’t mean you won’t make a powerful Necromancer.”

“But if this Passage thing happens, and I’m not trying to mock your beliefs or anything, won’t we be living in a paradise?”

“Am I to take it that you don’t yet believe the world is about to change?”

“Sorry. It’s just kind of hard to imagine. Again, it’s your belief and I don’t want to offend you…”

Wreath smiled. “You could never offend me.”

“I bet I could,” said Skulduggery. “Solomon, we want to talk to you about a friend of yours we ran into yesterday. Absolutely charming fellow – bald, he was, with a terrible goatee. He set the Jitter Girls on us while he made his escape.”

“That’s dreadful,” Wreath said. “But I’m afraid it doesn’t ring any bells. Anything else? Any other distinguishing marks or specific traits?”

“He was killing an old woman because she knew something about the Passage, and a few days earlier he’d killed a homeless man for the same reason,” Skulduggery said. “Is that specific enough for you?”

“That all sounds terrible,” Wreath said. “And yet, again, no bells are ringing.”

“Solomon,” Valkyrie said, “come on. He was a Necromancer. He was one of you.”

“That doesn’t mean I know anything about what he was doing.”

“But you do know him, yes?”

He looked at her. “Bald, with a goatee? I might.”

“The people he killed were of no threat to anyone. Paul Lynch was a Sensitive with a history of mental health problems. The only person who was ever going to listen to him was the old lady who was killed next.”

Wreath nodded. “It does seem quite… excessive.”

“What’s the bald man’s name?” Valkyrie asked.

Wreath sighed. “Dragonclaw.”

She frowned. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“That’s a ridiculous name.”

“We are quite aware of how ridiculous it is, thank you. He’s used for black ops, but not very often. He tends to… go too far. Using the Jitter Girls as a delaying tactic is a perfect example of this.”

“And you know nothing about it?” Skulduggery asked.

“Not a thing,” Wreath said. “I’ve been busy lately, in case you haven’t noticed. I was ready to take Valkyrie to the next stage of her training – but now it seems as if Melancholia will be taking up everyone’s time. Joy of joys.”

Valkyrie heard the main door open again as someone else entered the Temple. She heard footsteps coming down the stairs.

“So when might we get to experience this wonderful and world-changing Passage?” Skulduggery asked.

“Soon enough,” Wreath said. “Don’t you worry about it.”

“We heard we had until Sunday. Would that be about right?”

Wreath did an impressive job of keeping the frown off his face. “Where did you hear that?”

“So it is Sunday, then.”

Wreath scowled. “Maybe. By our calculations, Sunday would seem to be the best time to attempt it. Whether or not things work out the way we’d like remains to be seen.”

“On Sunday the world changes.”

“On Sunday the world is saved.”

“Yes,” Skulduggery said, “well, we’ll see about that.”

They turned, saw Dragonclaw coming down the steps. He caught sight of them and froze.

“Some people here to see you,” Wreath called lazily, and Dragonclaw spun on the step and ran back the way he had come.

Skulduggery bolted after him, Valkyrie at his heels. They ran up the steps and burst out into the open air to see Dragonclaw sprinting for the gate. He had a dagger in his hand, and with it he drew in the lengthening shadows and flicked them behind him. Skulduggery went right, Valkyrie went left, and the shadows passed harmlessly between them. Dragonclaw waved the dagger in a circle, surrounding himself with darkness, and vanished.

Skulduggery didn’t stop running. “He can’t shadow-walk far,” he said. “He’s still in the area.”

A car sped by on the road outside the cemetery, Dragonclaw at the wheel.

They ran for the Bentley. Valkyrie had barely buckled her seatbelt when Skulduggery jammed his foot on the accelerator and they shot forward. They got to the end of the road and turned, taking the corner so tight it was like the Bentley was on rails. Dragonclaw’s car, a black Hyundai, appeared through the windscreen. It overtook a van and swerved dangerously. The Bentley was gaining fast.

The Hyundai left the road, spinning its wheels as it slid sideways, and then took off down a narrow lane, careening from wall to wall. Skulduggery braked, changed gears, swung smoothly into the lane in pursuit. The walls whipped by on either side and Valkyrie cringed, expecting the wing mirrors to be snapped off. Skulduggery, of course, would never allow that to happen.

Dragonclaw wasn’t as skilful. The Hyundai hit a broken pallet that had been discarded in a pile of rubbish and it jumped slightly, its left side screeching against the wall. He pulled away too sharply and hit the right wall, jamming the Hyundai the width of the lane. As the Bentley braked, Valkyrie could see Dragonclaw clambering over the seat and tumbling out of the car on the far side.

She got out, Skulduggery already moving for the Hyundai. They both used the air to jump the ruined car, but when they landed on the other side, Dragonclaw was gone. Valkyrie started to run, but Skulduggery reached out, grabbed her arm.

“He must have known we’d go to the Temple,” Skulduggery said. She realised he had his gun in his hand. “He must have taken into account the chance that we’d find him.”

Valkyrie frowned. “You think this is a trap?”

“I don’t know,” he said, “but I try not to underestimate my opponents, no matter how ridiculous their beards.”

A man walked into the lane from the other end. Valkyrie tensed. He walked towards them slowly, taking his time. Wary of distractions, Valkyrie splayed her left hand, doing her best to read the air. If someone dropped from the buildings above, hopefully she’d notice the disruption to the air currents before they landed on her head.

The man walked closer. He wore a frayed coat and old, ill-fitting clothes. He was unshaven, and needed a haircut. He was holding something – a photograph. When he was twenty paces away, he stopped, examined the photo, then looked up.

“Skulduggery Pleasant and Valkyrie Cain,” he said. His accent was thick, Eastern European, and he sounded bored. “I’ve been paid to kill you.” He put the photograph away.

“Interesting,” Skulduggery said. “Does it make any difference, the fact that I’m pointing a gun at you?”

The man shrugged.

“He doesn’t seem worried,” Valkyrie murmured.

“That’s never a good sign,” Skulduggery murmured back. He spoke louder. “We have no quarrel with you. We just want the man who hired you – we want Dragonclaw.”

“It doesn’t matter if you have a quarrel with me or not,” the man replied, raising his hand. “I’m going to kill you both.”

“Happy to disappoint,” Skulduggery said, and pulled the trigger.

The bullet hit the man in the neck, opening up a wound from which burst dazzling yellow light. He clamped a hand over the wound, shutting off the glare, and when he removed it, the bullet hole had sealed.

“You’re a Warlock,” Skulduggery said. “I thought your kind were extinct.”

For the first time, the man smiled. “Almost. Not quite. We’re growing stronger every day.”

“What are you doing here? You’re a mercenary now, is that it? Being paid to kill people?”

“This is a special favour,” the Warlock replied. “When it is over, when I am told my services are no longer required, I will return home.”

“What are you getting out of this? What is Dragonclaw doing for you in return? Or maybe it’s not Dragonclaw. Maybe it’s the Necromancers as a whole. What do they want?”

“I can’t see the point of telling you, seeing as how you will be dead soon.”

“What do you know of the Passage?” Skulduggery asked.

The Warlock shook his head. “I don’t know what that is, and we have talked enough.”

His hand bubbled and boiled, and when he thrust it forward, his palm burst open and a stream of yellow light erupted from beneath. It hit Valkyrie’s left shoulder and she spun, cursing, her shoulder tingling then going numb, and by the time she found her balance again, her whole arm was dead.

Skulduggery had used those few seconds to launch himself at the Warlock. His hat flew off as he slammed his forehead into the man’s face, followed it with three sharp elbows and then clubbed the man with the butt of his gun. The Warlock reached out, taking hold of him and launching him through the air.

Valkyrie whipped her good hand at the Warlock, and a trail of shadows sought the man out. They slashed across his face, tearing skin. More light burst from the wounds. Valkyrie whipped her hand back, pouring her magic into the next strike, aiming to take the man’s head from his body. But her opponent ducked, moving fast, and another beam of light escaped from the jagged hole in his palm. Valkyrie jerked away, the light narrowly missing her, and the man was upon her, fingers closing around her throat. The Warlock hauled her up, slammed her against the wall with one hand. His other hand, the hand with the hole in it, was inches from Valkyrie’s face.

It began to bubble again.





Chapter 10
The Warlock

[image: logo]kulduggery slammed into the Warlock just as the yellow light exploded. The beam missed Valkyrie and she fell awkwardly, aware of Skulduggery and the Warlock tumbling away from her. Skulduggery was the first up, made to grab the Warlock, but the Warlock kept ducking and dodging, giving himself room, not letting Skulduggery latch on to him. And then his hand opened up again and that light burst out, catching Skulduggery full in the chest. Skulduggery crumpled to the ground.

The Warlock straightened up, held his hand out towards Valkyrie. She swept her arm up and a sudden wind took her off her feet as the yellow light exploded, lancing the space where she had just been standing. She spun through the air, hit the ground and tumbled, finally rolling to her feet. The Warlock wasn’t looking so calm any more. He cradled his wounded hand close to his chest, flexing the fingers. He was pale, his jaw clenched. Using that kind of magic was taking its toll.

Valkyrie’s left arm was tingling now as feeling returned to it. She’d probably only get one chance at ending this fight, and she had to seize it. She broke into a sprint, barrelling right at the Warlock. She saw the man’s other hand too late, saw how the skin bubbled, and though she tried to twist out of the way, she wasn’t fast enough. The yellow light filled her vision and she lost all bearing.

She wasn’t running any more, she knew that. She wasn’t doing anything any more. She blinked, saw the sky above. She was lying on her back. Her body was numb. Unresponsive.

She heard footsteps. The Warlock. Walking slowly. Dragging his feet. Getting closer. He came into view. His hair clung tight to his scalp. He was sweating. He held his hands away from his body, the fingers curled painfully. He looked weak. He looked drained. He looked hungry.

With much effort, the Warlock straddled Valkyrie, sitting on her belly, a bent knee on either side. The wounds on his hands were trying to close, but they were too great. The Warlock didn’t move for the longest time. He was gathering his strength. Valkyrie tried to move, but she couldn’t. She tried to speak, but she couldn’t do that, either.

The Warlock licked his dry lips, pulled them back off his teeth. He did that a few more times, and every time he did it, his mouth widened. His jaw clicked and cracked. His teeth darkened. He was getting ready to eat.

In her mind, Valkyrie screamed and raged. She kicked and punched and fought. In her mind, she reached up and raked the eyes of the Warlock, gouging them from their sockets. She clawed the Warlock’s face, leaving bloody furrows in the skin.

But her body did none of that. Her body lay where it was. The Warlock was going to eat through her flesh to her soul, and by the looks of it, Valkyrie was going to be alive when it all happened.

She felt something. A tingle in her right boot. Her big toe. She could feel her big toe. She wriggled it, tried to get the feeling to spread.

A finger now. The middle finger on her left hand. Tingling and buzzing. Pins and needles. Lovely pins and lovely needles.

She could feel the Warlock’s weight now. Her hip buzzed, the buzzing travelling slowly across her waist. The Warlock knew none of this. The Warlock just sat there, licking his lips and widening his mouth. The teeth looked bigger, darker, stronger. They looked like teeth that could tear through bone and gristle.

Valkyrie’s own lips were burning as sensation flooded back into them. Her nose was itchy.

The Warlock’s mouth stopped widening. The process was complete. The Warlock was going to eat, before feeling returned to Valkyrie’s arms and legs. The Warlock bent down, the huge mouth wide open, and Valkyrie sat up and crunched her head into his nose. He gagged, dropped back a little, shaking his head, eyes closed, too stunned to react properly. She did it again, the pain exploding through her skull, and this time the Warlock toppled backwards. She shifted her hips to the side, managed to get to her knees, tried to run but collapsed. The Warlock roared in pain and anger. His hand closed around her ankle and he pulled her to him.

Skulduggery grabbed him from behind, wrapping him up in a sleeper hold and hauling him to his feet. The Warlock’s huge mouth snapped and snarled.

Valkyrie fumbled clumsily for the handcuffs she kept on her belt. Moving unsteadily, she fell against the Warlock. He tried to bite her, but she swayed away from him, grabbed an arm and clicked the handcuff around his wrist.

The Warlock gasped as his magic was bound. His mouth shrank. Skulduggery threw him against the wall and stomped on his knee. The Warlock howled in pain as Skulduggery cuffed the other hand.

Valkyrie’s knees gave out, but Skulduggery grabbed her, stopped her from falling.

“I’m all tingly,” Valkyrie said.

“I have that effect,” Skulduggery responded.

“You won’t stop us,” the Warlock snarled from the ground. “My brothers and sisters will be coming for you.”

“Lots of people are coming for us,” Skulduggery told him. “We’re very unpopular in certain circles. Evil circles, you know. But your brothers and sisters are very far away, and it’s going to take a while for them to even hear about this, so they don’t really concern us right now. The only thing we care about is finding Dragonclaw. If you can help us do that, we’d be willing to make a deal.”

“You cannot bargain,” the Warlock said. “It is too late for that. Too late for you. I will be avenged.”

Valkyrie raised an eyebrow. “We hit you a few times. Is there really a need to be avenged for a few slaps?”

The Warlock managed a smile. “Look out for us,” he said. “We’re coming.”

He contorted in pain, eyes screwed tightly shut. When he opened them, yellow light spilled out.

“Uh-oh,” Skulduggery said. He scooped Valkyrie into his arms and they flew, the wind in her hair, landing behind the Hyundai as more light burst from the Warlock’s screaming mouth. Skulduggery pulled Valkyrie down behind cover and there was an explosion of blinding yellow light – and then nothing.

Valkyrie blinked rapidly, trying to get her vision back. She felt Skulduggery stand up, and she did the same. “What happened?” she asked.

“He’s dead,” Skulduggery answered. “Some kind of Warlock self-destruct thing. It must have been triggered the moment his powers were bound.”

Her sight was returning to her, and she looked over at where the Warlock had lain. Now there were only his empty clothes.

Skulduggery called the Sanctuary, then searched through the Warlock’s clothes while they waited for back-up to arrive.

“Nothing,” he said. “No receipts, no ticket stubs, no clues.”

“Warlocks, eh?” Valkyrie said, watching him.

“Warlocks are dark sorcerers on a dark path. They eat the souls of their enemies to absorb their strength. I haven’t gone up against them in… a long time. I didn’t think there were any left.” Skulduggery picked up his hat and put it on. “During the war, Mevolent tried to form an alliance with them. He sent a squad of his best people to open negotiations, and they were never heard from again.”

“And yet we just took down one of them,” Valkyrie said. “They don’t seem to be that tough. Apart from the nearly killing us bit. Do you think there’ll be more?”

“Eventually. Not for a while. If we’re lucky. This is the second time Dragonclaw has got away from us, though. First the Jitter Girls, now a Warlock. He really is breaking all the rules.” Skulduggery looked up. “Still, maybe this will convince the Elders to take the Necromancer threat seriously.”

Valkyrie frowned. “You don’t think they do already?”

“Not really, no. Neither does anyone else. All the Sanctuaries around the world are either too busy with their own problems or they’re preparing to battle this oh-so-mysterious Darquesse. If the Death Bringer was seen as a threat, we’d have teams from twenty different Sanctuaries storming the Temple as we speak.”

“Maybe that means the Passage won’t be a bad thing, then. Maybe it will save the world.”

Skulduggery shook his head. “Paul Lynch had a vision of something that got him killed. This ridiculous Dragonclaw person isn’t covering up that trail for the fun of it.”

“Then maybe the other Sanctuaries are just hoping that Lord Vile carries out his threat and kills the Death Bringer.”

“Very likely,” Skulduggery said.

Valkyrie hesitated. “Do you think he’ll come after me, like he told you he would?”

“That was before,” Skulduggery said. “That was when everyone thought that you were going to be the Death Bringer. Now that we actually have one confirmed, all his attention will be focused on her.”

“Lucky, lucky Melancholia. You’re sure about this, though?”

“I’m sure. Killing you won’t help Lord Vile achieve his aim.”

“Do you have any idea why he’s so keen to stop the Passage from happening?”

“I don’t,” Skulduggery murmured. “It must be important, though, to bring him back like this. I thought he was gone for good.”

“Guess he just doesn’t want to live in a perfect world.”

A van pulled up at the mouth of the lane. Sanctuary sorcerers got out, nodded to them as they began cordoning off the area.

“You don’t think the problem here is us, do you?” Valkyrie asked. “I mean, maybe we’re so used to being the ones who save the world that we can’t see it when someone else is about to do the same. Solomon keeps saying that the Passage is going to help people.”

“True,” Skulduggery said. “But if you asked Serpine why he wanted to bring the Faceless Ones back, he’d have told you the same thing. It all depends on what people you’re talking about helping. That’s the wonderful thing about just about every religion on the planet – they’re all so incredibly selfish.”

“You are a cynical man, Mr Pleasant.”

“We live in cynical times, Miss Cain.”

He dropped her off at the pier, and she watched him drive away before turning to the shadows. “I know you’re there,” she said.

He emerged, his footsteps silent. He was tall and slender, his hair black and his skin pale. He had died as a nineteen-year-old, and it was in this form that he was frozen. He would never grow old. He would never fade. His face would never lose its beauty.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” Caelan said, his voice barely audible over the gentle lapping of the waves.

“Couldn’t you have found a safer place to wait?” she asked, hooking her thumbs into her pockets. “People like you really shouldn’t be hanging around the waterfront, you know. If you swallow any sea spray, your throat’s going to close up and you’ll die.”

“And would you be sad?”

“Sure I would. I once lost a gerbil. I’d imagine the pain would be similar.”

He moved closer to her. “So I’m your pet, am I?”

“Of course. You’re my vampire.”

He was right in front of her now, and he leaned in and they kissed. “And are you my human?” he whispered.

“So long as you’re OK about sharing me, sure,” she said, and they kissed again.

His hand went to her face. “I don’t like sharing things.”

“And I don’t like being called a thing, but life isn’t fair.”

“You should be mine alone.”

She gave him a smile. “Have you taken your serum tonight? Because you’re sounding awfully territorial.”

He stepped back. “The serum is not to be joked about. Without it, I would tear off my skin and devour you.”

“Sounds tempting, doesn’t it? But I can’t tonight, dear, I’m on babysitting duty, which I’m actually quite looking forward to, and then it’s bedtime.”

“Then I will remain beside you while you sleep.”

“My folks would love that,” Valkyrie said with a chuckle. He didn’t smile. “You’re not going to watch me sleep.”

“I have made up my mind.”

She looked at him. “Eh, what?”

“I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you, Valkyrie. But you needn’t worry. From this moment on, you are mine to protect.”

“I’m a little stuck for words here,” she said. “I’m just trying to get my head around it, trying to find the right way to… OK, yeah, I have it now. Caelan, cop on to yourself.”

He blinked his beautiful eyes. “I’m… I’m only doing this because I care so much. I’m here to protect you.”

“See, that’s where the problem is stemming from. I don’t need you to protect me. I’m not saying I don’t need protection. My God, the amount of trouble I get into, I could use all the help I can get. But my protection comes from people like Skulduggery, and Ghastly, and China – you know, people who are powerful enough to protect me from the things I can’t protect myself from.”

“You… think I’m weak?”

“I think you’re grand. And I acknowledge the fact that you’re a vampire – that’s very impressive. But let’s face it, your real power kicks in when you turn and, unfortunately, when you turn, you tend to forget who’s a friend and who’s a foe, so that’s not a whole lot of use to any of us.”

“I would never hurt you.”

“Aw, that’s sweet, but, really, you’d never get that chance. Caelan, you’re not my protector, you’re not my guardian angel and you’re not my boyfriend.”

His perfect jaw tightened. “But I love you.”

“Here we go.”

“When will you admit that you’re in love with me too?”

“I swear, talking to you is like talking to a really good-looking and mildly stupid brick wall. Look, I like you, OK? I do. I know I shouldn’t, I know it’s a cliché to fall for the bad boy…”

Caelan frowned. “I’m a bad boy?”

“But it happened,” she continued, ignoring him, “and that’s it. I think you’re cute. You could probably ease up on the brooding and self-loathing, though – that stopped being attractive a while ago. But I mean, on the whole, I like you, and you like me—”

“I love you.”

“Yeah, well…”

“You make my heart want to beat.”

“That’s nice and creepy. But I’m with Fletcher.”

“You’ve been with him for a while now. It doesn’t stop you coming to me.”

“Yeah, and that makes me feel so much better about it all. I’m cheating on my boyfriend, who is really nice and sweet and hot, and I’m cheating on him because, let’s face it, I’m really not a good person. I’m a cheating girlfriend.”

“Then never see him again and your conscience will be clear,” he said, taking her hand in his.

She frowned at him. “But I want to see him again.”

“If you wanted him, you wouldn’t be with me.”

“It is possible to want more than one person at the same time, you know.”

“I only want you.”

“And you should really get out more.” Valkyrie disentangled herself from him. “Also, all these proclamations of your undying love for me are getting kind of… It’s a bit much, to be honest. Just hold back a little.”

“But my love for you is eternal.”

“That’s exactly the kind of thing I’m talking about.”

“I need you. I need to be around you. I’m dead, Valkyrie. I’m dead, but when you’re here, I feel alive. Memories are stirred of a pulse, of breath in my lungs, of life in my heart. The more I’m with you, the more I need. My passion burns…”

She made a face. “I don’t need to know about your burning passion.”

“It burns for you, Valkyrie. I’m on fire. My mind is in flames.”

“Couldn’t we just be each other’s bit on the side?”

“You love me. I see it in your eyes.”

“I think you’re mistaking confusion for love.”

“I love you with everything that is me.”

“Remember when you were the strong, silent type? Could we go back to that?”

“It’s too late to go back. You’ve reawakened the old Caelan. Because of you, I remember who I used to be. Because of you, I can push the monster down.”

“And that is very much appreciated.”

“Before you, my life was in darkness. It was hollow and empty and cold. But you shone a light through the darkness. You led me home.”

“Yeah, I’m great. Could we stop talking now?”

“But I want to talk. I want to talk for ever.”

“I think you are…”

“You, Valkyrie, are my sweet agony.”

She held up a hand. “OK, I’m really going to have to stop you there. You say one more thing that sounds like it’s ripped from the pages of a really bad gothic romance and I’m out of here, are we clear? You’ll have talked yourself out of ten minutes with me. Is that what you want?”

Caelan shook his head.

“Good doggy. And never call me your sweet agony ever again.”





Chapter 11
Alone at Last

[image: logo]elancholia listened patiently while the woman explained what all the charts meant. Two other Necromancers stood by the door, and Cleric Craven hovered nearby, as was his new habit. He seemed reluctant to let Melancholia out of his sight for more than a few minutes at a time.

“The good news,” the woman said, “is that we have established a pattern. If our calculations are correct, you should start to feel strong again sometime in the next twenty minutes, and this strength should stay with you for anywhere between three and four hours.”

The woman had an annoying tendency to wait for some indication that Melancholia had heard and understood, so Melancholia gave her a nod. “Four hours,” she echoed.

“You may experience some dizziness and some fatigue during those four hours, and if you do, don’t worry about it. It should pass within moments.” The woman’s name was Adrienna Shade. She was powerful, and intelligent, and had risen quickly through the Necromancer ranks. There had been rumours that she was to be made a Cleric, a virtually unheard of promotion for one so young. Melancholia used to admire her. But that was before Craven’s experiment, before the Surge. Now Adrienna Shade meant nothing to her. Melancholia glanced around the room. None of these people meant anything to her.

“But in four hours’ time,” Shade continued, “you’ll grow weak again. Very weak. We’ll have IV drips and oxygen standing by in case you sink to dangerous levels. Whatever happens, we’ll be ready for it.”

Melancholia doubted that very much, but she smiled and thanked her nonetheless, and Shade put away her charts and instruments, and left the chamber.

“Cleric Craven,” Melancholia said, “is it OK for me to be alone for the next few hours?”

He frowned. “We need to conduct more tests, Melancholia.”

“But this is a lot to take in, and I think it would really help me if I had the night to myself. I’ll submit to all the tests in the morning, I promise.”

Craven sighed irritably. He had a tendency to get irritated very easily. “Yes, very well. The night, then. Tomorrow, tests.”

“Thank you, Cleric,” Melancholia said, and bowed her head. She knew Craven responded well to things like that.

The Cleric walked from the room, ushering the guards out before him. The door closed, and Melancholia allowed herself a smile. Twenty minutes, and she’d feel that power again. Twenty minutes, and she could have herself a little fun.





Chapter 12
Bump in the Night

[image: logo]lice woke at a little before midnight, and Valkyrie muted the TV before scooping her out of her bed. Her parents were out. Valkyrie didn’t mind. It had been a long day and all she wanted to do was relax at home with her little sister.

“Hello,” Valkyrie said. “You’re awake, then. Did you have a good sleep? Are you rested?”

The baby looked at her and said nothing. Valkyrie took one of the bottles from the side table, teased it down to Alice’s mouth until she started feeding. Her phone rang.

It was Fletcher. “Are your folks still out?”

“Yep. Me and the kid are downstairs. Want to come over?”

“Be right there,” he said, and hung up.

She looked at Alice. “Your sister is a bad person,” she whispered. “Two-timing is not an admirable quality in anyone.”

Fletcher appeared beside her. He peered at the baby.

“Can it do any tricks yet?” he asked.

“I’m still working on it. Want to hold her?”

“God, no,” Fletcher said, laughing. “I’d drop it.”

“It’s not an it, it’s my sister. Go on, hold her. You won’t make a mess of it, I swear. Only an idiot could drop a baby.”

“You always say I am an idiot.”

“But you’re a special kind of idiot. Here.”

She passed Alice into his arms, and he stood there, rigid, a look of intense concentration on his face.

“I’ve got to support the head, right?” he asked. “And the rest of the body, obviously, but mostly the head. The head’s the important bit. Am I doing it right?”

“You’re doing fine.”

“Do you think it likes me?”

“Honestly, I think she has more taste than that. The baby’s like me – she tolerates you.” She gave him the bottle, waited until Alice was feeding again, then stepped back. “Want a cup of coffee?”

“I’d better not, I’m holding a baby.”

“Suit yourself.” Valkyrie went to the kitchen, dumped a spoonful of coffee into a mug while she waited for the water to boil. She looked up at the window, tried to peer through the blackness on the other side, but all she could see was her own face staring back at her.

Fletcher walked in on stiff legs. “Haven’t dropped it yet.”

“You’re a natural,” Valkyrie said, smiling and turning away from the window.

“Do you think so?”

“Oh, yeah. All you need is to wipe that petrified look off your face and you’ll be inundated with babysitting jobs.”

“In that case, I think I’ll keep this petrified look, thank you very much.”

She poured the boiling water into the mug and gave it a few quick stirs, but just as she was about to take a sip, they heard a noise coming from upstairs.

They froze. Fletcher looked at her.

“I thought we were alone,” he said softly.

“We were,” Valkyrie replied. She put down the mug. “Stay here.”

Fletcher shook his head, holding Alice out to her. “You stay here. I can teleport up and back again before whoever it is even blinks.”

“It’s my house. I’m in charge. I’m going up. If it’s trouble, take the baby to the twins, then get back here immediately and help.”

“Valkyrie, for God’s sake—”

“We’re not arguing about this.”

She walked past him, out of the kitchen and into the hall. The lights were on upstairs. It was brightly lit and warm and welcoming. She climbed the stairs. Shadows curled around her right hand.

Another sound, coming from her room. The first thought that entered her mind was that Tanith had lied when she’d said she’d leave Valkyrie’s family alone. Valkyrie hesitated, then shouldered the door open and barged in.

The reflection turned to her.

Relief flooded through Valkyrie’s veins, followed by puzzlement, and then anger. “What are you doing out?”

“I’m sorry?” the reflection said. “You’re out of the mirror. How the hell are you out of the mirror?”

“You didn’t put me back in.”

“Yes, I did.”

“No. You didn’t. You told me to get into the mirror, but you didn’t touch the glass.”

Valkyrie frowned. “I did. I did touch it.”

The reflection shook its head. “You must have forgotten.”

“I didn’t forget, for God’s sake. It was two hours ago. I climbed through the window, you got in the mirror, I touched the glass and absorbed your memories. I remember everything you did today.”

Now it was the reflection’s turn to frown, a perfect simulation of a puzzled expression. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken.”

“Oh for God’s sake… I let you out of the mirror this morning, you went downstairs and Alice was crying—”

“That was yesterday.”

Valkyrie stopped. “What?”

“You’re remembering yesterday. Alice was fine this morning. You came back two hours ago, I got in the mirror but you left the room before you touched the glass, that’s all. You just forgot.”

“But I remember touching the…”

“Do you? Do you actually remember? Or do you just assume you did it because it’s what you always do?”

Downstairs, the baby started crying.

“She probably needs her bottle,” the reflection said, and walked past Valkyrie, out of the room. Valkyrie watched it go, still frowning. She looked at the mirror, piecing together the events of the last two hours. She’d climbed through the window and the reflection had been doing their homework for school the next day. Valkyrie had told it to step into the mirror, and she’d changed her clothes, fixed her hair and… and…

She was sure that she’d touched the mirror. She was sure that the reflection’s memories had flooded her mind. She was almost certain of it. It was possible, of course it was, that she was getting mixed up. It was an easy mistake to make, after all. It was like locking the front door before bed, then lying in bed minutes later and wondering if you’d actually locked the door or you’d just thought about it.

Valkyrie went downstairs. Keeping track of two sets of memories had been tricky at first, but she was an expert at it by now – two parallel tracks of experiences, happening at the same time, sometimes even in the same space. It had taken the longest time to get used to sorting through conversations that she’d had with herself. Viewing a conversation from both sides had been brain-meltingly unsettling. And even though there were some flaws in the process, some gaps in the reflection’s memories that she couldn’t access, she had always felt that she had a handle on it all. Until just now.

Valkyrie walked into the living room. The reflection had Alice in its arms, and it was smiling gently as the baby guzzled from the bottle. Fletcher stood nearby.

“Sorry,” he said. “She kept batting the bottle away and then started crying.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Valkyrie said, keeping her eyes on the reflection. “So you’ve been in the mirror for the past few hours?”

“Yes,” the reflection said.

“And then what? You got bored? Decided to go for a walk?”

“I don’t get bored. There was homework that needed to be finished. I finished it.”

“Right. But, see, I’m sure I touched that mirror.”

“You didn’t. I’m sorry if I startled you. Fletcher, could you hand me a tissue?”

Fletcher snagged a tissue from the box on the mantelpiece and gave it to the reflection. The reflection used it to wipe milk from the baby’s chin, and then went back to feeding. “You can continue your conversation, if you like. Forget I’m even here.”

Fletcher started grinning, and Valkyrie turned her frown on him. “What’s so amusing?”

“Nothing,” he said. “Nothing. Well… OK, I was just thinking… And don’t get mad, because this is just a thought that entered my head, so it’s not my fault, it’s the thought’s fault, but… If you found me with your reflection one day, would that technically be cheating?”

Valkyrie’s frown turned to a glare, and Fletcher backed away, laughing. “It was a thought! It was a question I had to ask! I mean, come on, you’ve thought about it yourself, haven’t you?”

“No,” she said coldly, “I haven’t.”

“Yes, she has,” the reflection said, and Fletcher burst out laughing. The reflection laughed along with him.

“I knew it!” Fletcher cried. “I knew it!”

Valkyrie narrowed her eyes. “What are you doing?”

The reflection smiled at her. “I’m simulating appropriate human responses. Fletcher found the truth amusing and I joined him in laughing at your embarrassment.”

“I’m not embarrassed.”

“Yes, you are.”

“It’s fine,” Fletcher said, “forget I ever said anything. I have the real Valkyrie anyway – why would I ever need a substitute?”

Fletcher went to wrap an arm around Valkyrie, but she moved away from him, keeping her eyes on the reflection. “Give me my sister.” The reflection walked over, did as Valkyrie ordered. “Now go upstairs. Get into the mirror. Stay there.”

“Of course,” the reflection said, and its gaze dropped to the baby for a split-second. As it walked out, it smiled at Fletcher. “Goodnight,” it said.

Fletcher waved, then frowned. “Goodnight,” he said, unsure. They listened to it climb the stairs. “It’s never done that before. It’s never said goodnight.”

“What the hell were you doing? You were encouraging it. You were playing with it.”

“I was just having a laugh…”

“And it was having a laugh too. It was laughing at me. You don’t find anything about that slightly weird? It’s not supposed to do that.”

“Well, I don’t know, it’s not supposed to do a lot of things, is it? The programming is a little off. There’s a malfunction somewhere. So what? It does its job. It imitates you to perfection. And it got Alice to stop crying the moment it took her. So it acts weird every now and then, so you forget to touch the glass every once in a while, so what? It’s not the end of the world, and you’ve got other things to worry about. Like the end of the world.”

Valkyrie sighed. “Yeah, maybe.”

“Here. We have an evening to ourselves. An ordinary, average evening, where we can be a normal boyfriend and girlfriend, babysitting and snuggling on the couch. I can pop over to Milan for a pizza from that great place under the arch, I can get that ice cream you love from that place in San Francisco… It’ll be a nice, quiet night in. That sound good to you?”

“Yeah. Yeah, it sounds nice. I’m starving, actually. Get the pizza.”

“And the ice cream?”

“And the ice cream.”

He smiled, and vanished. Valkyrie laid Alice in her cot, made sure she was comfortable, and went upstairs to her bedroom. The reflection was in the mirror. Valkyrie tapped the glass firmly, and the memories transferred as the girl in the mirror changed to reflect her own image. The memories settled as she stood there. The reflection had been right. She had simply forgotten to touch the glass earlier on. She saw herself change her clothes, fix her hair and then just walk out of the room. She replayed the memory again, while it was still fresh in her mind, before the details faded and it was just another mix of sensations. She watched herself change her clothes, fix her hair and…

She was sure she had approached the mirror. She was sure she had touched the glass. But the reflection’s memory made it clear that she had just turned and walked out. She hadn’t even glanced at the mirror.

That was that. Mystery solved. She’d made a mistake and that’s all there was to it.

The reflection had kept things from her before – there had been gaps, moments that were missing. There was nothing missing here, though. There was no sign of tampering – nothing obvious anyway. Unless the reflection had discovered a new way of editing its memories, a new way to seamlessly cover over the gaps, then it had been telling the truth. Valkyrie tapped the glass again. “It looks like I owe you an apology.”

The reflection leaned forward till its head passed through the mirror. “No need. I am incapable of being offended.”

Valkyrie frowned. “Yeah. Yeah, I knew that. I know that.”

“Then why did you apologise?”

“I’m… not sure.”

“Do you want me to finish your homework?”

“Yeah. Good. You do that.”

The reflection nodded, stepped out of the mirror and sat at the desk. Unsettled, with no clear reason why, Valkyrie went back downstairs. Halfway down, someone knocked on the front door. Valkyrie crossed the hall, opened the door, looked out into darkness.

Melancholia stood where the garden path met the pavement. Her hood was down, the breeze playing with her hair, a smile playing on her lips.

“Hello, Valkyrie,” she said, then held her arms out to either side and said, “Surprise.”





Chapter 13
Shadowknives

    [image: logo]alkyrie felt something cold twist in her gut. “What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice brittle and sharp. “This is my home.”

“I know it is,” Melancholia answered. “I’ve heard Cleric Wreath mention the pier in Haggard so many times that it was really no trouble finding you. So this is where you live, then. How… mundane.”

Melancholia smiled as she approached. The hem of her robes flowed over the ground like a river of shadows. “What’s wrong? Nothing to say? You usually have lots to say. Are you feeling all right? Are you sick? Are you ill? You don’t look ill. Are you putting a brave face on it? You have nothing to prove to me, you know. I respect you for who you are. And who are you again? Oh yes, that’s right. Absolutely nobody.”

“Whatever you want,” Valkyrie said, struggling to keep her anger down, “it can wait, OK? My baby sister’s inside.”

Melancholia’s smile grew wider, and now Valkyrie could see the multitude of symbols that scarred her face. “You have a sister? I didn’t know that. Do you think she’ll grow up to be as ordinary as you, perhaps? How does it feel, to suddenly go from being the saviour of the world back to being some insignificant little schoolgirl?”

“I’m not going to tell you again. Get away from my house.”

“You do not order me around, little schoolgirl. I am the Death Bringer, and you’ll always be a silly little child playing grown-up games. I used to be like you, in a way. I used to be scared. I didn’t understand what was going on. But then this happened, and all this power came to me, and it all became so, so clear.”

Valkyrie shook her head. “What did Craven do to you?”

“What did he do? He did nothing. He released the power I had inside.”

“No. He changed you. Look at yourself, for God’s sake.”

“Cleric Craven recognised my potential.”

“He tortured you.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. Nor would I expect you to. It’s funny, seeing you stand there, all scared. I’m used to seeing you in your special black clothes that protect you from harm, always with a smirk on your face. You’re not smirking, Valkyrie. I distinctly remember a smirk when you told me that I would have to start worshipping you. Isn’t that what you said? But you’re not the Death Bringer. You don’t get to save the world. I do. And so you should really start worshipping me.”

“Leave,” Valkyrie snarled, then stepped back inside the house, slamming the door. She turned as the shadows in the hallway lengthened and met in the middle of the floor, swirling, thickening, growing. Melancholia emerged from the maelstrom.

“My power is practically limitless,” Melancholia said softly. “I’d describe the sensation to you, but words would not be sufficient. To understand what it’s like to be a god, you’d really have to be a god. Like me.”

“Get out of my house.”

“I could destroy you and no one would be able to do anything about it. I would tear you from your family. Your friends would be powerless to stop me. The Skeleton Detective? I’d make him watch.”

Valkyrie said nothing.

“What’s this? No comeback at all? Silence? I’m starting to think that you are scared of me. I bet your heart is beating much, much faster, isn’t it? I bet your mouth is dry.”

“What do you want?”

“I want you to admit that you’re scared of me.”

“And then you’ll leave? Fine, I admit it. I’m scared of you. I’m terrified of you. Now leave.”

Melancholia smiled. “I don’t think you’re being genuine. Maybe if I say hello to your little sister, maybe then you’d show some genuine fear.”

“Take one step and I swear I’ll kill you.”

Melancholia laughed. Valkyrie heard the back door open and saw Caelan blurring towards them, fangs bared, but the shadows were already curling around her and suddenly Melancholia was taking her shadow-walking. Valkyrie cursed, the shadows went away and she went stumbling to the grass. She looked up to the Martello tower beside her. They were on the cliffs overlooking the beach. But that was impossible. Shadow-walking was strictly short-range teleportation.

“No other Necromancer could shadow-walk this far,” Melancholia murmured, obviously thinking the same thing. She looked back to the twinkling lights of the town. “How far was that? A kilometre? Two?”

At least they weren’t in the house any more, or anywhere near Alice. Valkyrie got to her feet, and Melancholia remembered she was there.

“A vampire?” she said. “In your house? Was it coming for me or for you? Ah, I don’t suppose it matters. Unless it’s feasting on your little sister as we speak. Now that would be amusing.”

“Why are you here?” Valkyrie asked. “Why are you out alone? Lord Vile is still on the loose, in case you’ve forgotten.”

Melancholia sighed. “Lord Vile is overrated. Cleric Craven told me that he’s really not as powerful as all the stories say.”

“Craven? You’d put your trust in Craven?”

“At least he isn’t running scared like your skeleton friend. And he has faith. He knows that if Vile does show up, and I doubt that he will, it won’t be a fair fight. I’ll crush that armour of his with him still inside. What’s left of him will ooze out of the eyeholes in his mask.”

“And you came all this way to tell me that?”

“I came all this way to tell you that when I save the world, I’m not going to be saving you. You’re not on my list.”

“I’ll get by fine without you, don’t worry about it.”

Melancholia laughed. “You’re so tough, aren’t you? With all your fighting moves and your Elemental magic and your dainty little ring. I don’t need an object in which to store my Necromancy. My power is stored inside me. I am my own weapon.”

“Is there a point to any of this?”

“Yes, actually. There is. You’re not on my list.”

A fist of shadows crunched into Valkyrie’s chest and lifted her off her feet.

“And if you’re not on my list,” Melancholia continued breezily, “then you don’t get saved.”

Valkyrie struggled to get to her hands and knees. The shot had knocked the wind out of her. “Seriously?” she managed to say. “We’re going to fight?”

“Who said anything about fighting?” Melancholia asked. “I’m going to slash you to ribbons and you’re going to take it. I’d hardly call that a fight.”

Melancholia frowned, almost to herself, and for a moment she seemed to sway, like she was going to collapse. She suddenly looked drained. She looked exhausted.

Valkyrie stood slowly, warily, looking out for the trap. A moan drifted from Melancholia’s lips, and Valkyrie realised it wasn’t an act – Melancholia really was hurting.

And then, just as suddenly as the weakness had hit, it left her, and Melancholia straightened up. The darkness turned sharp and whipped across Valkyrie’s right arm. Blood sprang into the air and she cried out. Melancholia raised an eyebrow and something sliced Valkyrie’s back, opening up her skin as easily as it opened her T-shirt. Valkyrie stumbled, cursed, raised her hand, but the shadows wrapped around her wrist. They tightened and she screamed, the shadows cutting into her flesh like piano wire. The ring flew from her finger into Melancholia’s hand.

“A gaudy trinket,” Melancholia said, examining it, “containing an insignificant amount of power. Cleric Wreath had faith in you on the basis of this? How disappointing.”

Valkyrie pretended to stagger, closing the distance between them, and then she lunged, but Melancholia twisted the darkness into a claw that ripped into her belly. Valkyrie doubled over, gasping at the white-hot pain. Another claw slashed her face. She spun, fell, blood running down her neck. Her face was ruined, cut open like a freshly ploughed field. Shadows snagged her wrists and ankles, holding her in mid-air, her body locked tight.

“All the little jibes,” Melancholia said. “All the little taunts.”

Knives of darkness cut into Valkyrie’s skin and she screamed.

“Don’t worry,” Melancholia said, “I’m not going to kill you. I’m just going to cut you all over. When I’m done, there won’t be an inch of you that doesn’t have my mark on it. And even if you get to a doctor and they heal you right up and make all the scars disappear, you’ll know that some scars are deeper than that. You’ll know they’re there, and every moment of every day, you will regret all those little jibes and taunts. Providing you don’t bleed to death while I’m having my fun.”

“Don’t,” Valkyrie said. Blood dripped from her torn lips.

“Are you begging? Is the mighty and fearless Valkyrie Cain begging me for mercy?”

“Don’t,” was all Valkyrie could manage.

Melancholia sent the shadowknives upwards and they cut through Valkyrie’s T-shirt, making furrows in her flesh, changing the pitch of her screams.





Chapter 14
The Call

    [image: logo]alkyrie awoke, lying face down on the grass. She turned her head slightly, tried to blink, but her eyelids were slashed. There were objects in front of her. It took her a while to register what they were. Her phone, and her ring. She moved a hand. It wasn’t easy. Some of her muscles had been severed.

With trembling, blood-caked fingers, she speed-dialled a number.

“Hey,” Fletcher said when he answered. “They’ve got the pizza almost ready. It smells delicious.”

“Fletcher,” she said softly. “Help.”





Chapter 15
The Doctor is In

[image: logo]hastly braked beside the Bentley and jumped out of his van, hurrying up to Skulduggery as he stalked through the Sanctuary doors. “I just heard,” he said. “Any idea what happened?”

“None,” said Skulduggery, not slowing down. “She called Fletcher, said she was on the cliffs. She lost consciousness as soon as he arrived.”

Sanctuary officials dodged out of their way, flattening themselves against the corridor walls.

“She’ll be OK,” Ghastly told his friend. “We have a new doctor. Apparently he’s brilliant on a level with Kenspeckle Grouse. Madame Mist brought him in.”

“Fletcher said she’s cut deep. Kenspeckle would take care not to leave scars.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

Fletcher paced outside the operating theatre. His head snapped up when he saw them. “She’s still in there,” he said. He was pale. His voice shook.

Skulduggery barged through the doors, Ghastly and Fletcher behind him. Ghastly froze. Valkyrie lay on the table, eyes closed, covered in a blood-drenched surgical sheet. Above her stooped a creature dressed in a smock, with arms and legs longer than Ghastly’s whole body. Its eyes were small and yellow, the lids punctured with black thread where they had once been sewn shut. Its mouth had received similar treatment, and its nose had been cut off. There was a scab there now that refused to fully heal.

“What the hell is going on?” Skulduggery snarled, his gun suddenly in his hand.

“Kill me if you must,” Doctor Nye said in its high voice, “but if you do so, your friend will bleed to death. Make up your mind. I have a lot on my plate tonight.”

“What’s wrong?” asked Fletcher. “Who is that?”

“Step away from her,” Ghastly commanded. “We’ll get another doctor in here.”

“Another doctor would not be able to save her life,” Nye responded, sounding bored. “These are wounds inflicted with abandon. No method, no design, no finesse. But they are severe, and they are many, and organs have been sliced and arteries nicked. I have completed my examination and I know exactly how to proceed. If you call in another doctor, they would need to start over. By that time, she would be dead.”

“You can save her?” Skulduggery asked.

“Undoubtedly. And if I am allowed to get back to work immediately, there won’t even be any scarring.”

Skulduggery looked at Ghastly, then nodded.

“Get back to work, Doctor,” Ghastly said. “Skulduggery, I’m sure you’ll want to stay, to make sure he behaves.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Skulduggery said. He didn’t put his gun away.

“Me neither,” said Fletcher.

Ghastly left, anger quickening his step. He found Madame Mist in her chambers.

“Nye?” he said, barging in. “You have Doctor Nye working here? Are you out of your mind? Nye is a monster!”

Mist observed him from behind her veil. “Just because the Doctor is a being without specification does not make it a monster.”

“Without specification? You mean because it isn’t male or female? You mean because it isn’t strictly human? No, that’s not what I’m talking about. It’s a monster because it conducts medical experiments on its captives!”

“That’s all in the past.”

“Nye is a war criminal!”

“Who has been punished for the crimes it committed. Elder Bespoke, I was tasked with equipping this Sanctuary with the very best medical staff available. Kenspeckle Grouse is dead. Doctor Nye was next on the list.”

“And you didn’t think to run it by us first? You didn’t think we’d object?”

“When you say we, are you referring also to the Grand Mage? Because I did confer with him, and he agreed that this facility would benefit from Nye’s expertise.”

Ghastly frowned. “Ravel agreed to this?”

“Yes. If you have a problem, maybe you should take it up with him.”

“Yeah,” Ghastly said, “maybe I should.”

Ghastly walked the corridors, his pace slower now. Ravel was like him – he was a soldier. He’d fought in the war, fought against Mevolent, and he’d had friends who were captured. They’d all heard the stories, about the torture and the sick experiments. They’d all heard of the doctor with the long arms and legs and the scabrous nose. Everyone had heard of Doctor Nye.

“Ghastly,” Ravel said, looking up from his desk, “is Valkyrie OK?”

“She’s hurt,” Ghastly replied, “but she should pull through. She’s in the Medical Bay now. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Ah,” Ravel said, sitting back. It was three in the morning and he was looking tired. “Nye.”

“How could you agree to this? That thing killed some of our best friends.”

“Sorcerers live a long time, Ghastly – how long are we going to hold grudges for things we did in wartime?”

“Fighting on the battlefield is one thing. Torturing prisoners to death is quite another.”

“Do you know what Nye has been doing for the past hundred years? It’s been working alone, secluded, cut off, doing research on the human soul.”

“It wants to torture that too?”

“No, it wants to find it. Ghastly, can you imagine what that could mean? The soul is our essence – it’s the strongest, most pure part of ourselves. The link between the soul and our true names has been discussed but never proven – but think what we could achieve if we harnessed that power. Think what we could become if we allowed ourselves to be the best we could possibly be.”

“Erskine, all due respect, but what on earth are you talking about? If Nye did find the soul, what would it do then? Poke it? With what? It’s a soul, not a plate of jelly. The soul should be left where it is – it causes enough problems without us adding to them. Angry souls can become ghosts, powerful souls can become Gists and evil souls can become Remnants. It’s a dark and dangerous business, and we should leave it alone.”

“We didn’t recruit Nye so he could find the soul, Ghastly. I’m just telling you what he’s been doing for the past century. He hasn’t been hurting anyone, he hasn’t been torturing anyone. He has repented.”

“I find that very hard to believe.”

“He’s the best there is, damn it, and you know it. Do you think I like having him here? He’s creepy as hell and if you think I don’t remember the things he did to our friends, you’re nuts. But with Kenspeckle gone, with Vile on the loose and with Darquesse coming our way, we need to put our issues aside and surround ourselves with the best people for the job.”

“Even if that includes a known sadist and murderer?”

Ravel closed his eyes, and sat back in his chair. “I didn’t think it would be like this. I really didn’t. I thought every decision I’d have to make would be how many operatives to send on a rescue mission. I don’t know how Meritorious did it.” He opened his eyes. “Is Valkyrie conscious?”

“No. That’s probably a good thing.”

“Do we know what happened to her? Who did this?”

“I don’t need Skulduggery’s skills to recognise Necromancy when I see it.”

“Speaking of Skulduggery,” Ravel said slowly, “does he need to be contained?”

“Contained?”

“Don’t play innocent. You know what he’s like. Once she wakes up, he’ll be going after every Necromancer in the country.”

“Maybe we should let him.”

“We’re in charge now, Ghastly. We don’t have that luxury. This has to be done right.”

“Leave it with me. I’ll make sure he understands.”

“And listen,” Ravel said, “I know this goes against every fibre in your body, but Doctor Nye is the best man-woman-whatever for the job. It will save Valkyrie’s life.”

“Yeah, I know, it’s just… Things got complicated around here awfully fast, didn’t they?”

“Yes, they did. But we’re in charge now, my friend. We’ve got to be the ones to make the hard decisions. It’s inevitable that people are going to start hating us, sooner or later.”

“They can form a queue behind me, then.”

Ravel smiled sadly. “Yeah. Let me know when she regains consciousness, OK? Oh, any news on Tanith?”

Ghastly hesitated. “She was in Berlin last week. With Sanguine. They almost got her. But no. No real news.”

“You’ll find her.”

“Yeah,” Ghastly said, and left.

He went back to talk to Madame Mist, who had a surprisingly good grasp of Sanctuary law and procedures. Once he had been sufficiently briefed, he walked back to the Medical Ward. Skulduggery was sitting outside the Operating Theatre, his head down, his hat on the chair beside him. His skull gleamed under the light. He looked up as Ghastly approached.

“Nye predicts a full recovery,” Skulduggery said, his velvet voice sounding disturbingly hollow. “She’ll wake in an hour or two. There’s a nurse in there with her now.”

“Where’s Fletcher?”

“I sent him home. He seemed traumatised.”

“Seeing your girlfriend slashed to ribbons will probably do that to you,” Ghastly said. “And how are you?”

“Meaning?”

“She was almost killed.”

“I am aware. You’re waiting to see if I’ll get angry.”

“I already know you’re angry. You’re sitting very still and you’re talking very quietly. You’re getting ready to kill someone.”

“I just need a name.”

“You know the name. A Necromancer did that to Valkyrie, and there’s only one out there who’d be motivated enough to do it.”

Skulduggery’s head tilted. “You’re going to tell me that I can’t go after her?”

“Not at all. I’m telling you that if you do go after her, she’ll kill you. She’s the Death Bringer.”

Skulduggery picked up his hat, and stood. “I’ll take my chances.”

“No you won’t,” said Ghastly, standing in front of him. “You think your brief encounter with Vile five months ago has prepared you? That was nothing. I went up against him during the war. I saw him slaughter dozens of sorcerers, including my mother – a woman, you’ll remember, who had proved herself to be very hard to kill. He killed her with barely a wave of his hand.”

Skulduggery was silent for a moment. “Melancholia is not Lord Vile.”

“If she’s the Death Bringer, their power levels will be similar. Skulduggery, you know as well as I do, if Melancholia had wanted to kill Valkyrie, Valkyrie would be dead. But she didn’t. She just wanted to inflict some pain. And she won’t get away with it. I’ve spoken with Erskine and Mist, and they agree. An attack on one Sanctuary agent is an attack on the Sanctuary as a whole. Melancholia has just handed us the excuse we needed to take that Temple apart.”

“Then give me an army, and I’ll take it apart and drag her out.”

“We have to do this right. Before we go in, we issue a warrant for her arrest.”

“She’s not going to give herself up,” Skulduggery said.

“No, but we have to give her the chance. Maybe High Priest Tenebrae will see it as an opportunity to bring his Order in from the cold. Maybe he’ll co-operate.”

“I doubt it.”

“I doubt it too. So if she doesn’t turn herself in within twenty-four hours, then yes, we go after her, and you get all the back-up you need.”

“If Melancholia resists?”

Ghastly looked at him. “Then you do what needs to be done.”





Chapter 16
Full Recovery

[image: logo]octor Nye had a smile like splitting skin. “Welcome back,” it said, “to the land of the living.”

Valkyrie jerked against the restraints tying her to the bed. Nye waved its hand.

“Do not exert yourself. You are still quite weak. The restraints, I assure you, are for your own good.”

“Where am I?” she snapped.

“In the Sanctuary. You are quite safe. The woman who did this to you is long gone.”

“It’s not her I’m worried about.”

Nye chuckled. “Oh. Of course. You remember our little… encounter. But that’s all in the past, is it not? Any indiscretions I may have perpetrated against you I have made up for, yes? I replaced your organs, sewed you back together and you walked from my facility as a living, breathing person once again. Forgive and forget.”

“You tried to dissect me.”

“I did dissect you. I just didn’t dissect you enough.”

“Let me out of here.”

“I am worried that you may injure yourself.”

“Let me out of here or I swear to God—”

“What do you swear? Do you swear to tell the Elders about me – about what I did? But then, of course, you would have to explain to them why you had come to me. You would have to explain that you had discovered your true name, and you wanted it sealed so that no one could control you against your will.”

“There’s nothing wrong with what I did.”

“You were talking, you know. As I dissected you, you were talking to yourself. Muttering. I believe, at times, hallucinating. You said a name. When you said it, it meant nothing to me. Why should it? I was leading a secluded existence. But after you’d gone, I heard that name again. Darquesse. The one who kills us all.”

Valkyrie stopped struggling.

“I don’t know what you have to do with Darquesse, but if you tell the Elders about the extent of the experiments I was conducting, I shall be forced to tell them that you are involved in this somehow, and I’m sure they’d start asking all sorts of awkward questions.”

Nye smiled again, and suddenly hurtled backwards, knocking over a tray of instruments. Valkyrie turned her head, saw Skulduggery and Ghastly marching in. Skulduggery had his hand splayed, using the air to pin Nye against the wall. He glanced at her as he passed, his eye sockets moving fractionally in her direction, and then he continued towards Nye as Ghastly undid the restraints around Valkyrie’s wrists.

Nye grunted, its frail body struggling uselessly like a daddy-long-legs trapped in a web. With his other hand, Skulduggery took out his gun, pressed it against Nye’s forehead. Nye stopped struggling.

“Skulduggery,” Ghastly said, alarmed. “What are you doing?”

“I told myself if I ever got the chance to end this miserable excuse for a life, I wouldn’t hesitate. Now that I have no more use for it…”

“Don’t. Skulduggery, do not pull that trigger. What Nye did during the war was unforgivable, but we have other concerns now.”

Skulduggery’s voice was cold. “I don’t care what he did during the war. I’m thinking about something much more recent.”

Ghastly approached, walking slowly. “What are you talking about? Doctor Nye has been locked away in its laboratory for the last hundred years.”

Skulduggery looked back at him, and didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say. Nye was right. Any accusations on their part would raise questions about Valkyrie, and that was a truth they weren’t prepared to share with anyone.

“Skulduggery,” Valkyrie said, holding the surgical sheet around her as she slid off the bed. “It’s OK. Nye fixed me. I’m OK.”

For a moment, she doubted her words would be enough, but then Skulduggery lowered the gun, and stopped pressing against the air.

Nye stood, towering above them all, outrage showing on its face. “This… This is deplorable. Madame Mist personally granted me amnesty for past misdeeds, and she assured me that I would not be held accountable for merely following orders. Elder Bespoke, I hope you will discipline Detective Pleasant for his unacceptable actions.”

“Shut up, Nye,” Ghastly said. “I’m this close to putting a bullet in you myself. Where’s your assistant? He was supposed to stay with Valkyrie at all times.”

“The man was an imbecile,” Nye replied stiffly. “I told him to go away and never let me see him again. If I had known it was so important to you, I would have had him stay.”

“It’s not important to me, Doctor,” Ghastly said. “It’s essential. It’s essential both for my peace of mind and for your well-being that you have an assistant with you at all times. You are not to be left alone with any patient. Do you understand me? Do you understand those orders?”

“Yes,” Nye said. “Of course.”

On the drive to Skulduggery’s house, Valkyrie took off the black ring and examined it thoughtfully.

“Want me to open the window so you can throw it out?” Skulduggery asked.

She smiled. “No, but thanks for offering. Melancholia took this off me, you know. Just whipped it off my finger and bam, I had no Necromancer magic to call on.”

Skulduggery nodded. “That’s the problem with Necromancy. It’s powerful magic, absolutely it is, but it’s so unstable it needs to be housed in something to make sure it can be controlled. Power that unstable… it’s a terrifying prospect, if one were in the habit of being terrified.”

“Is Necromancy the only discipline that has to do that?”

“Not the only one, but the main one. There are very few others. It’s called Inhabiting.”

Valkyrie nodded. “Solomon told me about it. He said a perfect example was Lord Vile’s armour. When Baron Vengeous wore it, it still had all of Vile’s power. Maybe that’s what happening now. Maybe Vile isn’t back – maybe someone is just wearing his armour and using his magic and pretending to be him.”

“I don’t think so,” Skulduggery said. “He spoke to me. It was him. It’s impossible, but… it was him.”

She put the ring back on. “Have you found any trace of him since?”

He turned his head slightly. “How do you know I’ve been looking?”

“Little things,” she said. “You’ve been taking more of an interest in odd little crimes that don’t make any sense, you’ve been asking certain kinds of questions that aren’t really relevant to whatever case we’d be working on… You’re trying to find someone.”

“My my,” said Skulduggery. “What dashing mentor has been teaching you to be a detective? Oh, that’s right, it’s me.”

Valkyrie laughed. “So? Any trace?”

“None,” he said. “He killed Tesseract, I hit him, he exploded in shadow and no one’s seen him since.”

“He might be dead,” she said hopefully.

“I don’t hit that hard.”

She shrugged. “It might be his ghost.”

“Actually,” Skulduggery said, “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

“What? Seriously?”

“Yes, indeed. Look at what we’ve got. Armour that is brimming with power. All it needs, let’s face it, is the will to get up and move around. All it needs is intent.”

“So you think Vile’s ghost found his old armour and now it’s living inside it?”

“That’s one possible explanation. His ghost or… I don’t know.”

“So inside the armour would be, like, nothing?”

Skulduggery hesitated. “It’s a theory. One of many. But right now, it’s the only one that fits.”

“Then what was Vile doing at the Sanctuary?”

“Our beloved former Grand Mage Guild had the armour stored in boxes that were then shipped to Roarhaven. My fight with Tesseract must have disturbed it, or…”

He went quiet, and she frowned at him. “Is there something about Vile, or about what he said to you, or… Is there something you’re not telling me?”

Skulduggery laughed. “Oh Valkyrie, my loyal and trustworthy combat accessory. Of course there’s something I’m not telling you. That’s what makes me fun.”

Valkyrie stood in Skulduggery’s hat room and looked at her hand. It wasn’t shaking. She turned it, frowning, trying to spot a hidden tremble. Nothing. She knew this wasn’t right. She’d been attacked and almost killed, endured pain and agony on a scale most people would never experience, and yet she didn’t seem to be suffering from any psychological side-effects whatsoever.

She remembered the attack vividly. It was seared into her memory. She wasn’t repressing anything, as far as she could tell. She wasn’t numb. She wasn’t traumatised. Then what was wrong with her? Why wasn’t she in shock? Or maybe this was shock. No, she’d been in shock before. She knew the signs. This thing she was experiencing now was… normality.

Her body had been half ripped to shreds the previous night, and now she was fine with it. It was like there was something cool in her centre, keeping the panic down, gently guiding her past the horror. She could almost hear the voice in her mind.

Calm, it said. Keep calm. You’re still alive, aren’t you?

She turned to the full-length mirror that Skulduggery kept in here, just so he could check the overall effect of whatever hat he was wearing. Hugely vain and narcissistic, but endearingly so. Her clothes – freshly washed – were so ripped and torn they barely stayed on. Valkyrie parted a long slash in her T-shirt and traced a finger along her side. Still alive. She leaned in and examined her face. “The scars are almost gone,” she said loudly.

“That’s good,” Skulduggery responded from the other room.

So many hats in here. She took one, a black one, and tried it on. It looked pretty good on her, she had to admit. She liked the way it came down low over one eye. It gave her a rakish quality. Calm. She put the hat back on the stand and walked into the main living room. Skulduggery stood among the ruins of what had once been a sofa. Valkyrie raised an eyebrow.

“I was trying to make up the sofa bed so you could get some rest,” he explained, and pointed to the second sofa across the room. “Unfortunately, it would appear that that is the sofa bed, and this, apparently, is just a sofa.”

“Not any more it’s not.”

“Well, yes, now it’s a dead sofa. It put up a valiant struggle, however.”

“I’m sure its family would be proud.” She wrapped herself in a blanket and collapsed into an armchair.

“I kill a sofa for you and you go and sit in a chair?” Skulduggery asked. “I don’t think you appreciate the sacrifice that has been made for you.”

“I don’t need a bed right now. I just need to nap for a few hours, then the scars will be completely gone and I can go home and collapse into my own bed.”

“So you’ll be OK here on your own?”

“I’ll be fine. Go off and issue that arrest warrant. But don’t kill anyone. I want the chance to beat the hell out of Melancholia for what she did – but I don’t want her dead. Not yet anyway. You’re going to be calm about this, aren’t you?”

“Exceedingly.”

“You promise?”

“I cross the place where my heart used to be and hope to be even more deader than I am now.”

“Well, OK then.” Valkyrie looked away for a moment. “Why didn’t Darquesse come out?”

“Sorry?”

She shrugged at him. “Melancholia nearly killed me. I was kind of expecting Darquesse to take over and, you know…”

“Relying on Darquesse to save you would probably be a bad habit to get into,” Skulduggery said.

“I know,” she responded quickly, “and I wasn’t. But still… it’d help if I knew the rules. Do I Hulk out when I’m in danger, or does it have to be like when the Jitter Girl actually had her fingers in my brain, or…?”

“I don’t know, Valkyrie. Maybe you subconsciously knew that Melancholia didn’t actually intend to kill you. Maybe Darquesse only emerges as a last resort in order to keep you alive. Or maybe it’s a whim. I don’t know.”

Valkyrie nodded. “She weakened, you know.”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “Melancholia?”

“Right before she inflicted the serious damage, she weakened. She almost fainted, I think. There’s something wrong with her. I didn’t stand a chance once she got her strength back, but if I’d gone after her in that moment, when she was weak, I could have battered her around the place, I know I could have.”

“Interesting,” Skulduggery said.

“What does it mean? Is it anything useful?”

“I’m sure it is,” he said. “Get some rest, OK? And maybe you should call Fletcher. You’ve been through a traumatic experience.”

“I’m used to them.”

“I’m sure Fletcher’s worried about you.”

“Since when do you care if he’s worried? I called him from the Sanctuary, told him I’m fine. I’m fine, he’s fine. You’re the only one who’s worried.”

“I care too much, that’s always been my problem. Well, if you’re absolutely positive you don’t need company, and you don’t need me to tell you a story before you go to sleep…”

“Actually,” she said, “maybe a small one.”

“Oh?”

“Having little Alice around got me thinking. You never did tell me why you abandoned your family crest.”

His head tilted. “Did I not? Are you sure? I’m sure I mentioned it. Possibly when we were fighting something huge and horrible. I think I shouted it to you, but you may have been too busy being thrown against a wall. Still, the important thing is that I told you, so let’s cherish that moment and move on.”

“Or you could just tell me again.”

“Oh, Valkyrie, you know how much I hate repeating myself.”

“Yet you’ve told me the story of how you saved that orphanage, like, a hundred times.”

“That’s because it’s an exciting story, with twists and turns, and it paints me in an impressive light.”

“So the story of why you abandoned your family crest paints you in a negative light?”

“Essentially.”

“Hey, if you really don’t want to tell me, that’s OK, I understand.”

“Excellent.” He walked towards the door.

She frowned. “So?”

He stopped. “So what?”

“So tell me.”

“You… said you understood…”

“Don’t you know anything? That was me, lying. Whenever someone says you don’t have to tell them, you have to tell them. That’s a rule. It’s how communication works.”

“It seems to be a flawed system.”

“Tell me why you abandoned your crest, and I’ll tell you one of my secrets.”

“You have no secrets.”

“I have loads.”

“You have none. Let’s see, your given name is Stephanie Edgley. Your true name is Darquesse, and apparently you’re destined to extinguish all life on the planet. Oh, and you’re seeing a vampire behind your boyfriend’s back.”

Valkyrie’s eyes widened. “You… you know about that, then?”

“Of course I do.”

“You’re not mad?”

“I think it’s a huge mistake that will end extraordinarily badly – but if that’s the only way you’ll learn, so be it.”

“I can’t believe you’re not mad.”

“I comfort myself with the thought that I may have to kill Caelan at some stage.”

“Oh. Then just tell me why you abandoned the crest, for God’s sake. If ever I have a big secret from this moment on that I wouldn’t normally tell you, I’ll tell you. Deal?”

Skulduggery sighed, walked over to the remains of the sofa and sat on the arm. “I abandoned my family crest because I hadn’t lived up to the high standards as set by my parents and my brothers and sisters.”

“You had brothers and sisters?”

“Of course.”

“What were their names?”

“What does it matter? They’re all dead now. I’m the only one left, the only one to carry that crest down through the years. They were good, honourable, decent people. When they were alive, the crest meant something.”

“But you’re good and honourable and decent too.”

He took off his hat, brushed imaginary lint from the brim. “Unfortunately, in war, you let some of those qualities slip. When I feel I have regained the right to reclaim that crest, I’ll reclaim it.”

“I don’t know, I think you overreact.”

“Do you, now?”

“I know people do terrible things in war, but I can’t imagine you doing something so bad that it changes your opinion on who you are. You’re being too hard on yourself.”

“That’s always been a flaw of mine.”

“Were you the oldest?”

“Second oldest. I had an older brother.”

“Wow… the great Skulduggery Pleasant had a big brother. What was he like?”

Skulduggery’s chin tilted to the right. “He was bigger than me, stronger than me, he liked to think he was smarter than me. He protected us, looked out for us. He was everything an older sibling should be. He was everything that you’re going to be to your sister.”

“I hope so. It’s weird, isn’t it? You meet someone and you become friends and you grow to love them, and that’s the way it works. That’s how things go. But then a baby is born, and you don’t have that long period of getting to know them, of figuring out if you like them as a person… you just love them. Like, it’s instant. You hold the baby in your arms and you feel so much real, overwhelming love, like you would do anything to protect it. Bam, just like that, your whole life is different. This baby, this little person that you don’t even know, is now more important to you than anything else.”

“It does come as quite a surprise,” Skulduggery murmured, and stood up.

“Oh,” she said. “Sorry. I was talking about a little sister, not… not a child of your own… I don’t know what I’m talking about.”

Skulduggery shook his head. “Nonsense. You described it perfectly. Pure, unconditional love. It’s a wonderful thing. You’ll experience it again when you have a child of your own.”

“Whoa!” said Valkyrie, jumping to her feet, the blanket falling around her. “Whoa! Stop right there! We’re not even going to talk about that! We’re not even going to mention the possibility!”

“It unnerves you, then?”

“It freaks me out is what it does! I think I still have a few years left of, you know, playing the field before I find someone I want to settle down with. We’re talking a few centuries, you know?”

“So you’re not planning on rushing into anything?”

“Not if I can help it.”

“Does Fletcher know this?”

She laughed. “He’d better.”

“And Caelan?”

“I make sure to tell him every time I see him.”

Skulduggery put his hat on. “That’s my girl.”





Chapter 17
The Zombie King and Co

    [image: logo]aurien Scapegrace, the Killer Supreme, the Zombie King, lay in a freezer, his legs curled up to his chest. He felt the freezer move slightly and he muttered dark things under his breath. The refrigerated truck he’d been using as a mobile base had broken down, so he’d sent that idiot Thrasher to get another one. But Thrasher couldn’t find a refrigerated truck. The only thing he could find that even remotely met Scapegrace’s requirements was a Percy Penguin Ice-cream Van.

Thrasher had tried to convince Scapegrace, when faced with his wrath, that an ice-cream van was ideal – it was innocent, it was unexpected, no one would ever imagine it housed a terrifying zombie. Scapegrace fumed. Innocent was not the same as discreet. His mobile base had a smiling plastic penguin on its roof, and it couldn’t go faster than forty kilometres an hour. They couldn’t even find a way to switch off that damn Popeye music that jingled and jangled on a constant loop. It was driving Scapegrace mad. What was worse, every time they stopped in traffic, he could hear people run up and tap on the window.

They were moving through yet another small town. Scapegrace hated small towns. He felt the van slow, and heard the kids immediately swarm out on to the road, waving money and shouting their orders. Scapegrace stayed where he was, safe in the frosty confines of the freezer, trying to think of things that would soothe his impatience. He thought of tranquil lakes, of birds singing, of plucking out Thrasher’s eyes, and eventually, he reached a place within himself that had some degree of balance.

He heard Thrasher’s voice, the one thing guaranteed to ruin the Zen of even the most placid monk, and opened the freezer lid. He could hear people battering on the window above him.

“What did you say?” he called out.

“I’m just wondering,” Thrasher answered from the driver’s seat, “if maybe we should serve some ice cream.”

“Why on earth would we want to do that?”

“To be inconspicuous. They’re all around us. If we give them ice cream, they’ll go away, and we won’t arouse suspicion.”

Scapegrace struggled to control his temper. Tranquil lakes. Birds singing. Eye-plucking. Calm.

“Thrasher,” he called out, “we have no ice cream. I’m in the freezer, Thrasher. Did you forget that?”

“Well, what about the machine?”

“The ice-cream-making machine?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know how to work it?”

“You just, you just put the cone under the nozzle and you pull the thing and the ice cream swirls out and you stick a chocolate flake in it.”

“It’s that easy?”

“Yes.”

“Should I get out of the freezer and do it?”

“If you want.”

“You’re an idiot, Thrasher. I have bits falling off me and I have a burnt head. I’d say that would arouse a little suspicion, wouldn’t you?”

“Oh… yes. Well, I could do it, if you want to drive. I always wanted to work in an ice-cream van, ever since I was a little boy.”

“Is that right?”

“Oh, yes. My mother would take me to the beach and I loved hearing the tinkle tinkle of the ice-cream van as it made its way across the—”

“Shut up!”

Thrasher shut up. “We’re not serving ice cream, do you hear me?

We’re not! Tell these people to go away! We’re closed!”

“I tried that, sir. They don’t really listen.”

Scapegrace glowered. “Are there children out there?”

“Um, yes sir, they’re all children.”

“Run a few down.”

“Sir?”

“Drive over a few of the little brats. That’ll scare ’em off.”

“I… I don’t think I can do that, sir.”

“You’re not developing a conscience on me now, are you, Thrasher?”

“No sir!”

“You’re still an evil zombie, aren’t you?”

“Oh yes sir, evil to the core!”

“Then why can’t you drive over a few children?”

“I just don’t think we’re capable of going that fast, sir. With this traffic, plus the fact that they do seem to be an unusually spry bunch…”

“Fine,” Scapegrace said angrily. “I’ll take care of it.”

He pushed the lid all the way open and repositioned himself, then reached up and opened the window. Voices flooded the van, and hands poked through, waving money. Scapegrace pulled a face before plunging his head out of the window, and all the little kids screamed in terror and ran off, hands waving in the air. Scapegrace broke down, laughing hysterically, and fell back into the freezer, clutching his sides.

Thrasher glanced back, and Scapegrace heard him force a laugh. “That’s very good, sir, very funny.”

An hour later, Scapegrace felt the van slow again, and eventually stop. A few moments passed, then Thrasher appeared over the freezer.

“We’re here,” he said, sliding open the lid. “At least I think we’re here. We’re definitely somewhere.”

Scapegrace clambered out, slapping Thrasher’s hands away when he went to help him. Once out, he went to the front of the van.

They were in Dublin’s docklands, outside an old warehouse. There was a girl out there with blue hair. She was looking at the warehouse door, same as Scapegrace, but hadn’t once turned round to look at the van with the giant penguin on top. Thrasher joined him.

“Who is she?” Thrasher asked.

“How am I supposed to know?” Scapegrace scowled. “All I can see is the back of her blue head.”

“Do you think she’s crazy?”

“Why would she be crazy?”

Thrasher shrugged.

Scapegrace got out of the van, Thrasher close behind him. They approached the crazy girl with the blue hair.

“The doctor isn’t here,” she said without looking at them. “The whole place is empty. It smells of disinfectant and oranges.”

“Nye? Is that who you’re talking about? Doctor Nye?”

The crazy girl nodded, and looked at him. His face had been burnt off by Valkyrie Cain, and being a zombie meant that it had never even tried to heal itself. The crazy girl didn’t even bat an eyelid. “My name’s Clarabelle,” she said. “What’s yours?”

“You don’t need to know his name,” Thrasher snarled. “You don’t need to know anything!”

“Cool.” The crazy girl didn’t appear too bothered.

“Where has he gone?” Scapegrace asked.

“Where has who gone?”

“Doctor Nye.”

“Doctor Nye isn’t a he. Doctor Nye is an it. I found a note that said it’s got a job in the Sanctuary. Can you imagine that? Doctor Nye, working in the Sanctuary. Weirder things have happened, I suppose. Like Belgium.”

Scapegrace frowned. “What about Belgium?”

“That’s pretty weird, isn’t it? If Belgium happened, why should I be surprised that Doctor Nye is working for the Sanctuary? It’s all relative, isn’t it? It all depends on where you’re standing. And where you’ve stood.”

Wherever Scapegrace was standing in relation to the crazy girl, he was pretty sure he was lost.

“I came here looking for a job,” she answered, even though no one had asked. “I had to leave my old job. I killed my boss. I didn’t mean to do it, and it wasn’t actually me who did it, but I still killed him. So now I need a new job. I dyed my hair. Do you like it?”

“I know you,” Scapegrace said. “Do you?”

“You worked for the old man. Professor Grouse.”

“I did. I don’t any more. I don’t like to talk about it. He took care of me. He thought I needed taking care of. I let him think that. I think he needed to think that. He needed to take care of someone, so I let him take care of me. I don’t like to talk about it. You’re a zombie.”

“He is the Zombie King!” Thrasher announced with too much enthusiasm.

“That’s cool,” said Clarabelle with the crazy blue hair. “And who are you?”

Thrasher faltered. “Me?”

“If he’s the Zombie King, who are you? The Zombie Queen?”

“He’s not the Zombie Queen,” Scapegrace said quickly.

“The Zombie Prince, then?”

“He’s Thrasher. That’s all he is. Just Thrasher. I’m Vaurien Scapegrace.”

Clarabelle nodded. “The Killer Supreme.”

Scapegrace stared. “You’ve heard of me?”

“Of course. Do you like my hair?”

“It’s very blue,” said Thrasher.

“I dyed it and cut it. I think it was an attempt to leave that part of my life behind me, to start anew. I’m sure that’s what it was. It’s not just a fashion thing. Is blue hair in this year?”

Scapegrace frowned. “Is it in any year?”

“Is it not?” Clarabelle asked, looking genuinely worried.

“I don’t know,” Scapegrace confessed. “I don’t know much about fashion. You’ve heard of me, then? The Killer Supreme?”

“Yes. You’re a feared assassin.”

“But he hasn’t actually killed anyone,” Thrasher said.

“I killed you,” Scapegrace snapped. “That not enough for you? I killed the others too, made them into zombies.”

“But we all came back to life,” Thrasher pointed out, “so it can’t really be counted, can it?”

Scapegrace towered over him. “It can be counted and it will be counted.”

“Sorry, Master,” Thrasher whimpered.

“Why do you want to see Doctor Nye?” Clarabelle asked.

“I think it can return me to full life,” Scapegrace said, “and end this accursed affliction.”

“What accursed affliction?”

“Uh, this. Being a zombie.”

“Oh. That’s a shame. I think zombies are kind of cute.”

“Seriously?”

“I may be thinking about bunnies. Which one has the fluffy little tail, zombies or bunnies?”

“Bunnies.”

“Then it’s bunnies I’m thinking of. Do you want to go with me to see Doctor Nye? I’m going to ask it to give me a job, and you can ask it to give you life, and your friend can ask it to give him a brain.”

“I already have a brain,” Thrasher said defensively.

“I mean a better one.”

“I like the brain I have.”

“Shut up,” Scapegrace said. He turned back to Clarabelle. “Do you know where this Sanctuary is? I heard they have a new one.”

“They do,” said Clarabelle. “It’s in a far-off place, away from the prying eyes of the mortal world. Wicklow, I think.”

“Then let’s go to Wicklow,” Scapegrace said. “Do you have a car?”

“I don’t know how to drive.”

“Don’t worry, Clarabelle. You can ride in our van.”

She looked over her shoulder. “It’s got a giant penguin on it.”

“Yes, it does.”

“We should call it the Penguin-Mobile.”

“OK.”

“Or Fred.”

“Penguin-Mobile is fine.”

She nodded. “All right then.”





Chapter 18
The Arrest Warrant

[image: logo]n the otherwise silent Temple, raised voices darted through the narrow corridors like unwelcome guests. Craven followed them back to their source and barged through into the Antechamber.

“What the hell is going on?” he thundered, and watched with extreme satisfaction as the crowd of Necromancers parted for him, suddenly quiet and subservient. In that crowd he saw the faces of men and women he had argued with over the years, people he had despised, who had despised him, who had called him petty and sycophantic and weak. Now they bowed, they practically prostrated themselves, in his presence. Never had Craven felt so powerful.

As the crowd parted, he saw the others. Sanctuary agents, Skulduggery Pleasant standing in front, a piece of paper in his gloved hand. The Necromancers had been blocking their entry into the main Temple.

“This is private property,” Craven said. He didn’t sneer. He didn’t snarl. He didn’t hide behind the biggest Necromancer and issue threats. He was beyond all that now.

“This is a warrant for the arrest of Melancholia St Clair,” Pleasant responded. “Either bring her out to us, or we’ll go in after her.”

“On what charge are you arresting her, Detective?”

“Assault on a Sanctuary agent.”

Craven chuckled. “The Death Bringer, our great and glorious saviour, has not left the Temple since her Surge. Maybe you would be better off putting your energies into finding Lord Vile, instead of making up false allegations.”

“She assaulted Valkyrie Cain.”

“What are you talking about?”

“She went to her house while her little baby sister slept inside. You didn’t know about that, did you? That your little saviour had sneaked out for a bit?”

Craven didn’t allow his surprise to register on his face. “Miss Cain was attacked? How dreadful. I do hope there’s no permanent damage. Is there?”

“If there was, Craven, you and your friends here would already be dead.” There was something in Pleasant’s voice that assured Craven that what he was saying was true. “In the meantime, we’re going to have to take Melancholia in for questioning.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

“Hand her over.”

“We all know what’s going on here. This is religious persecution.”

“Glorifying death is not a religion, it’s a sickness.”

“You are offending me.”

“Look at the face I don’t have, Craven, and tell me if it looks like I care. She broke the law. If you harbour her, you’re breaking it too.”

“So does that mean you’re going to arrest me, Detective? You’re going to arrest all of us? I hate to point out the obvious, but there are more of us than there are of you.” At his words, the Necromancers started moving, encircling the Sanctuary agents. “I think it might be best for everyone if you just turned round and went away. Don’t you think so, Detective?”

“If you try to stop us from carrying out our official duty, the full force of the Sanctuary will come raining down on this Temple.”

“Well now, that certainly seems intimidating. Until, of course, you take into account that within this self-same Temple, we happen to have the Death Bringer, who would be the most powerful sorcerer the world has ever seen. So, factoring that in, your little threat doesn’t really mean a whole lot, now does it? To be honest, there isn’t anything you can do to stop us from doing anything we want to do. I don’t wish to worry you, or any of the brave agents and operatives behind you, but we could kill you all right here and right now, and we’d get away with it.”

Pleasant tilted his head slightly. “That’s where your mind is going, is it?”

“That’s the thought that has just entered my head, yes.”

“Kill us. Kill the next group of agents who come. Kill the next.”

“There is a pleasing simplicity to it, isn’t there?”

“We’ll be back, Craven. And there’ll be more of us.”

Craven shook his head. “Too late for that, I’m afraid. My mind is made up. These are your final moments.”

“Is that so? You’re going to give the order, then?”

“It’s been a pleasure talking to you. Necromancers—”

Pleasant’s hand blurred, and suddenly he was holding a gun, pointing it straight at Craven. “If you issue that order to attack, and if these Necromancers do manage to defeat us – which I doubt – then you won’t get to see any of that. I’ll put a bullet in your brain from right here, where I’m standing. You’ll be dead before you hit the ground. Certainly, you’ll be dead before any of your friends even move towards me. So you’ll never know if they beat us or not. And you’ll never know if we come back here with an army, and drag your Death Bringer away in shackles. You’ll never know any of that. So go ahead, Craven. Give the order. Sacrifice yourself for the well-being of your Death Bringer. Be a martyr.”

Craven hadn’t realised it before, but he was thirsty. There was nothing in the world he wanted more right at that moment than a glass of water.

“We’re going to walk out of here,” Pleasant continued. “We’re going to do it slowly. Your friends can back up against the walls. It’ll probably be safer for them if they do so, because if even one Necromancer stands between us and the door, we’re going to kill every last one of you. But you’ll be first, Craven. You keep that in mind. You’ll be first.”

“Let them go,” said Craven, his voice a croak.

Pleasant’s gun didn’t waver as he backed away, and Craven didn’t move. Even if he’d wanted to, his body seemed locked in position.

The Sanctuary agents walked backwards to the stairs and he watched them climb. Pleasant stayed where he was until the doors above him opened. Daylight flooded the staircase, illuminating him as he stood there. His gun glinted. Beneath his hat, his skull was in the deepest, darkest shadow.

“Good boy,” he said. He spoke quietly, but his voice easily carried across to Craven. “We’re going to be keeping an eye on things here, to make sure you don’t take Melancholia off on a nice holiday before we have a chance to speak with her. I’m sure you understand.”

Craven said nothing, and Pleasant climbed the steps. A moment after he was gone, the doors slammed shut, cutting off the sunlight.





Chapter 19
Gods and Monsters

[image: logo]he cops hadn’t been any use. Lynch’s death was reported on the news as a mere robbery. No one cared if another homeless person died. Just another piece of rubbish swept into the gutter of the city. Who was there to mourn for someone like that?

Kenny would have liked to mourn, but in truth he was too excited. His run-in with the tall man who’d called himself Detective Inspector Me and the teenage girl had convinced him that something bigger was going on. Suddenly this article on modern urban legends had started to spiral into territories he would never have anticipated. What did the tall man and the teenage girl have to do with Lynch’s murder? Had they killed him? His stomach churned with happy nerves. This was a story now. A proper story.

If his car hadn’t died on him, he would have tried to find Bernadette Maguire’s cottage and asked her what exactly Lynch had told her. There was the faint possibility that her life was in danger now that Lynch was dead, but he doubted it. Such things only happened in movies, unfortunately.

Which meant that Kenny now had only one lead left to him – and that was the tattooist he’d heard about.

It was a glorious Tuesday afternoon in Temple Bar. Kenny walked up cobbled streets until he found the brightly coloured building. Music played above. He climbed the wooden stairs, passing the photographs of tattoos and piercings and other works of body art. He had never been tempted to get a tattoo himself. It all seemed like a little too much pain.

There was a skinny man in a Thin Lizzy T-shirt, his arms inked, a ring in his lips and his head shaved. He turned down the music when he saw Kenny. Damien Dempsey was playing – ‘Negative Vibes’.

“Are you Finbar?” Kenny asked.

“I am indeed,” said the skinny man. “Are you looking for a tattoo?”

Kenny hesitated, then smiled. “Actually, no.”

“A piercing, then? No need to be embarrassed. Just tell me what you want pierced and we’ll pierce it. I’ll pierce anything, me.”

“Actually, I was hoping we could just talk.”

“Oh,” Finbar said. “Oh, right. Well, I’m flattered, I am, but before you go getting your hopes up, I have to tell you – I’m married.”

“Uh, that’s not what I meant.”

“My wife’s in the other room, if you want to meet her. I’d call her in, but she’s not really speaking to me right now. Don’t know why. She was in a cult, you see, and she had to shave all her hair off. She left eventually, like, and came back to me, and we’re a family again, but her head’s having a little bit of trouble re-growing all that hair. She says I’m unsympathetic. I say she looks like a tufty bowling ball. Maybe if you see her, you can decide who’s right.”

“I wouldn’t really be comfortable doing that.”

“Ah, fair enough, I suppose.”

“I heard you’re a psychic.”

Finbar’s laugh was delayed by a split second. “Not me, mate. But there’s a Mystic Meg up the street there, she does a bit of tarot, that sort of thing. She’s good, you know, if you believe in it.”

“I don’t want my palm read. You see the future.”

“Who’s been filling your head with this nonsense?”

“It’s the word on the street.”

“And what street would that be? No, not me. Sorry.”

“What do you know of the Passage?”

Finbar didn’t move away. He stood there, his tongue pressed against his lip ring. “Who did you say you were?”

“My name’s Kenny Dunne. I’m a journalist.”

“And why would a journalist be asking about stupid things like the Passage?”

“So you do know about it.”

“Don’t know anything that could help you, sorry. You’d probably better go.”

“I can pay.”

“Then you have more money than sense, mate. Keep it, spend it on something worthwhile. Like a taxi.”

“They say you’re a psychic who saw something so horrible that you haven’t been able to see any visions since.”

“In that case I wouldn’t be any help to you, would I? But you don’t know what you’re talking about, and I haven’t a clue where you’re coming up with this stuff. I’m a busy man. I need you to leave.”

Kenny indicated the empty room. “This is busy?”

“Tuesday takes a while to get going.”

“Finbar, you know what’s going on, don’t you? I’ve been hearing about the end of the world, ancient gods, super powers, strange people who can do amazing things… I’m pretty sure I’ve even met some of them. A tall man in a suit. A dark-haired girl. You know these people?”

“They don’t ring any bells.”

“I’m going to find out, sooner or later. You can help make sure I get the facts right.”

“I don’t know any facts.”

“Come on. I know you’re not a stupid man.”

“I’m quite stupid. Ask anyone.”

“Finbar, are there superheroes living among us?”

Finbar snorted with laughter, and Kenny started to feel a little thick. “Superheroes? In tights and capes, flying around? If there were superheroes, Mr Journalist, don’t you think they’d be in New York or somewhere like that? There’s really not that many tall buildings for Spider-Man to swing from in Dublin, you know? He’d have maybe two swings and then he’d just hang there looking disappointed.”

“These people don’t wear tights and capes, Finbar.”

“So they’re naked superheroes? That’s grand for now, but when the good weather is over they’re going to regret it.”

“They look like us. They dress like us. But they’re not like us. They’re different.”

“You,” Finbar said, “are sounding very racist right now.”

“I’m going to find the truth, with or without you. Either way, you’ll be seeing a lot of me in the next few weeks and months. I’m going to follow you wherever you go.”

“I don’t go anywhere.”

“I’m going to trail your friends.”

“I don’t have any.”

“I’m going to photograph every single person to enter and leave this tattoo parlour.”

Finbar rolled his eyes. “And they’ll hate that, because people who get dragons drawn on their backs are normally so shy about other people noticing them.”

“It doesn’t have to be this way, Finbar.”

That tongue, pressing against the lip ring. “I can’t help you,” he said at last. “But I know someone who might be able to. His name’s Geoffrey.”

“What does Geoffrey do?”

“You can ask him yourself, if he meets with you. Three o’clock today, outside Bruxelles on Harry Street.”

“How do I know he’ll be there?”

“I’ll give him a call. If he wants to meet you, he’ll be there.”

“If he doesn’t show up, I’m coming back.”

“Well, if you come back, I might not open the door.”

“The door’s always open.”

“Then I’ll get the lock fixed,” Finbar retorted. Kenny waited to see if Finbar had anything to add, but he obviously didn’t, so he left him alone.

Kenny had lunch in Milano’s, then walked up to Grafton Street. He wasn’t going to be late – not this time. He got there at half two and sat outside in the sunshine. At a little before three, a small man in khakis wandered up. He had a gentle face, beads in his beard, and hair the colour and approximate texture of wheat. He had many bracelets on his wrists and rings on his fingers.

He joined Kenny at his table.

“You’re Geoffrey?” Kenny asked.

“Indeed I am,” said the man. “And you must be Mr Journalist.”

“Kenny Dunne, hi, pleased to meet you.”

“The pleasure is all mine.”

“I really want to thank you for meeting with me. I’ve been having a hard time getting anyone to talk about this stuff.”

“I can’t really blame them,” Geoffrey said with a chuckle. “This kind of talk gets people killed.”

Kenny frowned. “You’re talking about Paul Lynch?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t know who that is.”

“He was a homeless man. He said he had visions of the apocalypse.”

“Which one?”

“Sorry?”

“Which apocalypse? There are a few.”

“Uh… there was one where these old gods came back…”

“The Faceless Ones, yes. What about the Remnants? Did he foresee that? Last Christmas?”

“The Insanity Virus thing? With all those slices of darkness? They’re called Remnants?”

“Don’t worry about them, they’re all locked away, safe and sound. Did he foresee the Death Bringer?”

“Who’s the Death Bringer?”

“The Death Bringer’s the one who is going to initiate the Passage.”

Kenny took out his notebook, started scribbling. “Death Bringer. One word or two?”

“Either. I’ve always preferred two. What about Darquesse?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t know what that is.”

“He didn’t foresee Darquesse? Oh that’s interesting.” Geoffrey sat back, finger tapping the beads in his beard.

“After every apocalypse passed without actually happening,” Kenny said, “he’d get a new set of visions.”

“Ah, well, that explains it. He foresaw them one at a time. As each one was averted he’d see the next one. It’s a pity he didn’t see Darquesse, we’ve been trying to find out more about her.”

“So it’s all real?” Kenny asked. “All of it? The visions, the gods, the superheroes?”

Geoffrey chuckled. “Superheroes? They’re not superheroes, Mr Journalist. They’re sorcerers.”

“Sorcerers, like… with magic?”

“Like with magic, yes.”

“So, the tall man and the teenage girl… they’re sorcerers too?”

“Oh,” Geoffrey said, smiling. “You mean Skulduggery Pleasant and Valkyrie Cain. Those two, they’re the good guys. We’re all alive today because of them.”

“They saved the world?”

“They’ve saved the world a few times, indeed they have.”

“This is amazing.”

“Yes, it is. You don’t believe any of it, though.”

Kenny smiled, and shrugged. “Well, I’m, I suppose I’m sceptical, but if you believe it, there must be something to it, right?”

“But I’m a crackpot,” Geoffrey said, smiling broadly. “Finbar’s a crackpot. Everyone you’ve spoken to about this is a crackpot. You can see that, can’t you?”

Kenny frowned. “You’re all nuts?”

“Sadly, yes. You’re going to go home today and you’re going to look at all your notes and research and you’re going to realise that it’s all just nonsense.”

“Nonsense?”

“To be honest, you’ll be happy. You were never really interested in this stuff in the first place. The fact is, you found it kind of boring.”

Kenny nodded. “It’s pretty dull, all right.”

“The idea of people with strange powers is just ridiculous, isn’t it?”

“It is, actually. It belongs in a comic book.”

“That’s exactly where it belongs.”

“I’ve been wasting my time,” Kenny said. “God, I’ve just been wasting my time…”

Geoffrey nodded, and didn’t disagree.

Kenny gave him a smile. “Listen, hey, sorry for being such a bother,” he said. “I really have to go, actually. I’ve got a story due tomorrow, and I need to work on it.”

“Of course,” Geoffrey said. “Don’t let me delay you.”

Kenny shook his hand and got up, started walking. He put his notebook away, glanced back to make sure Geoffrey wasn’t wandering after him. The last thing he needed was a crackpot like that following him home.

When he got back to his apartment, Kenny started packing all that nonsense away. He couldn’t believe he had wasted so much of his time on this, couldn’t believe he had actually got excited about the possibilities. What possibilities? A group of nutcases who all subscribed to the same delusion? He would have burnt everything, shoved it in the bin, but that wasn’t his way. He never discarded his notes – not until the article was done. Everything was useful. He might not write a world-shattering exposé on a secret subculture of superheroes, but he could use what he’d learned if he was ever tasked to write about the homeless in Dublin, or the plight of the psychologically disturbed. Nothing, he knew, was ever wasted. Not really.

He flicked through his notes. The Remnants. Darquesse. The Death Bringer – one word or two – the Passage. The tall man and the teenage girl: Skulduggery Pleasant and Valkyrie Cain. They were real, even if the identities they had given him were not. But that was to be expected, after all. Fragments of reality can be glimpsed through even the most fractured of window.

He read back over it, battling the tide of boredom that swept over him. It didn’t stop him reading, of course. He was a journalist. Research was what he did, and oftentimes research was mind-numbingly boring, just like this was.

He didn’t know why it was boring, though. He couldn’t put his finger on it. It didn’t sound boring. Super powers and the apocalypse and saving the world. But Geoffrey had known. For all his lunacy, he’d hit the nail right on the head with that one, and the moment he’d uttered those words, Kenny had felt it. The boredom. The dullness. It just seeped in, robbing him of his enthusiasm.

Kenny frowned. Before Geoffrey had told him that this was all boring, Kenny had found it fascinating. He remembered that distinctly. But then it was like a switch had been flicked inside him, and all his interest had faded away. He sat on the arm of the chair, brow furrowed. How had that happened? How could it have happened?

He remembered Geoffrey’s face. Smiling. Avuncular. A bit of an oddball, granted. A crackpot, even, as he himself had said. His voice was nice. It wasn’t as smooth as the tall man’s, but it had a quality that got inside your head. It was a warm voice. Comforting. It made you want to trust him. It made you want to believe him.

Kenny’s notes dropped from his hand, scattered across the floor. His eyes were wide. His mouth was half open.

He’d been hypnotised.

He didn’t know how Geoffrey had done it, but he’d convinced him with a few short words that he didn’t think what he thought, that he didn’t believe what he believed.

“Good God,” he said to his empty apartment.

All of a sudden his enthusiasm came back to him, his interest roaring inside him like a furnace in his chest. Finbar had sent him to meet with Geoffrey so that Geoffrey could work his hoodoo on him, make him walk away from what might have been the biggest story of his career.

Kenny grinned. You’re gonna have to do better than that.





Chapter 20
Riding Out

[image: logo]hina gripped the reins and pulled, straining against the horse’s resistance. He was a wilful one, all right. Every turn they made, he tried to shake her loose. Every ditch they jumped, he threatened to throw her into. She’d been fighting him since she swung into the saddle. Her arms ached and her legs burned. Her jodhpurs were splattered with mud and her shirt stuck to her back. Her hands were raw from the reins.

God, she loved him.

A creature of fierce strength and beauty, and one that made her work to get him to do what she wanted. A challenge.

She used to ride out all the time when she was younger, but as her friends fell away or died, or she betrayed them or they betrayed her, it had become a solitary pursuit – and for a while, she preferred it that way. Just her and the horse and the open countryside, the hoof beats that thudded through her body, clods of grass and mud kicked up behind them. No talk, no flattery, no professions of love.

But people change, and she was as vulnerable to this phenomenon as anyone. Decades of solitude had hardened her, but isolation without end was a dangerous thing. Suddenly she didn’t want to be alone on these afternoons.

Valkyrie would enjoy this, she knew. China had heard her talk of when she rode out as a young girl, before she met Skulduggery – just a beginner, but with a natural’s love for it. Maybe one of these days, as soon as Valkyrie got a break from saving the world, China would invite her to the stables. She even had the perfect horse picked out – strong and fast with a hint of mischief. The perfect way to get reacquainted with the saddle.

Providing, of course, that China found a way to settle this Eliza Scorn business. It required not just a single strike against Scorn, or even a strike against Scorn and Prave together, but multiple strikes against multiple targets at the same time. The biggest problem with that, and this was truly the hold that Scorn had on her, was that China didn’t know who these targets might be.

There may have been none, of course, Scorn may have been bluffing, but China doubted it. In order to build up the Church of the Faceless, Scorn would need a lot more than China’s resources. She had to have benefactors, secret backers and interested parties. She wouldn’t have told them what China had done in her misspent youth, but she would have worked out a way to get that information to them if something bad happened to her. Which meant that China needed to find out who these mysterious benefactors were, and take them all down at the same time.

China slowed, pulling the reins firmly until the tired horse complied. She took the trail down to the river, and the creature splashed in gratefully, the fast-moving water cooling his muscles and rising past China’s boots, but she didn’t mind. She patted his neck, told him how good he was, how he was the best horse to be kept in these stables in twenty years.

When they were done, she guided him up on to the bank, and walked back to the yard. She had a small army there tending to the horses, all unmarried men and women. These were talented people who did their jobs well – she didn’t want them leaving their wives and husbands and families just because they’d fallen in love with her. It was easier to deal with love-struck sorcerers, who at least knew her reputation – but mortals didn’t stand a chance. At her instruction, all workers were to vacate the yard whenever she was in it unless explicitly asked to stay.

That afternoon, the yard was empty. She dismounted, led the horse into the stable. She undid the saddle, swung it up on to the edge of the door. The horse nuzzled her neck and China smiled. She forked in some fresh hay and stepped out, and there was a man behind her. China swung back her elbow, caught him on the jaw. He staggered and she turned, swept his feet from under him. He hit the floor, went to roll away, then stopped, and held up his hands.

“China,” Jaron Gallow said, “I’m not here to fight you.”

China raised an eyebrow. “Good. That will make this so much easier.”

“I’m here to help.”

“Help what?”

“Help you.” He rubbed his jaw, and looked up at her. “I know Eliza is back in town. I know she’s been hanging around with that Prave idiot. I’ve been watching them. I saw you visiting.”

“Everyone’s spying on everyone else,” China said. “It warms my heart, it truly does.”

“Can I stand up?”

“Of course you can. There’s no guarantee I won’t put you back down again, but you can at least try.”

He narrowed his eyes then stood, moving slowly. He was dark-haired and graceful, though thinner than she remembered. His face was gaunt. She watched him, noticing his right hand for the first time. It was gloved.

“The last I saw of you,” she said, “you were chopping that arm off to avoid being used as a vessel for the Faceless Ones. Did it grow back?”

“This? No, this isn’t mine. It belonged to a donor.”

“Willing or otherwise?”

“Otherwise.”

“What do you want, Jaron?”

“I can only imagine what Eliza Scorn has over you. That’s why she called you, right? To force you to do something? It must be pretty substantial, whatever it is.”

“I can’t tell if you’re circling a point or just boring me on purpose.”

“I know what their plans are. I know they want to build up the Church of the Faceless all around the world. I’m pretty sure that Eliza views herself as some kind of Pope figure, thinks she can lead the faithful into a world where the strong are rewarded and the weak are discarded.”

“The same kind of world you’re looking for,” China reminded him.

He shook his head. “Not any more. People change, China. You know that better than anyone. You led the Diablerie before me, you taught me everything I know. You were a zealot, through and through. And now look at you. Is it so hard to believe that I could have gone through the same transformation? That day, at the farm, when we opened the portal and the Faceless Ones came back… I saw them for what they really were. They’re not gods. They’re things. Creatures. Monsters. As powerful as gods, perhaps, but they certainly don’t deserve to be worshipped.”

“Blasphemy,” China said with a smile.

“Indeed it is. I’ve lost my faith, China. There is no hope of a beautiful world if they return, and that’s been the big lie, right from the start. The idea that we disciples would be spared, that we’d be welcomed while everyone else perished… Ridiculous. Those things don’t care about us.”

“All right,” China said. “So you’ve had a change of heart. You have seen the light and you have turned away from wickedness. That’s all wonderful. But why should I be at all interested?”

“I’m here to stop them.”

“Eliza?”

“Eliza, Prave, any and everyone else. I’m here to shut down the Church of the Faceless, but I need your help to do it. I’ve already wandered in from the wilderness and rejoined them. It’ll be like the good old days. They’re not going to trust you, but they do trust me.”

“So you have infiltrated their ranks – now what?”

“Eliza wants to build the Church’s strength. In order to do that, she’s going to need a comprehensive plan of how strong, or weak, the Church is right now, right at this moment. She’ll have names, locations, funds, resources… She’ll have the identities of spies and informants loyal to the Faceless Ones. She’s already told me of a list of people who are going to help her build the Church back up. Twelve names on it, she said, all powerful sorcerers, most in positions of influence and authority, and unlike you, they won’t need to be blackmailed into helping. From what she’s told me, some of these people sit on certain Councils around the world.”

China kept her smile to herself. “Everything we would need, in other words, to completely dismantle the whole thing.”

“Exactly. Once we have that information, we won’t need Eliza any more. We can either share it with your friends in the Sanctuary, or take care of things ourselves.”

“Travelling the world,” China said, “killing everyone on that list. How romantic.”

“It’s the only way to be sure. These people, what they want… it’s all too dangerous. We have to erase them from the face of the planet, to make sure it never happens.”

“So dramatic.”

“Has it ever been any different when it comes to the Faceless Ones?”

“I suppose not. That’s why I was drawn in at such a young age. Now, Jaron, all that sounds very thrilling, and very wonderful, and I’m sure it would be a thoroughly diverting adventure – but why on earth should I trust you?”

“What would I have to gain by lying?”

“I sincerely don’t know, but Eliza is a cunning lady, and she always has been.”

“You think I’m working for her?”

China smiled. “It is crossing my mind even as we speak.”

“You’re just going to have to believe me.”

“And that, my dear, is where this whole proposal falls flat. I don’t believe anyone, let alone someone who once tried to kill me.”

“I tried to kill you twice.”

“Really?”

“That time in Naples? The fire?”

China laughed. “That was you? That fire scorched my favourite shawl.”

“And it killed eighty-three people.”

“But the shawl was exquisite. Still, I suppose I can’t blame you. I would have done the same.”

“You might not be able to trust me, China, but I know I can trust you. You want Eliza gone, you want the Church of the Faceless gone. I’m your only chance to make that happen.”

She didn’t really have much in the way of other options, so China gave him a smile.





Chapter 21
The Love of a Vampire

    [image: logo]alkyrie woke. It was getting dark outside, and as usual, it was cold in Skulduggery’s house. Her clothes, ripped to shreds as they were, didn’t exactly help. She stood and stretched, eased a crick out of her neck and went to the mirror, checking for scars. As much as she hated to admit it, Nye had done an excellent job. She was tired but feeling good, confident that a night in her own bed was all she needed to make a full recovery.

She called for a taxi, went out to meet it and sat in the back. If she had called Fletcher, she’d be home already, but she would have also had to listen to him disapprove of the many injuries she sustained over the course of any given month. She just wasn’t in the mood for him, not this evening.

The taxi dropped her in Haggard and she cut through the park. She could almost have predicted who would step out in front of her.

“I failed you,” Caelan said.

“Hi Chuckles,” she responded. She didn’t stop walking.

“I should have been faster,” he said from beside her. “I should have torn that Necromancer’s throat out. But she took you away before I… I will not fail you again.”

“Don’t worry about it. What’re you doing in town?”

“I’m here for you.”

“Did you drive? Get the bus? Do vampires get buses?”

He stepped in front of her. “You make jokes,” he said. “But I see nothing to laugh at. The Death Bringer, Lord Vile, the end of the world… none of that would be as bad as losing you.”

“I’m sorry? No more smooches is worse than the world ending? Seriously? You really want to stand behind that statement? You don’t think it’s a teensy bit melodramatic?”

“Without our love, Valkyrie, there is no world left to save.”

“And that statement actually makes less sense than the one before it. Caelan, you’ve got to cop on to yourself. I’ve read Wuthering Heights, OK? I know the whole gloomy-tortured-romantic figure thing. Everyone knows it. It’s not as romantic as you’d think. Where’s the fun? Where’s the laughter? I couldn’t be with anyone I couldn’t have a bit of craic with. I know you hate him but for God’s sake, at least Fletcher is fun to be around.”

Caelan’s face shifted, becoming cold. “Do you love him more than you love me?”

“I never said the word love. I said the word fun.”

“We have fun.”

“We have a certain kind of fun, yes, but we don’t laugh. When was the last time we laughed together?”

“You laugh with Fletcher?”

“All the time.”

“Then the boy has his uses. When you need to laugh at something, you have him to laugh at. When you need to be fulfilled, you have me.”

“You’re really not getting this.”

He took her hand in his and knelt before her. “Marry me,” he said.

Valkyrie looked at him. He was serious. She had never used the word dude in a serious conversation before. She didn’t think this qualified. “Dude, I’m sixteen.”

“I love you.”

“That doesn’t make me any older. Stand up.”

“Not until you say yes.”

“You’re going to shuffle around on your knees for the rest of your life? Stand up, for God’s sake.” She waited until he did as she asked. “Did you seriously propose to me? Have you not heard anything I’ve been saying these past few months? This is ridiculous. This is beyond ridiculous.”

“Be my wife.”

“Shut the hell up. What did I tell you? What did I tell you about coming on too strong? Do you not think a marriage proposal falls into that category?”

“We are destined for each other.”

“No we’re not. Caelan, I’ve made it quite bloody clear. I’ve been with you because you’re really good-looking and you’re dangerous. That’s attractive to me. That’s a good combination. But they are the only reasons we were together. It’s not love.”

“It’s fate.”

“It’s not fate either, you idiot. Why do you like me?”

“I love you.”

“Then why do you love me? Give me five good reasons why you love me.”

“Because you’re beautiful.”

“You’re absolutely right there, but that’s got nothing to do with me, that’s genetics. Four more, sunshine.”

“You’re intelligent. You are the light in my darkness.”

“Intelligent, that’s reason number two. Light in the darkness? That’s not a reason, that’s a bad song lyric.”

“You’re full of life. I look at you and I’m reminded of the glory of humanity, how they seize life and let it fill them to the brim.”

“I remind you of the glory of humanity. OK, that’s reason number three. Two more.”

Caelan smiled. “There are more reasons why I love you than there are stars in the night sky.”

“In that case you won’t have any problem coming up with two more.”

He hesitated.

“You don’t love me,” she told him. “You think you do. You like the idea of it. But the fact of the matter is that you’re a hundred and something years old and I’m sixteen. I’m a teenager. Do you not see anything wrong with that?”

“If I repulse you…”

“You don’t repulse me, Caelan, because you look like a hot nineteen-year-old. But every time you say something, I’m reminded of the fact that you’re really just an old man. And… OK, I’ve never actually said that out loud before and it’s really kind of disgusting.”

“For people like us, age doesn’t matter.”

“For people like you, the old men, age doesn’t matter. For people like me, the teenage girls, it suddenly becomes very icky.”

“I’m trying to make you understand, Valkyrie, that love transcends the meaningless. If I love you, I won’t let anything stand in my way. If you love me—”

“Which I don’t.”

“—then you won’t let anything stand in your way. Marry me, and we’ll be together for ever.”

“No.”

“You can only hide from your feelings for so long.”

“And you can only hide from reality for so long. I’m not going to marry you, Caelan. Right now, I’m going home.”

“I will accompany you.”

“No, you will not.”

“The Death Bringer might return.”

“You really need to relax. I’ve got my phone worked out so that all I have to do is tap a little button and Fletcher and Skulduggery come teleporting in. She won’t be back, though. She’s had her fun.”

“You don’t need them. I am the only one you need. I am your guardian angel.”

“I’m giving you the night off, OK? Go out. Have fun. Meet a girl. Don’t obsess over her too much. I promise you, you’ll be much more cheerful in the morning.”

“You are the only one for me.”

“I’m walking away now.”

“Say you love me!” he called after her, and she rolled her eyes.





Chapter 22
The Church of the Faceless

[image: logo]corn kept her waiting, but it was a beautiful morning outside so China didn’t mind. It was an obvious little game, designed to teach her who was in charge. A little clumsy, and somewhat disappointing to see that dear old Eliza would resort to it, but it was an inoffensive tactic. According to Gallow, today was the day that he would be revealed to China. She wasn’t sure yet if she believed him, but she definitely didn’t trust him. He had told her to act suitably surprised when he appeared. China hadn’t made any promises.

She became aware of Prave glaring at her from across the church, and arched an eyebrow. “Can I help you?”

“I’m not in love with you,” he snarled.

“How dreadful for me.”

He gripped the sweeping brush like he was strangling it. “You think everyone falls in love with you. Well, you’re wrong. They are weak-minded fools. That’s not me.”

“Obviously.”

“The only love in my heart is for the Faceless Ones, and you will not take that from me.”

“Perish the very thought, Mr…” She paused. “Whatever your name is.”

“Prave,” he blurted.

“Mr Prave, excellent.”

“I have worshipped the Dark Gods since I was a boy. My parents were loyal to them. My father fought alongside Mevolent himself.”

“That’s nice.”

“He wasn’t a traitor. Not like you!”

“And what was your father’s name?”

“Benzel Travestine. He was at Mevolent’s side when they destroyed the Sanctuary in Marseilles.”

“I doubt it. I’ve never heard of your father, and I was in Marseilles when the Sanctuary fell. It was my Diablerie that opened the doors to allow Mevolent entry. Your father wasn’t there, I’m afraid.”

Prave stared at her. “You’re lying.”

“I could name each and every sorcerer who toppled that Sanctuary. I won’t, because you’re truly not worth the effort, but I could. It seems your father was exaggerating his importance, Mr Prave.”

“My father was a hero!”

“To his weak-minded son, I’m sure he was.”

Prave hurled the sweeping brush away and stormed over, fists clenched. China turned her head to him and sighed. He stopped a hand’s breadth away, face red and snarling, like he was forcing himself not to commit incredible acts of violence.

“You,” China said, “are a very impressive man.”

“Do not mock me!” he screeched.

China smiled. “Walk back over there, pick up the sweeping brush and continue cleaning. Or go for a nice walk and think about all the lies your father told you. I really don’t care what you do, so long as you stop breathing on me. It’s really not as soothing as you might think.”

Prave’s bulging eyes bulged even further, which was a feat in itself. “I should kill you right here.”

“You know,” China said, “there was a time when nobody dared threaten me. I just wouldn’t stand for it. The amount of people I killed, of bodies I twisted and bones I snapped, all because they had allowed their anger to momentarily overwhelm their good sense. I regret it all now, of course. I was out of control. I was indulging the darkness inside me far too often. I was not, Mr Prave, a very nice person. But I have changed. I have allowed the years to mellow me. Now I find joy in simple pleasures. A good book. A fine wine. Good company. All of these things make me smile. They make me happy.

“But every once in a while, I get the urge. You know what I’m talking about, don’t you? The urge for destruction. The urge to hurt, maim, kill. It’s quite a thing, to experience that urge, to let it wash over you, to give in to it. It’s addictive. It’s all-consuming. You lose yourself to it. It’s quite, quite wonderful. I can feel it, even as I speak, tapping around the edges of my mind, trying to prise me open, slip its fingers in. And it would be so easy to let it happen. But we’re all like that, aren’t we? We’re all barbarians at our core. We’re all savage, murderous beasts. I know I am. I’m sure you are. The only difference between us, Mr Prave, is how loudly we roar. I know I roar very loudly indeed. How about you? Do you think you can match me?”

Prave had grown quite pale. His fists were no longer clenched and he was no longer gritting his teeth. He took a step back, then another one. He hesitated, then slowly turned and went back to his sweeping brush.

China shrugged, and Scorn appeared at the door.

“China,” she said. “So sorry to have kept you waiting.”

“Not at all,” China smiled. “Mr Prave here was entertaining me. I do so like how you’ve kept him around.”

Scorn shrugged. “Ah, well, I made the mistake of feeding him, you see, and now he just won’t go away.”

China heard Prave muttering under his breath.

“But I didn’t ask you here to help me insult the help, as fun as that may be. I have a surprise for you.”

“Let me guess,” China said. “You’ve changed your mind and you’re going to put all this nonsense behind you.”

“Not even close,” said Scorn. “Do you want another try? I bet you won’t guess what it is.”

“You’re going to tell Skulduggery Pleasant what you’re planning to do and let him shoot you in the head.”

“Wrong again, I’m afraid. Do you want one more try?”

“I’d love one more try.”

“Then go ahead, China. Guess what the surprise is.”

China paused, tapped her chin thoughtfully and smiled. “I know. Is it, by any chance, Jaron Gallow with a brand-new arm?”

Oh, she wished she had a camera to capture the look on Eliza Scorn’s face. Gallow emerged from the doorway behind, suddenly unsure, suddenly paranoid that he’d been betrayed, that he was walking into a trap. There was a sudden fear in his eyes that was almost impossible to fake, and now China did believe him.

“How did you know?” Scorn asked. Almost snarled, in fact.

“Please,” China said dismissively. “I know what he had for breakfast this morning. I know what he’s been doing since he got back to Europe. I was only wondering how long it would take you to reveal him.”

A smile appeared on Scorn’s lips. “You always were impossible to surprise. Jaron here has just returned to the fold. I hope there’s no bad blood between you.”

“What’s in the past is in the past,” China said. “I’m going to end up killing every one of you for all this, and one more name added to the list won’t make much difference.”

Gallow looked at her, then at Scorn. “I thought you said she was under control.”

“She is,” Scorn said. “She just likes to say these things to pretend she’s still in charge. But as long as I keep her secret, China will do what she’s told. For instance, I told her to come back with information about all this Necromancer fuss I’ve been hearing about. China?”

Everyone else was standing, so China sat on a pew and crossed her legs. She looked at Scorn without tilting her chin, pleased with the way she had changed the dynamic of the room. “Melancholia St Clair is the latest Necromancer to be handed the title ‘Death Bringer’,” she said. “Unlike the others, however, it seems that this girl will actually strive to fulfil her duties.”

“And what are her duties?” asked Gallow.

“To usher in the Passage, and to save the world. If your next question is to ask me about the Passage, you can save your breath. It is something of a mystery, even to those who trade in mysteries. Suffice to say, the end result is a supposedly better world where the living and the dead exist side by side.”

“Ridiculous,” Scorn said. “That would completely negate death. It would reduce it to a mere concept.”

“And, possibly, make the world a better place.”

Scorn shook her head. “The world is how the Faceless Ones left it, and that is how it shall stay. If it looks like the Necromancers have a chance of success, we may have to act against them.”

“But that’s what the Sanctuary is doing,” Prave said, hurrying over. “Shouldn’t we stay out of it? We’d just get in the way.”

Scorn didn’t even look at him, but Gallow did, and Prave shrank back. “I don’t know you,” Gallow said. “I’ve just met you. Already I want to hurt you.”

“You, uh, you actually do know me,” Prave said. “We met twice, actually. It was only for a few minutes, though, so you probably don’t remember.”

“I don’t,” Gallow said. “At all. Even remotely. And I’m glad. Remembering you would annoy me. It would mean you somehow managed to take up space in my head, and I reserve space in my head for people who interest me or, at the very least, have something worthwhile to offer. Now shut up, and don’t say anything else.”

Prave gaped at him. “How… how dare you. I rescued the Church of the Faceless from collapse. I built it back up to—”

“You built it back up to this?” Gallow didn’t have to gesture to his surroundings to make his point. “You’re a weak, miserable little man, with no concept of what it will take to bring back the Dark Gods. We could leave this Death Bringer business to the Sanctuary, but that would mean entrusting the Sanctuary with all of our future plans. Is that what you want?”

Scorn turned her head, smiled at Prave. “Maybe you could make us all some tea.”

Prave blinked his bulbous eyes. “Tea?”

“A nice big pot, there’s a good man.”

“But… but I’m in this! I’m involved in… in this whole thing. I’m one of the leaders!”

Scorn raised an eyebrow. “You? Oh, my word, no. No, Prave, you are not one of the leaders. There is only one leader here, and that is me. Gallow is my second, China is our reluctant sponsor and untrustworthy ally, and you’re the one who makes the tea. So, Prave, enough of this silly talk and the giving of your inconsequential opinions. Be a dear, and go and make the tea.”

Prave closed his mouth, his wet lips pressing together like slippery eels, then turned abruptly and left the room. His ears, which were substantial, burned so red they practically left a heat trail behind him.

Scorn nodded to China. “Continue.”

“Melancholia attacked Valkyrie Cain, and the Sanctuary have seized upon the chance to issue an arrest warrant.”

“They’re getting ready to strike,” Scorn murmured.

“What about Lord Vile?” Gallow asked. “I haven’t been so out of the loop that I didn’t hear of his return.”

“His supposed return,” Scorn said. “But has he been seen since he battled Skulduggery Pleasant?”

Gallow looked at her. “You think his return is a lie?”

“Perhaps. What could spook the Necromancers more than a rumour that Lord Vile is out to get them?”

“But if he has returned, and he does seek to destroy the Death Bringer, then maybe we can convince him to come back to our side.”

Scorn looked at him. “And how do you propose we do that? Are you going to use your longstanding friendship with him to delay his killing stroke while you make your case? Oh, no, that’s right. You don’t have a longstanding friendship with him, do you? No one does. We may have fought alongside him during the war, but that was a long time ago. We don’t know where his loyalties lie.”

“We know it’s not with the Necromancers,” Gallow said. “That’s something, at least.”

“China,” Scorn said, “what do you think?”

“I think approaching Lord Vile is a wonderful idea,” China answered, smiling. “I think the pair of you should go and talk to him. I’m sure he’d love that.”

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear you were trying to get me killed before I have a chance to upstage you at the Requiem Ball.”

“You’re attending?”

“Why, yes. And why shouldn’t I? We’re celebrating the end of the war, aren’t we?”

“Indeed we are,” said China. “But I doubt there will be many guests there who fought on the losing side.”

Scorn shrugged. “Winning side, losing side, it’s all a matter of degree. And then there’s you, of course. You don’t have a side, do you? You abandoned your side. Turned your back on your—”

“If you’re going to describe what a traitor I am, I feel I have to tell you that I’ve heard it all before, and if you’re finished with me, I have a library to get back to.”

“Finished with you?” Scorn laughed. “China, my darling, I haven’t even started.”

She met Gallow later that night, under the moon and the stars.

“That list of twelve people,” she said, “the important and influential sorcerers Eliza was talking about. They’re going to be at the Requiem Ball.”

Gallow frowned. “You’re sure? She’d meet with them right under everyone’s noses? It’s far too dangerous.”

“Not for Eliza. It’s the perfect excuse to talk to them. We’re going to need that list if we want to shut this down before it starts.”

Gallow smiled. “You want to assassinate them, don’t you?”

She shrugged her left shoulder. “It is one option.”

“The first person we’ll have to take care of is Scorn herself. Once we have the list, we won’t need her any more.”

“No,” said China. “We take them all out at the same time.”

“That may not be possible.”

“Let me worry about that. Once they’re dead, the Church will crumble, once and for all.” She looked at Gallow. “Do you think you can retrieve it without her knowing?”

“It shouldn’t be a problem. You think you can organise the assassination of Scorn and twelve others?”

China smiled. “It shouldn’t be a problem.”





Chapter 23
The Homecoming

[image: logo]hey’d been on the road for a little under twenty-four hours when the Penguin-Mobile stopped, and Clarabelle tapped on the glass. “We’re here,” she said.

Scapegrace slid open the freezer and got out. He watched Clarabelle stretch, envying the yawn that accompanied the movement. He was dead. He didn’t get tired any more. He missed it.

It was another gorgeous day outside. Grumbling, he put on a coat and pulled up the hood to hide his head. Clarabelle left the van first, and Scapegrace pushed Thrasher aside so he could go next. He stepped on to a pavement. It was awfully familiar. He looked around.

“We’re in Roarhaven,” he said.

Clarabelle nodded. “This is where the new Sanctuary is.”

He stared at her. “But I know Roarhaven. I lived here for years. I know how to get to Roarhaven. We didn’t have to spend twenty-four hours driving around waiting for you to remember where the Sanctuary was. You could have just said Roarhaven and I’d have known. We could have been here in an hour.”

“It’s not about the destination. It’s about the journey.”

“It’s a little about the destination,” Thrasher said quietly.

“And besides,” Clarabelle said, “we got to see the sights, didn’t we?”

“I was stuck in a freezer,” Scapegrace reminded her.

“This is my home now,” Clarabelle said, ignoring them. “Or it will be, if I get the job. It’s a lovely town, isn’t it?”

Scapegrace hesitated. “Do you really think so?”

“No, I don’t,” she admitted. “I liked where I was living in Dublin more. I had a nice flat, and I had a gerbil. His name was Theodore.”

“That’s a nice name,” said Thrasher.

“I don’t think he liked it. Roarhaven, though, it isn’t a gerbil kind of place.”

“I don’t suppose it is,” Scapegrace said.

“The people aren’t very nice.”

“They don’t trust outsiders.”

“I don’t think Theodore would have fitted in. Before I left, I released him into the wild.”

Thrasher frowned. “You released your gerbil into the wild?”

“Yes. Back into his natural habitat. It was only fair. Now he can live out the rest of his life, hunting his prey and raising a family.”

“What, uh, what would a gerbil’s prey be?”

“Nuts, mostly.”

Thrasher frowned. “And how would he hunt nuts?”

Clarabelle shrugged. “He’d probably lie in wait or something. I don’t know. But he’s out there now, living his life, and I’m here, in Roarhaven, trying to start a new one. I’m going to ask for a job now.” She started walking towards the Sanctuary. Scapegrace hesitated, then followed after her. Thrasher scurried along behind.

“If you get a job,” Scapegrace said, “maybe you could ask Doctor Nye to bring me back to life, as a favour.”

“Doctor Nye doesn’t do favours,” Clarabelle said. “Doctor Nye is not that kind of boss.”

“You don’t know what kind of boss it is. You said earlier you’d never met it.”

“I’m only guessing. I’m guessing it’ll say no. It’ll have to, or I’ll get it into my head to ask it for favours every day, and then where will we be? You’ll have to ask it yourself.”

“But why would it say yes to me?”

“Maybe it’s kind.”

“You mentioned something about it being a war criminal.”

“Yes, I don’t think it’s kind.”

“If it is such a horrible creature,” Thrasher said from behind them, “then why do you want to work for it, Clarabelle? You seem really nice.”

“Thank you, Thrasher,” Clarabelle said. “You’re nice too. I hope Doctor Nye doesn’t give you a new brain. I hope it just washes the one you already have.”

Thrasher smiled, and Scapegrace hit him and turned back to Clarabelle. “The problem,” he said, “is that we don’t have anything to bargain with. We don’t have money, we don’t have property. We have no skills to speak of. So what’s the point of even going to see it? It’s only going to say no. It’s only going to laugh at us and say no. Why should I go and see someone who is only going to laugh at me? Everyone laughs at me. The people in this town laughed at me for years, and that was even before I was a zombie.”

Clarabelle turned to face him. “I’m not laughing at you.”

“I’m not laughing, either,” Thrasher said.

“Shut up, Thrasher.” Scapegrace looked at Clarabelle. “I… I’m sorry. Being back here, suddenly all my old insecurities come to the surface again. I wasn’t always the confident person you see before you. I had… doubts. I wasn’t the Killer Supreme. I wasn’t the Zombie King. I was just… Scapegrace.”

“Well,” Clarabelle said, “I think Scapegrace is a great guy.”

“Do you believe in me?”

Clarabelle frowned. “I’m not sure. I’ve hallucinated before. That’s how I met my first boyfriend.”

“No, not do you believe I exist. I’m asking, do you believe in me? As a person? As a… a being? It’d be nice to hear that, to hear that someone believes in me.”

“I believe in you, Vaurien.”

“Thank you.”

“I believe in lots of silly things.”

“Oh.”

“That doesn’t mean they’re not important.”

“Right.”

“I believe you can do whatever you put your mind to.”

“Really?”

“I don’t know what I’m saying any more.” She resumed her march towards the Sanctuary.

There was a man leaving just as they came to the door. He frowned at them. “Can I help you?”

“No,” Clarabelle said cheerily, and breezed by. Scapegrace and Thrasher kept their heads down and shuffled after her.

A man and a woman emerged from a doorway, deep in conversation. They seemed to recognise Clarabelle, and she asked them for directions and then they continued on, with Clarabelle singing ‘We’re Off to See the Wizard’. She led them through swinging doors into an Operating Room, where a spider-like being was dissecting a corpse.

“Doctor Nye,” Clarabelle said.

The spider-like being turned to them. “Zombies,” it said, mildly surprised. “And a blue-haired girl.”

“My name is Clarabelle. I’m here looking for a job.”

“A job?”

“Yes. I have no medical or scientific training to speak of, and no inclination to learn, and I pick things up fairly slowly because of my short attention span.”

Nye blinked its yellow eyes. “But…?”

“But what?”

“I’m waiting for you to list your good qualities now.”

Clarabelle blinked back at him. “Those were my good qualities.”

“Clarabelle… Clarabelle… You worked as Kenspeckle Grouse’s assistant, did you not?”

“One of them. He fired all the others.”

“But not you?”

“He fired me on the second day, but I kept coming in. I had nowhere else to go.”

“And then you killed him.”

“Yes.”

“A Remnant squirmed inside you, and you killed Kenspeckle Grouse.”

“Yes.”

Nye grinned. “You’re hired. But I have to warn you, if you try to kill me, I will dissect you and sing along to your screams.”

“Can I have Mondays off ?”

“You may. Who are your friends?”

Scapegrace cleared his throat. “My name is Vaurien Scapegrace, Doctor. I have sought you out to cure me.”

“To cure you of what?”

“Of this accursed affliction.”

“I cannot cure stupidity.”

Scapegrace frowned. “I meant being a zombie.”

“And why should I do this?”

“Because… it’s a challenge worthy of your skills?”

“I don’t like challenges,” Nye said dismissively. “Do you have money? I like money.”

“I don’t have an awful lot.”

“Do you have any?”

Scapegrace hesitated. “No.”

“Do you have any skills, then? Could you be of use to me?”

“I honestly don’t see how.”

“Me neither. It looks like you’re destined to remain a zombie until your brain rots in your skull. Which, judging by the rate of your decomposition, should be in a year or so.”

Scapegrace stared. “A year? I only have a year left?”

“If you stay out of the sun.”

“But… but that’s terrible!”

Nye shrugged. “It’s not so bad for me.”

Scapegrace stumbled out of the Sanctuary, aghast, and Thrasher ran out after him, an idiot. Clarabelle was staying because Clarabelle had a job now, and details needed to be ironed out and suchlike. But Scapegrace had just been handed a death sentence for the already dead. He stopped by the water’s edge and looked out across the dark lake.

“What does it all mean?” he asked aloud.

Thrasher looked up at him, and didn’t answer.

“What is a life?” Scapegrace continued. “Is life merely living? Is it having a heartbeat? Or is life the effect you have on others? Is it the effect you have on the world around you? If so, what have I done with mine? How have I wasted it?”

Thrasher shook his head sadly.

“I was never that great a sorcerer,” Scapegrace said. “I can admit it now. My magic was never that powerful. But I thought my skills and my talents would make up for it. Even when I realised that I had no skills or talents to speak of, that still didn’t stop me. I was the Killer Supreme, and then I became the Zombie King. That, I thought, was a life worth having.”

Thrasher nodded in agreement.

“But now… now look at me. I barely have a face. Bits fall off me all the time. I have to keep them in jars in the ice-cream van. And I’m going to rot away to nothing within a year.”

“You still have me,” Thrasher said kindly.

Scapegrace shoved him in the lake, then marched back towards the town. “Unless I take action. Unless I seize the day! Nye won’t return me to life until I make it worth his while? Then I will make it worth his while!”

Thrasher splashed about.

Scapegrace avoided the main street, went instead down one of the alleys between buildings until he came to a pub. The doors were chained shut, fastened by a rusted old padlock. He smashed the padlock with a rock and walked in. The place was dark and dusty. Thrasher scurried in wetly behind him.

“This will be my base of operations,” Scapegrace said grandly. “From here I will build my power, make my plans and convince Doctor Nye to return me to life. I have a year to do it, and by God, do it I shall!”

Thrasher applauded. Scapegrace pointed to a bar stool beside him.

“Sit there and don’t annoy me.”

Thrasher hopped up on to the bar stool.

“Vaurien,” said a voice from behind.

Scapegrace turned. A man walked in, tall but thick around the middle. His hair was silver, and he had a stern look in his eye.

“McGill,” Scapegrace said.

Taciturn McGill walked right up to him. “Why are you here?”

“How are you?” Scapegrace smiled. “How have you been? You’re looking well. Better than me, anyway. But that’s not hard. I’m a zombie now. How are you?”

“Why are you here, Vaurien?”

“I, um…”

“Can I take it that you won’t be staying?”

“This bar is mine,” Scapegrace said, losing the smile.

McGill shook his head. “You lost this establishment to Deadfall ten years ago.”

“That was a gentleman’s agreement, that was. I lost that bet and I handed everything over, and I left without kicking up a fuss.”

“I recall some crying.”

“My point is, legal ownership never transferred. Technically, this place has always been mine. Now that Deadfall is dead, there’s nothing to stop me from picking up where I left off.”

“Actually,” McGill said, “there’s plenty to stop you. We don’t want you back, Vaurien.”

Scapegrace blinked. “What do you mean? Roarhaven is my home.”

“It was your home. But even back then, we didn’t want you here.”

“I have close ties to the community.”

“You owe me money.”

“That’s one of my ties.”

“It’s not a lot of money, though. It certainly isn’t enough for me to let you stay while you repay me.”

“I’ve done great things for this town!” Scapegrace protested. “I was here when it all started! I brought the Torment in, for God’s sake! Taciturn, please. I’ve got nowhere else to go. Look at me. I’m a zombie.”

“We don’t like zombies here.”

“You don’t like anything here! I’m looking for a cure. I think Doctor Nye can cure me. It works at the Sanctuary—”

“I know who Doctor Nye is.”

“It can help me, McGill. Once I’m human again, I’ll leave. I will. You’ll never see me again. But for now, let me stay. Let me have my bar back. I won’t cause any trouble, I promise. I know that if you say it’s OK, then everyone else will say it’s OK too.”

“That’s not how things work.”

“What are you talking about? Of course it is.”

“Not any more. There are things you don’t know about, Vaurien.”

“What things? The people of this town will still do what you tell them, right?”

“The Torment changed all that. He started talking, himself and his friends. They started telling people about their big ideas… You think it’s an accident the Sanctuary was relocated here? You think that wasn’t part of their plan?”

“Part of whose plan?”

McGill sighed. “Listen, Vaurien, I’ve known you a long time.”

“We’re friends.”

“We’re not friends, but I’ve still known you a long time. If you stay here for a few weeks, I don’t think anyone will object too loudly.”

“Thank you, Taciturn. And I swear, we’ll only be here a few months. A year, tops.”

“Weeks, Vaurien.”

“Right. Yes.”

“Try not to annoy anyone, and try to, y’know, stay away from people. Nobody likes zombies.”

Scapegrace chuckled. “I know the feeling.”

“You are a zombie.”

“Yes, but I was talking about Thrasher.”

“Who’s Thrasher?”

Thrasher sat forward. “Hello.”

McGill jerked away. “Ahh! How’d he do that? I didn’t even see him there! Is he some kind of ninja?”

“No,” Scapegrace said sadly. “He just fades into the background really well. You have my word, McGill, we will not get into trouble. Thank you.”

“Yeah,” McGill said, and stood up. “Don’t make me regret this.”

“Of course I won’t,” Scapegrace said, crossing his fingers behind his back. He must have crossed them too hard, though, because one of them came loose and fell to the floor. He waited until McGill had walked out before picking it up, then trudged away to find some ice.





Chapter 24
The Temple Siege

[image: logo]t a little past noon, the first truck pulled up to the gates of the cemetery. The rear doors opened and Cleavers slipped out quietly. They moved in easy formation through the rows of graves to the crypt that acted as the entrance to the Necromancer Temple. One of them twisted the hemispheres of a cloaking sphere, and a bubble of energy rippled outwards. Once the bubble had expanded to the outskirts of the graveyard, the second truck arrived. More Cleavers disembarked and took up positions around the perimeter.

Wreath and Tenebrae watched the Cleavers, viewing it all on a large screen broken into squares. Each of these squares was a different camera angle. The cameras wouldn’t last long, but at least they gave an indication of what the Necromancers were up against. From what Wreath could see, they were up against a lot.

Men and women joined the Cleavers, sorcerers of both Elemental and Adept magic. Sanctuary agents, operatives and detectives. These people didn’t wear uniforms and didn’t carry badges. Some of them were armed, some of them weren’t. All had power coursing through their veins.

Seven minutes after the first Cleaver had stepped off the first truck, Wreath watched Valkyrie Cain follow Skulduggery Pleasant up the cracked path to the crypt. They stopped under a camera, looked right up into it.

“My name is Skulduggery Pleasant,” the skeleton said, his voice coming loud and clear through the speakers. “I have with me a warrant for the arrest of Melancholia St Clair, to be charged with the assault of a Sanctuary operative and detained by us until trial. If this door is not opened immediately, we will be forced to break it down.”

Pleasant waited a full five seconds, then nodded. Wreath’s gaze flickered to another feed, as a battering ram was brought up, held by two Cleavers, who swung it into the crypt door in a heavy rhythm.

The screens went blank. So much for technology.

“The doors won’t hold for ever,” Wreath said, as Quiver and Craven came in behind them.

“What about their Teleporter?” Tenebrae asked.

Wreath shook his head. “Fletcher Renn can only teleport to places he’s been or can see. He’s never even seen inside the Temple.”

Tenebrae sat back in his chair. “Reinforcements?”

“A dozen of our brothers and sisters are on their way from London,” Wreath said. “But whether they’ll make it in time, I don’t know.”

Tenebrae looked at Quiver. “Our escape routes?”

“Available,” Quiver said in his steady, measured tone, “for the moment. Sanctuary operatives are covering over half of them – more than we thought they knew about – but there are still plenty we could use to evacuate key personnel.”

“Speaking of key personnel,” Tenebrae said, turning to Craven, “how is she? Is she well enough to be moved?”

Craven took a deep breath, and for a long moment he didn’t speak. Just before Tenebrae opened his mouth to demand a response, Craven nodded. “She could make it if she had to, but I’d really rather keep her stationary. Her power ebbs and flows. If we can keep them out for five hours, maybe six, she should be back to full strength. Then we won’t need to run anywhere.”

Wreath frowned at him. “Six hours? We’ll be lucky if they don’t burst in here halfway through this conversation. The Temple is not a fort.”

“But it is well protected,” Craven said, hands clasped and looking off somewhere beyond Wreath’s elbow. It was a new habit Craven had picked up, and Wreath didn’t like it. It made Craven look like a holy man. “Once the barricades are in place, we could collapse the tunnels and seal ourselves in.”

“We don’t want to seal ourselves in,” Tenebrae said gruffly. “We want an escape route.”

“I understand, High Priest, but as I have said, once Melancholia regains her strength, we won’t need to run.”

“That, Cleric Craven, is your opinion.”

“Indeed it is, Your Eminence. And with all humility, may I remind you that it was I who guided Melancholia to the brink of the Passage. Without meaning to overstep my bounds, one might think I was entitled to a little faith in return.”

“I think,” Tenebrae growled, “that you have indeed overstepped your bounds.”

Craven bowed his head. “My apologies, High Priest.”

With Craven’s head still bowed, Tenebrae looked at Wreath.

“If we collapse the tunnels,” Wreath said reluctantly, “we could hold them off for twelve hours at the most. The barricades would need to be reinforced. We’d need to move people around. But make no mistake, we would be sealing ourselves in. If Melancholia doesn’t regain her strength, it could be disastrous.”

“The Death Bringer will be strong when we need her,” Craven said solemnly.

Tenebrae’s jaw clenched. “Cleric Wreath, see to it.”

“Of course, Your Eminence.”

Wreath left the room, a plan of his own forming. He ignored the barricades for the moment and went deeper into the Temple.

Despite the alarming turn of events, there was still protocol to be followed, still rules to obey and pay heed to. Wreath was a senior Cleric with the ear of the High Priest, but even he had to slow down and wait like everyone else if he wanted to see the Director of Storage. It was a mundane title that suggested pedantry and a multitude of lists, but the reality was much different. The Director of Storage was the person who oversaw and controlled equipment and food supplies, and as such, he acted within a bubble of his own authority. Wreath was kept waiting almost ten minutes before he was told that the Director would see him now.

Cleric Bertrand Solus didn’t bother to raise his eyes from the papers on his desk as Wreath walked in. He was a busy man. There was only one chair in the office, and Solus was sitting on it.

“Yes?” Solus said, his pen scratching ink on to parchment. Why these people couldn’t invest in a computer was beyond Wreath’s understanding.

“Sanctuary agents have us surrounded,” Wreath said.

“I am aware of the situation.”

“To keep them out until the Death Bringer regains her strength, we need to collapse the auxiliary tunnels and barricade the main door.”

“As I said, I am aware.”

“But there is one tunnel that we do not know the location of.”

Finally, Solus’s pen stopped scratching, and he raised his eyes.

“You have your own tunnel,” Wreath continued. “You use it to bring in supplies you don’t want anyone to know about. I’ve never had a problem with this. You do your job well, and if sometimes you feel that you are best served by secrecy, who am I to say different?”

“Why are you here?” Solus asked.

“I don’t want to collapse your tunnel. I want to use it. If things go bad, I want as many personnel as possible to get to safety. The Sanctuary agents know about some of our tunnels, but not all. I doubt they have any idea about a tunnel so secret that it doesn’t even exist in any official capacity.”

“It’s not wide,” said Solus, “and it’s long. If the Temple is breached, you could use it to evacuate perhaps ten or twelve people at a time. Any more, and it would be discovered.”

“Twelve people at a time, then,” Wreath said. “The first of which shall be the Death Bringer, the White Cleaver and ten senior Clerics. Yourself included, of course. Where is the entrance?”

Solus regarded him with cautious, wary eyes. “The small storage room below us,” he said. “The tunnel is two miles long. It emerges into a small warehouse the Temple owns through three different subsidiaries. There are vehicles in the warehouse, enough to take a substantial number to a safe house.”

“Thank you very much for your co-operation, Cleric,” Wreath said. “If you’ll excuse me, I have much to arrange.”

Solus waved him away, his pen already scratching as Wreath left his office.





Chapter 25
The Vivid Dead

[image: logo]he world felt different to her now, ever since the Surge. It even looked different: paler, more vague. Less real. The people looked different too. She could see, for the first time, how glassy and unfocused their eyes were, how translucent their skin. She thought, if she concentrated hard enough, that she’d be able to see through them, to the underneath, to the blood and the veins and bones. She wondered if that would reassure her that all this was real. She doubted it.

The White Cleaver was at the door. He stood like a statue, his scythe held in one hand. He was real to her. He was solid. He was as different to a zombie as humans were to apes, but he was still a dead thing. And as such, she didn’t even have to look at him to know he was there. She could feel him. She didn’t know how, she couldn’t explain it, but while everyone else had become vague and distant, he was the one clear thing she could latch on to for comfort.

The other man in the room, another guard, was so insubstantial he was almost a ghost. She’d spoken to him a few times, and before the Surge he had appeared perfectly normal. But she was seeing things differently now. She reached out with her mind, trying to sense him in the same way she sensed the White Cleaver. She could feel her awareness expanding around her, moving out in all directions like a bubble. She felt emptiness, and the emptiness made her uneasy, tied a knot in her stomach. But still she expanded her awareness, searching for the man. He made a sound, his body stiffening, and he became real to her so suddenly that she pulled back in shock. The bubble of her awareness retracted and the man toppled. She knew he was dead, she could feel it before he hit the floor, and she pulled his death into her, absorbing it, letting it make her stronger.

The White Cleaver turned his head slightly to look at the dead Necromancer, but made no move other than that. Melancholia stared at the dead man, marvelling at how vivid he seemed now that he was dead. She reached out, touched his leg. He was so solid, she almost laughed. She wasn’t alone. So long as there were dead people around her, she wasn’t going to drown in a sea of uncertainty. Her heart felt lighter than it had all day.





Chapter 26
Terminal Two

    [image: logo]kulduggery’s phone rang, and Valkyrie stepped away while he answered it. Cleavers and sorcerers were gathered in groups around the cemetery – the largest group stationed at the crypt that housed the Temple door. She wondered for a moment if Wreath was down there, and felt a stab of guilt that her side was taking action against his side. Then she thought about Melancholia, and all feelings of guilt evaporated.

Skulduggery put his phone away. “A man answering Bison Dragonclaw’s description was spotted in Terminal Two at the airport a few minutes ago.”

Valkyrie made a face. “His first name is Bison?”

“He must be there to meet their reinforcements,” Skulduggery continued. “It stands to reason that the other Necromancer Temples around the world would send people over to help the Death Bringer. We’ll have to take care of this ourselves.”

“We will?”

“Unless you want to stay here. I feel I have to warn you, though, we’re probably not going to find a way past their barricades for another few hours.”

“You’re bored, aren’t you?”

“I need constant distraction. Shall we go?”

“Uh, aren’t you going to delegate responsibility or something? If you’re not here, who’s in charge?”

Skulduggery looked around, and pointed to a sorcerer at the far side of the cemetery. “He is.”

“Who is he?”

“Don’t know. He looks like leadership material though, doesn’t he?”

“Does he?”

“He’s wearing a hat.”

“And that means he’s a leader?”

“Leaders wear hats. It’s to keep the rain off while we make important decisions. He’ll do fine.”

“Shouldn’t you tell him that he’s in charge?”

“And spoil the surprise?” Skulduggery asked, and started towards the Bentley without waiting for an answer.

Valkyrie sighed and followed.

They left the Bentley on the second floor of the Terminal Two car park, and walked to the Arrivals Area. Skulduggery’s façade had a small beard. It went well with the face.

They caught sight of Dragonclaw almost immediately. Dressed in black, thin, bald, with that ridiculously wispy goatee. He had his back to them, waiting with everyone else as passengers poured in. They moved up behind him, waited for a big cheer to go up somewhere to their left, and moved.

“Bison,” Skulduggery said as he gripped his elbow. “What a silly name for a skinny man.”

Dragonclaw’s free hand went to his belt, but Valkyrie grabbed his wrist with both hands and stepped close to him.

“No public displays of magic, please,” she said with a smile.

Skulduggery leaned in. “If you draw attention to your predicament, it will be most unfortunate. Not for us, but definitely for you. For you, there will be a lot of pain involved, and crying and squawking and horrible sounds like breaking bones. You’re not a fan of pain, are you, Bison? Of course you’re not. You’re a reasonable fellow, after all. Let’s take a little walk, shall we? Away from the nice people.”

Still gripping each arm, they walked him from the crowd, looking like an exceedingly odd family during a really awkward reunion.

“You’ll regret this,” Dragonclaw snarled. “You’ll regret standing against us. I’ll make you regret it.”

“You’re in a bad mood,” Skulduggery said. “I understand. I do. You’re saying things you don’t really mean. It’s OK.”

“I’ll kill you both.”

“Hurtful things said in the heat of the moment. We’re not going to hold it against you, Bison. We’re all friends here.”

Valkyrie nodded. “We love you, Bison.”

“We do,” Skulduggery agreed. “You’re our favourite Necromancer. You’re the cuddly one.”

“Shut up,” Dragonclaw said. “Both of you just shut up.”

They paused to allow a large group of large people to pass by, and then, from nowhere, there was a flash of yellow jacket.

“Excuse me,” Dragonclaw said loudly, and the cop stopped, and looked at them.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

Valkyrie turned Dragonclaw’s wrist painfully, and she felt Skulduggery apply pressure on his side. Dragonclaw yelped in pain and the cop’s eyes widened.

“We’re looking for the toilets,” Skulduggery said quickly. “Our friend here isn’t the best at holding it in, and sometimes he needs a little assistance.”

The cop nodded in understanding. “Of course, yes. The toilets are right over there. See them?”

“There they are!” Valkyrie said brightly. “Thank you so much! It would have been a mess!”

Dragonclaw hissed in pain as they hurried him away.

“Try anything like that again,” Skulduggery told him, “and you’ll be talking to us with two broken arms. Whimper if you understand.”

Dragonclaw whimpered.

They got to the toilets. Valkyrie grabbed an Out of Order sign from a nearby cart and propped it up at the entrance. Skulduggery threw Dragonclaw against the wall and searched him while Valkyrie checked that each of the stalls was empty. Skulduggery pulled Dragonclaw’s knife from his belt, then took a scrap of paper from Dragonclaw’s pocket and passed it to Valkyrie. On it was a time and a number.

“The flight he’s waiting on has already landed,” he said. They both looked at Dragonclaw. “How many are coming?”

Dragonclaw rubbed his arm, and sneered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Skulduggery shook his head. “I would love to have a battle of wits with you, Bison, but I doubt it’d be a fair fight.”

“Shut your face.”

“Exactly my point. So if you think we’re going to trade banter or get into wordplay or anything like that, I’m afraid I have to disappoint you. Instead, we’re going to be very simple and very direct, because we obviously don’t have a lot of time. How many are coming? And before you try another sneer, please understand that I will inflict pain if you fail to answer.”

“Save yourself the bother,” Valkyrie said. “You’re going to tell us anyway, and you know you are. So why get hurt? Why not skip to the end?”

Dragonclaw looked at both of them for a long time before shaking his head. “No. I’m not a traitor.”

“Yes, you are,” Valkyrie said. “You just don’t know it yet.”

Dragonclaw stood up straight, chin stuck out defiantly towards Skulduggery. “If you’re going to hit me, hit me. I haven’t got all—”

Valkyrie rapped her knuckles right on his chin. Dragonclaw’s eyes bulged and his knees quivered, then he fell backwards to the wall and slid down to the floor. Skulduggery looked at her and she shrugged.

“You’d have knocked his teeth out or something,” she said. “All I did was give him a little brain-shake.” She looked down. “Bison. Bison, can you hear me? How many are coming?”

“I’ll never tell…”

“The plane landed ten minutes ago,” Skulduggery said to her. “If we’re lucky, they’re only just starting to disembark. You need to get to them before they clear Customs.”

Valkyrie’s eyebrows shot up. “What? Me? Alone?”

“I need to ask Bison some questions about getting into the Temple. You’ll be fine.”

“How am I supposed to get by the security section? I don’t have a ticket.”

Skulduggery cocked his head. “Valkyrie, you’ve got magical powers. If you can’t get through airport security, then I have failed in whatever capacity I have as a mentor.”

She glowered. “Fine. What do I do when I find them?”

“You need to delay them for a few hours, at least.”

“And how do I do that?”

“They’ll be very serious people wearing black. It won’t take much for the police to stop them for a chat. Go on now.”

Still glowering, Valkyrie left the toilets and walked to the Departure gates. The queue wasn’t very long. She followed an old couple and a businessman through the cordoned-off section. The businessman was obviously in a hurry, and the old couple weren’t moving fast enough for his taste. He muttered and sighed and cursed under his breath, loud enough for them to hear. Valkyrie didn’t like him. His passport and ticket were in his jacket pocket. She gripped the air and pulled it back, the ticket slipping into her hand.

The old couple showed their tickets to the woman at the desk and passed through. Valkyrie took the opportunity to wave the businessman’s ticket to the woman while the businessman cursed loudly as he searched his pockets. The woman nodded to her and Valkyrie smiled, left the ill-tempered man to his bluster and frustration, and approached the metal detectors. Even if she’d been hiding a dozen guns on her person, the clothes would have shielded them all. She walked through and strode on.

She passed through the Duty Free shops, resisting the sudden urge to check out the sunglasses on offer. On the other side of the glass wall travellers walked in the opposite direction, having just arrived. That’s where Valkyrie needed to be. There were a few Staff Only doors she could have tried to sneak through, but she didn’t know where they led, and she didn’t have the luxury of trial and error. The only way she was guaranteed to get where she needed to be was to get out on to the tarmac, and then come back in through an Arrivals door.

She reached the Departure gates. Three flights were boarding. She went to the huge windows that looked out on to the tarmac. Only one of those flights didn’t have a walkway that connected to the door of the aircraft. She joined that crowd as they showed their passports and filtered through. She smiled at a man and he let her in front of him, then she waved her hand slightly and all the papers on the flight attendant’s desk fluttered into the air. The attendant grabbed at them as Valkyrie slipped by unnoticed. She took the steps down, following the passengers out of the building. Another attendant directed them to the pedestrian pathway that led to the plane. She was wearing a nice hat. Valkyrie waved her hand, less gently this time, and the hat flew off the attendant’s head. Valkyrie turned sharply, heading for the door further on.

A man in uniform frowned at her. “Are you supposed to be here?”

“Yes,” she smiled. “I got delayed.”

She went to walk by him, but he stepped in her path. “Are you sure? What flight did you come in on?”

“Heathrow,” she said. “I don’t know the number of the plane, sorry. It was a big one, though. The plane, not the number. Though the number was pretty big too.”

He held up a hand. “Could you hold on a minute? I’m going to have to call someone.”

“Sure.” She beamed a smile at him as he took his radio from his belt. “I bet your job’s fun.”

“Pardon me?”

“Being around airplanes and everything, meeting exotic people. Having a radio in a holster. I bet it’s really fun. Did you have to do any special training for it?”

“Uh, yes. Excuse me, I have to call this in.”

“Sure. My name’s Valerie, by the way.”

“I’m going to call my boss, all right?”

“Why? Did you do something wrong?”

“What? No, it’s not for me. It’s for you.”

Valkyrie’s face fell. “What did I do?”

“You shouldn’t be here.”

“But the plane landed here.”

“I mean, you shouldn’t be here, you shouldn’t be standing here. You should be further on.”

“Oh,” she said, and laughed. “Sorry. God, I’m so dumb.”

“We’ll get it sorted out, don’t worry.” His radio clicked and he spoke into it. “Anthony, it’s Sean. I’m down here with – hey.” Valkyrie walked by him and he caught up with her. “Where are you going?”

She blinked at him. “You said I shouldn’t be here.”

“Yeah, but—”

“I’m just going to where I should be.”

“Just hold on a second.”

“Am I in trouble?”

“No, you’re not, but—”

“Are you going to arrest me?”

“Arrest you? No.”

“I just got lost. I got off the plane and there were so many people. Please don’t arrest me.”

“Listen to me. I’m not going to arrest you, OK? I’m not a cop.”

“Are you sure?”

“Am I sure I’m not a cop? Yes, I’m sure.”

“You might be undercover.”

“I still think I’d know if I were a cop, though. I work for the airline. I’m not a Guard. I just work here.”

“OK,” she said, and breathed out. “Sorry. I panic sometimes.”

“It’s fine. Were you travelling alone?”

“No, there were other people on the plane.”

“I mean, are you travelling with someone? A friend or family member?”

“Oh. No. Just me. Where do I collect my bag?”

“At the Luggage Section. Do you know where that is?”

“Is it up those stairs?”

“It is. First you come to Passport Control, then you pick up your luggage, and then you exit Customs.”

Valkyrie smiled. “Thank you. You’ve been really helpful.”

He nodded. “Sure. Just… try not to get delayed again, OK?”

“I’ll do my best!” she laughed, and skipped up the stairs.

She moved onwards without encountering anybody else. Passport Control was quiet. Directly opposite her, across the open floor, was a glass wall, and beyond that she could see a crowd of people who had just passed through. Among the bright shirts and colourful dresses and blue jeans there were people in black, some in jackets, some in coats, some carrying bags and some not, walking apart so as not to attract attention. Necromancers. She peered round the door, to her right, where two cops were sitting in booths, chatting across to each other as they waited for the next influx of travellers. Valkyrie darted to the empty booth closest to her, using the air to rise over the barricade. She dropped gently to the other side and ran, crouched over. She sneaked behind the booths where the cops were sitting, and out into the corridor. Now she sprinted after the crowd of passengers.

She caught up with the ones lagging behind, the ones for whom this long walk was just proving too much. They puffed and wheezed with red faces, fat droplets of sweat running down their cheeks, travel cases trundling along behind like sulky children. She ran under the sign that pointed to the Luggage Retrieval area. She doubted the Necromancers would have any bags to collect. They weren’t here for a holiday, after all.

She barged through a small group of people, got to the top of the stairs and leaped. People around her cried out in alarm, but she didn’t have time to waste. She waited until the last moment to cushion her landing, hit the ground and rolled. She ignored the disapproving headshakes, immediately catching sight of the Necromancers on the far side of the baggage belts. She took off, using the air to nudge people from her path. She jumped on to a conveyer belt that wasn’t moving, slid across the highest point and jumped down the other side. An airport official stepped into her path and she jammed her hand against his chest. His cheeks bulged and he stumbled back as she vaulted on to the next conveyer belt. This one was moving, full of luggage. She almost tripped, but made it to the centre and scrambled over to the other side, leaped off and into a crowd of startled civilians. The Necromancers hadn’t noticed the commotion. She ran to intercept them as they headed for the Exit, coming to a sharp halt in front of the Necromancer leading the march.

The Necromancers stopped, each one of them suspicious. Valkyrie held up a hand while she doubled over.

“Sorry,” she gasped. “Let me… get my breath… back.”

They didn’t try to move around her. Their eyes were on the ring on her finger.

“You have instructions?” the lead Necromancer asked.

She breathed deeply, in through the nose, out through the mouth, and straightened. “Yes,” she said. “You’re… not needed. You’re to… go home.”

“High Priest Tenebrae sent a student to tell us this?”

She nodded, and shrugged.

“What’s happened? Is the Death Bringer OK?”

“False alarm,” she said. “Wasn’t the Death Bringer. Just a girl… looking for attention. You’re to go home at once and… sorry for the inconvenience. Naturally, we’ll refund your air fare.”

A female Necromancer frowned at her. “Who instructs you in the Temple?”

“I’m not really in the Temple that much,” Valkyrie said, her breathing under control now. “Solomon Wreath is my mentor.”

“Oh,” the woman said. “Well, that would explain the lack of formality.”

“Even so,” said the lead Necromancer, “Cleric Wreath ought to know better than to send a student with information like this. If the High Priest wishes us to return to London, he can send someone of higher rank to tell us.”

They went to walk by her, but Valkyrie jumped in front of them again. “Actually, no,” she said, “he was quite insistent. Everyone’s busy. Sanctuary agents are everywhere and they’re putting pressure on and all the Clerics have their hands full and—”

The lead Necromancer glared at her. “Step aside, girl.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the airport official she had shoved. He was jogging over, flanked by two cops.

“Fine,” she said to the lead Necromancer. “I’m not a Necromancer. My name’s Valkyrie Cain. I work with Skulduggery Pleasant. And I’m here to tell you that we’re about to drag the Death Bringer into custody and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”

The Necromancers stared, and almost as one they reached for her, anger flashing across their faces. Then the cops were there, standing between them.

“That’s her!” the official said. “That’s the girl who hit me!”

“I’m sorry,” Valkyrie said to the cops, looking as frightened as she could. “I lagged behind. They don’t like it when I lag behind.”

The cops frowned at her, then turned to the Necromancers.

“Is she with you?” the first cop asked.

The lead Necromancer scowled. “No. I’ve never seen her before. You can keep her.”

He went to walk on, but the cops blocked his way.

“Just hold on a minute there, until we get this sorted out. She’s dressed the same as you.”

“So?”

“It’s a little odd, isn’t it?”

“Not for us.”

“It’s like a uniform,” Valkyrie said, making her voice shake. “They make us wear black. It’s for the church.”

The second cop looked back at her. “Everyone here is part of a church?”

She nodded. “We call it a church, yes. Other people call it a cult. I shouldn’t be talking to you. They don’t like it when I talk to outsiders. They’re afraid I’ll tell people about their plans.”

The cops turned to the Necromancers, and the airport official backed away.

“I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to come with us,” the first cop said. “Just to answer a few questions.”

“That won’t be possible,” the lead Necromancer said. “We have somewhere to be.”

“I’m afraid I have to insist.”

The lead Necromancer ignored him, turning his eyes to Valkyrie. “Are you sure you want to do this? In front of all these people? In front of security cameras? Because we’ll do it. The world is about to change – we could start that change right here and now.”

“That sounded like a threat,” the second cop said.

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

“Yeah,” the cop said, “but I was talking to you.”

Valkyrie hadn’t even noticed the movement in the crowds of people, but suddenly there were four more cops surrounding the Necromancers, done up in tactical gear and carrying automatic weapons. The Necromancers stiffened. Unlike Elementals and other Adepts, the Necromancers kept most of their magic in objects. But right now, their weapons were in their bags and pockets, and any move to get them would result in extreme violence.

Valkyrie backed away as the cops issued orders. The Necromancers glared at her, and she smiled back, slipping away through the crowd that had formed around them. She hurried for the doors, emerging into the Arrivals Area as more cops ran through to help their comrades. She rejoined Skulduggery and a handcuffed Dragonclaw, and they walked quickly for the exit.

“You handled it?” Skulduggery asked.

“I did. I could have used your help.”

“Nonsense. You’re more than capable of doing these things yourself. Were there many Necromancers?”

“Twelve or so. If they’re not escorted directly on to a flight home, I’d say, at the very least, they’re not going to be let near their weapons for another few hours.”

“By which point we should have broken into the Temple. Well done, Valkyrie. You are good.”

“Yes, I am. What about Bison here? Did he have anything interesting to say?”

“Indeed he did,” Skulduggery said, his false mouth smiling. “He knows of a top-secret supply tunnel that leads right into the depths of the Temple, and he’s going to take us there, aren’t you, Bison?”

Dragonclaw sagged.

“How sweet,” Valkyrie said. “You’ve made a friend.”





Chapter 27
Into the Temple

[image: logo]he warehouse was dark. Three jeeps and two trucks were parked under a thick layer of dust. Dragonclaw led them to the centre of the floor, and stopped.

“You’d better not be lying to us,” Skulduggery said, his gun out.

“I swear,” Dragonclaw responded. “Director Solus used to have me guard it when supplies were brought in through here. Only a few people know about it.”

He stepped on a pebble, put all his weight on it, and the floor beside him opened up, revealing steps leading down. Skulduggery motioned for him to go first, and they followed him into a long stone corridor lit by bare bulbs.

“This leads directly to the Temple?” Skulduggery asked.

Dragonclaw nodded. “There’s a door with a lever at the other end. It opens up into a room nobody ever uses. It’s how Solus transports all his best stuff.”

“No passwords needed? Nothing like that?”

“No. You just pull the lever.”

“Good to know,” Skulduggery said, then smacked him with the gun. Dragonclaw spun and fell to the ground, unconscious.

Valkyrie glared. “You could have warned me.”

“Of what?” Skulduggery asked, his arm encircling her waist. They lifted off the ground, started moving down the corridor.

“That you were going to hit him. It’d be nice to be told these things.”

“Did it give you a fright?”

They were picking up speed now and Valkyrie’s hair was being blown off her face.

“A little one, yeah,” she said. “You were standing there all normal and then you hit him. I jumped.”

“I do apologise.”

“Just a little warning, that’s all I ask.”

“In my defence, if I had told you that I intended to hit him, he probably would have overheard the conversation.”

“Then we should come up with a code or something.”

The bulbs were blurring into one long stream of light above them.

“We already have a code,” Skulduggery said. “It’s be brave.”

Valkyrie scowled at him. “Be brave is nothing. Be brave is you telling me to trust you, you have a plan, when we’re surrounded by enemies. Be brave tells me nothing other than you’re about to do something stupid. We should have another code for when you’re about to hit someone.”

“Very well. How about the sparrow flies south for winter?”

“Seriously?”

“What’s wrong with it? It’s a classic.”

“And how would you work that into the conversation?”

“With my usual aplomb.”

“So if that had been our code, and Dragonclaw had just told you that all we have to do is pull the lever, how would you have worked the sparrow flies south for winter into the conversation?”

“I would have said OK, Bison, so you’re sure we only need to pull a lever? And he would have said yes, and I’d have said excellent, thank you. Did you know, by the way, that the sparrow flies south for winter? And then I’d have punched him.”

“I’m going to do my best to ignore the ridiculous things you say from now on,” Valkyrie decided. “What are we going to do when we get into the Temple, anyway? Are we going to fight our way through the Necromancers on our own?”

“No, we’re going to find a way to let our friends in, and we’ll let them fight while we stand by and look smug.”

“I like that plan.”

“It has its moments.”

They slowed as they neared the end of the corridor, touched down on to solid ground and Valkyrie reluctantly stepped away. She loved the sensation of flying, but it did make walking seem absurdly clumsy.

Skulduggery pulled the small iron lever set into the wall, and the bulbs went out as the door swung open. They crept out into darkness. It was colder here – it was always cold in the Temple.

“We should be on the main level,” Skulduggery whispered, “but I’d say we’re half a kilometre from the Antechamber.” Valkyrie’s eyes were adjusting to the gloom as Skulduggery searched through stacks of boxes and supplies. He made an amused sound, and threw something to her. “We’re going to need to fit in.”

It was a robe. She put it on. The sleeves were gigantic, and swallowed her arms. She pushed them back to her elbows and then pulled up the hood. It wasn’t as easy as it looked, getting the hood to sit just right. It kept falling down over her face. Finally, she got it to where it would stay up, and turned to Skulduggery. He stood there, the black robe flowing around him, his skull barely visible beneath the hood.

“Good God,” she breathed. “You look like the Grim Reaper.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“It wasn’t meant as one.”

“I’m taking it anyway. You’re a regular visitor here – any advice on how we should proceed?”

She shrugged. “If anyone stops us, as long as we mumble something pretentious about the glory of death, we should be fine.”

“Excellent.”

They left the storage room, moving quickly but quietly. Valkyrie’s heart sped up when two Necromancers hurried by, but they were too busy panicking about the Sanctuary forces outside to notice them. Occasionally she would recognise something and nudge Skulduggery to alter their course, but for the most part she hadn’t a clue where they were. On all of her trips through the Temple, she hadn’t really been paying attention. Wreath had been the one to lead the way and she’d been happy enough to follow along, continuing whatever conversation they were having without bothering to acquaint herself with her surroundings. She was regretting that now.

“Hey!” said a voice behind them. “You!”

They stopped. Valkyrie glanced at Skulduggery and they turned. A Necromancer stalked over to them, his hood down off his head. It was that man, Oblivious or something, the one who hadn’t wanted to let them in days ago.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he ranted. “We have our orders! You think they don’t apply to you? You think just because our enemies are massing at the gates, we should abandon our posts? Is that what you think?”

“Uh,” Skulduggery said, “the stream of death carries us where it may.”

“That may be true,” Oblivious said curtly, “but we are still bound by the oaths we swore. Or have you forgotten them?”

Skulduggery shook his head beneath his hood. “My duty is to death, but death’s duty is to itself. As of life, as of death, as of the stream between…”

Oblivious frowned. “What?”

“In the stream of life, we are but paddlers.”

“I’m not sure I… who are you? Let me see your face.”

Skulduggery looked round, made sure no one else was coming. “The sparrow flies south for winter,” he said, and punched Oblivious right on the chin. He looked up at Valkyrie as he dragged the unconscious Necromancer into the nearest room. “See? It’s a perfect code.”

“We’re paddling in the stream of life?”

Skulduggery came back out, shutting the door behind him. “I’m not very good at being pretentious. It’s one of my few flaws. But there’s no denying – that code worked.”

“And you slipped it into the conversation seamlessly.”

They carried on, managing to avoid the panicking Necromancers. Finally, Skulduggery took Valkyrie’s arm, pulled her into a dark corner, and nodded ahead.

“If I’m right,” he said, “the door mechanism is in there. If the door isn’t unlocked in the correct way, an alarm will sound, the door won’t open, and everyone will come running. So you’re going to have to stay here. If I were you, I’d find somewhere to hide. This may take a while.”

She raised an eyebrow at him.

“You realise,” he said, “that you’re wearing a hood and I can’t see your face, so if you’re glaring at me, or scowling, or raising an eyebrow, I have no way of knowing. You realise that, right?”

“Why,” said Valkyrie, “do I have to stay here?”

“Because what I’m going to do is extremely dangerous.”

“So is everything you drag me into.”

“Your point being?”

“What is up with everyone? Fletcher wants to protect me, Caelan wants to protect me, now you. For God’s sake, I can handle what’s thrown at me, all right? I don’t need to be kept safe all the bloody time.”

“I see,” Skulduggery said. “Well, you make a very good point and I can’t argue with your logic. Except I’m not trying to protect you. If I try to open the door and I fail, then I’m going to need someone else to do it once they’ve killed me. You see?”

“Oh,” said Valkyrie. “Oh right.”

“Now, if I fail, the odds are that you’ll fail too. And if they can kill me, they can most certainly kill you, in an undoubtedly horrible manner. But by then I’ll be past caring.”

“So… you really aren’t trying to protect me.”

Skulduggery placed a hand on her shoulder. “Not even remotely,” he said warmly.

He moved off. Valkyrie waited a moment, then backed away, turned and hurried in the opposite direction. She rounded a corner and immediately stepped back. Solomon Wreath passed without looking at her. She chewed her lip.

And followed.

She kept her head down as they walked the corridors. He disappeared through a door and she quickened her pace, following him in. A hand grabbed her, tore the hood from her head and shoved her further into the room. She hit the wall and spun, Wreath’s cane stopping right before it met her face. His eyes widened.

“Valkyrie,” he said, surprised.

“Hi Solomon,” she responded. “You said if ever I needed a chat…”

He lowered the cane and stepped back, closed the door before anyone saw. “How did you get in?”

“Dragonclaw,” she said.

Wreath sighed. “Oh, him. I assume Skulduggery is with you?”

“He’s around here somewhere.”

“Then things are probably going to get very loud very soon.”

“More than likely.”

“In that case,” Wreath said, “now that we have a minute, I’d just like to say that I’m sorry for what happened. If I had known, if I had even suspected, that Melancholia might go after you, I would have—”

“You would have what?” Valkyrie asked. “Grounded her? What could you have done? Everyone’s saying she’s more powerful than anyone alive today. If she wants to slice me half to death, she’s going to slice me half to death, and there’s nothing anyone can do about it.”

Wreath shook his head. “This isn’t how it should be.”

“You’re right. She should be on a leash.”

“No, I mean she shouldn’t have this power. It should have been you. At least it would have come naturally to you.”

“What do you mean?”

Wreath rubbed his face. He suddenly looked very tired. “Craven did something to her. He’s been studying the languages of magic for years. He can’t be as expert in the art as China Sorrows, but he’ll be good, nonetheless. You’ve seen the scars on her face, right? They’re all over her body. He says they’re to protect her, but I think he carved those symbols into her skin to heighten her power during the Surge.”

“Is that possible?”

“In theory. Of course it’s highly dangerous, and extraordinarily unstable. If that is indeed what he did, he stood a higher chance of killing her than succeeding.”

“But you think he did succeed.”

“Yes I do. It doesn’t matter, of course. All the Death Bringer is, all it ever has been, is a Necromancer with a certain degree of power. No matter how she got there, Melancholia does seem to have reached that level.”

“She said something while she was kicking my ass. She said, if you’re not on my list, you don’t get saved.”

“I doubt she was making any sense at all. With that much power reverberating inside her head, I think we can expect her to babble every now and then.”

“What is the Passage?”

“I’m sorry, Valkyrie, there are things we don’t share with—”

“Solomon, for God’s sake. You never give a straight answer to that, yet it’s supposed to be a wonderful thing where the world is saved and made a better place. Why do you need to keep any of that a secret?”

“Because some people aren’t going to understand.”

“What people? People who like being miserable? I’m sure they’ll get over it. What’s she going to do? What happens in the Passage?”

“The walls are broken down—”

“Between life and death, yes, I know. That much you’ve told me. The energy of the dead will live alongside us, and we will evolve to meet it. That’s what you said. I haven’t a clue what that means, but that’s what you said. We’re going to evolve, are we?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“Solomon, you have the Death Bringer. Whatever is going to happen is going to happen. So why not just tell me? Should I be worried? How much will the world change? Will everyone know about it? Will my family suddenly know that magic exists? Will people still have jobs? Will we still live in houses? Will people still be people?”

“It will be better, that’s all you need to know.”

“No, Solomon, it isn’t. The fact is it’s a pretty scary prospect. It’s made even scarier by the fact that not even your average Necromancer knows what’s going to happen. Only you guys. Only the High Priests and the High Clerics. Only the people who run the Temples. Why don’t you tell the others? What is so awful that you have to hide it from your own people?”

Wreath looked at her. “How much is a better world worth to you?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what would you sacrifice? Look at this world. Look at it. From the moment mankind took its first awkward step, it’s been a long road to disaster. We hate each other. We fear each other. We’re going to kill each other. One of these days, someone’s going to go too far, and every single one of us will die.”

“What do you care? You’re a Necromancer. Life flows into death and flows back into life, right? That’s what you believe.”

“That is what we believe, yes. But it’s not what we want.”

Valkyrie frowned. “What?”

“Our souls, our life force, flow through that never-ending stream – but not our minds. Not our memories. When I die, my essence will move on, but this man you see before you, this mind, this personality, this being, will be gone. I’ll become something else. Someone else. But it won’t be me.”

“You’re… you’re scared of death?”

“We all are.”

“But you’re Necromancers! You embrace death!”

“We study Necromancy because we’re trying to defeat death. That’s what this is all about, Valkyrie. This is all it’s ever been about.”

“So what does this mean? You want Melancholia to break down the walls between life and death so that you’ll never have to die? What was all that about evolution? We will evolve to meet the dead, or whatever it was.”

“Society will evolve. It’ll have to. Evolve or perish. We figure it’s worth the risk.”

“Solomon, what the hell is going on? What does the Passage mean?”

“The energy stream that flows through this world, this reality, it links up with the next reality, and the next, and it loops around again. It’s a natural force and a natural system.”

“OK. So?”

“So we want to stop it. We want those alive today to remain alive for ever.”

“So no one dies? What about new life? What about babies being born?”

“No life leaves. No life enters.”

Valkyrie stared at him, and immediately thought of Alice. “You can’t do that. Are you insane? You can’t do that.”

“Society will adapt to the new way of living.”

“No more babies? Solomon, come on! That’s nuts! It’s a biological need!”

“Having children is a biological need only because we are mortal – even sorcerers. We die. And we know we’re going to die, and so we have children, to continue our bloodline, to continue our legacy, to try to ensure our own immortality. But when we are immortal, we won’t have that need to procreate.”

“That’s… my God, Solomon, please tell me that you know this isn’t right.”

He sighed. “This is the kind of reaction we feared.”

“People aren’t going to accept this. The whole world will be after you.”

“No. Not the whole world. Half the world.”

“What?”

“In order to stop death, we have to block the flow. We have to dam the energy stream.”

“And how are you going to do that?”

“We need a massive influx of souls.”

“You mean you’re going to need a lot of people to suddenly die.”

“Yes. Their life forces will block the stream, overload it, cutting it off for ever.”

“How many? How many people?”

Wreath shook his head. “I wish you hadn’t asked me these things.”

“How many people, Solomon?”

“It would have been so much better if you hadn’t asked me.”

“She’s going to kill them? That’s what the Death Bringer does?” Valkyrie pushed Wreath, her palm against his chest. “She kills all these people? That’s the Passage?” She pushed him again. “How many people? How many? For God’s sake, just tell me how many people she’s going to have to kill!”

She pushed him again, but this time he caught her wrist, and raised his eyes to look at her. “Three billion ought to do it.”

Valkyrie broke free, spun, sprinted for the door. A wave of shadows crashed into her and sent her to the wall. The shock rattled her body, but when she fell, she managed to keep her feet under her. She pushed at the air and Wreath snapped his cane, deflecting her aim. A tendril of shadow came from nowhere, wrapped around her throat, yanked her back. She staggered, used her ring to cut the tendril, and then the cane came for her face and met her jaw. She was on the ground then, trying to focus, trying to look up as Wreath’s boot came swinging in, and she went spinning into darkness.





Chapter 28
A Vile History

    [image: logo]alkyrie woke in a large room with no furniture to find Skulduggery crouching down and peering at her. She groaned. Her face hurt. Her head pounded. Her hands were shackled behind her.

“Wreath,” she croaked.

“I know,” said Skulduggery. “What did I tell you about wandering off ? Why don’t you ever do anything I say? If I didn’t know any better, I would swear that you feel a compulsion to disobey authority figures.”

“That can’t be what it is,” she said.

“Well, that’s what it seems like.”

“But I don’t view you as an authority figure.”

“Oh, not this again.”

Valkyrie sat up. Slowly. “Are you going to lecture me all day, or are you going to get these shackles off me?”

“I’m inclined to lecture you.”

She sighed, turned her back to him, waited for him to start picking the lock.

“Uh,” he said, “exactly what do you think is going on right now?”

She frowned over her shoulder at him. “What do you mean? Skulduggery, I’ve got a headache. Wreath kicked me in the face. He kicked me. In the face. It hurts. So get these shackles off me, and we’ll go find him, and I’ll kick him in the face. Then you kick him in the face. Then I’ll do it again. We’ll take turns. It’ll be fun.”

“It would be fun,” Skulduggery nodded. “I like kicking Wreath in the face. I haven’t had a chance to do it nearly as much as I’d like.”

“See? So, come on, stop delaying.”

“I wish I could.”

Valkyrie shook her head, and managed to get to her feet. Skulduggery stood beside her.

“So what are you doing?” she asked. “Teaching me a lesson? Is that what this is?”

“Indeed it is,” he said brightly.

“OK, lesson learned. I shouldn’t wander off. Got it.”

Skulduggery’s head nodded happily. “Excellent.”

“Now get these shackles off me.”

“I can’t.”

“Why can’t you?”

Skulduggery turned, showing her the shackles that bound his own wrists.

Her eyes widened. “You got captured too?”

“It’s the only way you’ll learn.”

“You got captured on purpose?”

“Don’t be silly. When I triggered the alarm, I did my level best to run away, but I couldn’t find you, so…”

“Ah,” she said. “Sorry.”

“Oh, it’s fine,” he shrugged. “I managed to punch some Necromancers, which is always fun. What was less fun was when they started punching me back. And then the White Cleaver arrived and joined in. It was, if I do say so, an epic battle, but I was heavily outnumbered. It’s a pity you slept through it.”

“I was unconscious.”

“You were asleep.”

“Don’t annoy me, OK? I have a headache. How are we going to get out of here?”

“Oh, escape is easy once you have the right plan.”

“Do we have the right plan?”

“Not yet.”

“Do we have any plan?”

“Not yet.”

“Typical. Still, silver lining. Wreath told me what the Passage is.”

“Oh?”

“They’re going to kill three billion people to stop the other three billion from ever dying.”

Skulduggery hesitated. “That… I’ll be honest, that doesn’t sound too great for the first three billion.”

“Can they do it? Is it possible?”

“Theoretically, yes,” Skulduggery said. “I doubt they have much in the way of hard facts to support this theory, but who needs facts when you have faith?”

“So they could be killing three billion and it’d have no effect whatsoever on the lifespan of the others?”

“Very possibly. Of course, I think we can both agree that killing three billion people anyway, no matter what the supposed benefits might actually be, would still be a bad thing to do.”

“Oh,” Valkyrie said with a nod, “we are very much agreed on that one.”

“But you’re right – silver lining. At least we know what their ultimate goal is. Now we can work to foil it.”

The door opened behind them, and High Priest Tenebrae stepped in. They stopped talking, and observed him as he smiled. “Ah,” he said, “the awkward silence.” He closed the door behind him. “How are you, Valkyrie? Things have changed greatly since the last time we spoke, have they not? It’s all very unfortunate.”

“I don’t know how you could have thought that I would ever have been the Death Bringer,” she said. “Did you honestly believe I’d be willing to kill billions of people for a theory?”

“The Passage isn’t a theory, dear girl. It is an inevitability. We know it’s a lot to accept – we know you don’t understand. That’s why we sent Dragonclaw to keep it a secret for as long as possible. But now that it’s out in the open, now that we can have a conversation about it, yes, actually, we did think you would have been willing to kill billions of people – given enough time, of course. If you had chosen Necromancy over Elemental magic, which was a distinct possibility, this would have been the first schism to form between yourself and your skeletal mentor here. And once we had our hooks in you, really got them in there, you would have been ours. And you would have understood. We would have slowly opened your eyes to the truth and the glory of the Passage.”

“I still wouldn’t have killed those people.”

“Well, that’s rather a moot point at this stage, isn’t it? Because now we have Melancholia. She wouldn’t have been my first choice, I admit, but she is dedicated, and she is passionate. These qualities count for something.”

“She’s unstable,” Skulduggery said. “You can’t even keep her under control, for God’s sake.”

“She’s young,” Tenebrae shrugged. “Impetuous. Yes, she went after Valkyrie the first chance she got, but that was nothing more than childish spite. Nothing to worry about, not really. We were all young once, weren’t we, Skulduggery? Remember the adventures we got into when we were young men?”

Valkyrie frowned. “You knew each other?”

“He didn’t tell you? We used to be friends.”

“Friends is such a strong and misleading word,” Skulduggery said.

Tenebrae smiled. “Acquaintances, then. In the early days of the war, before the Necromancer Order withdrew from the conflict, we fought side by side. Didn’t we, Skulduggery?”

“If by side by side you mean I was always in front, then yes, Auron, we did. Not that it has any bearing on what is going on today.”

“Really? I would have thought that you of all people would know the effect the past has on the present. But then, you’ve lied to yourself about so many things, why should this be any different?”

“Now this,” Skulduggery said, “should be interesting.”

Tenebrae looked at Valkyrie. “He’s quite an angry man, isn’t he? It’s why his enemies are so scared of him, I suppose. I would even venture so far as to say it’s why you’re still alive. Don’t misunderstand me, Valkyrie – you are becoming a capable sorcerer and a formidable opponent in your own right. But there are plenty of people out there who would love to kill you, and could do so relatively easily. The idea, however, that to kill you would incur the wrath of the Skeleton Detective is, in my opinion, the only reason you still draw breath. I hope you’re not offended.”

Valkyrie looked back at him, and didn’t say anything.

“But there is a common misconception that must be addressed here and now,” Tenebrae continued. “The legend of Skulduggery Pleasant is that his wife and child were murdered and he returned, fuelled by rage and a need for vengeance. A nice legend. Romantic, intimidating, ticks all the boxes that a legend should tick. Naturally, the only ingredient missing is the truth.”

“Please,” Skulduggery said, “enlighten us.”

“You were always an angry man,” Tenebrae said. “When you were alive, you just hid it better, hid it from your loving wife and your loving child. But I saw it, on the battlefield. That’s when you allowed it to surface. That’s when you allowed the real you to appear.”

“I must tell you, Auron, that amateur psychoanalysts do not impress me.”

“I wouldn’t expect them to, but I have proof. I had a theory and I tested it, and my suspicions were confirmed. Valkyrie, Solomon Wreath told me that when you were fighting the Faceless Ones, you used his cane. Is that correct?”

“Yes,” Valkyrie said. “He told me to.”

“Of course he did. If he hadn’t given you permission, the moment you tried to use it the power inside would have killed you. You took that cane and you used that Necromancer power, instinctively and without training, and he saw in you a great potential. The same potential I saw in Skulduggery, all those years ago.”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “What are you talking about?”

“Remember Prussia? This was a few months after you were married. Mevolent’s people had raided the Necromancer Temple where I was studying. I was one of the only survivors, and we linked up with you and your team and tracked the raiding party across the mountains.”

“I remember,” Skulduggery said. “It took us three weeks to catch up with them. Morwenna Crow was with us.”

“That’s right. My dear Morwenna, the only Necromancer to serve on the Council of Elders. Yes, she was a fellow survivor.”

“I spent most of the time talking to her. I don’t think you and I exchanged more than five words.”

Tenebrae nodded. “One of the closest friendships I’ve ever had.”

“You’re a sad little man.”

Tenebrae laughed. “Regardless, we tracked the raiding party and we caught up with them. We waited, and we attacked. In the battle, I was injured. You were injured. All of us were injured, but we kept fighting. I had dropped the dagger that housed my power. I was bleeding, tired, the dagger was just out of reach, and there, lumbering towards me, was the biggest ogre I’d ever seen. Twelve foot tall, green skin, dressed in stitched leathers with tusks as big as my arm.”

“He was half that size,” Skulduggery said. “And he didn’t have tusks, he just had really bad teeth. Also, he wasn’t an ogre. His name was Jeremy.”

“You really know how to spoil a good story,” Tenebrae said. “I was on my back, looking up, so he appeared to be a twelve-foot-tall ogre. One thing you cannot argue with is the size of the axe he was swinging.”

“It was a big axe,” Skulduggery conceded.

“Bigger than any I had ever seen.”

“Oh for God’s sake…”

“And just before that axe split my skull and found my brains, Valkyrie, Skulduggery staggered into view. He fell, reached out, grabbed my dagger, and sent fifty spears of darkness into the ogre’s chest.”

Skulduggery said nothing.

“I hadn’t given him permission,” Tenebrae said. “That power should have torn him apart. But he controlled those shadows, instinctively and without training, and when Jeremy the ogre was dead, Skulduggery dropped the dagger and went looking for the next enemy to kill.”

Tenebrae looked at Skulduggery. “From that moment, I knew you were special. I knew I would need to keep an eye on you. A few years later, we Necromancers retreated to our Temples and fortified our positions. We decided to let the rest of the world fight among themselves. But not everyone respected our neutrality. Nefarian Serpine, in particular, seemed disinclined to leave us alone. He surrounded the Temple I was in, threatened us with utter destruction unless we shared some of our secrets. The High Priest chose me to be the one to venture out and teach Serpine what he wanted to know.”

“The red right hand,” Valkyrie said.

Tenebrae gave the slightest of nods. “Agonising death inflicted by merely pointing at your victim, providing he was within range. Serpine had heard about it and he wanted it. I taught him. During our lessons, we talked. He made clear his hatred of you, Skulduggery. He said you were the reason he was doing this. To be frank, I couldn’t allow that. You had such potential. I couldn’t allow this religious fanatic to kill you, so I altered what I was teaching. I added a little something. If ever this Necromancer power was used against you specifically, it wouldn’t be the end. Your soul, your being, would be for ever tied to your body. If I had known he was going to burn your corpse and reduce you to a mere skeleton, I probably would have taken that into consideration.”

Skulduggery’s voice was empty. “You brought me back?”

“No. I merely allowed for the opportunity. You brought yourself back, Skulduggery. Through sheer force of will, your soul regained its consciousness. From there, your body acted as if it were whole again, allowing you to talk, to move, to feel pain.”

“You. You did this. I’m alive today because of you.”

“Yes. Doesn’t that make you smile? Knowing you owe me everything?”

Skulduggery sagged.

“What’s wrong?” Tenebrae asked. “Were you expecting something more? Did you fool yourself into detecting a divine hand in your resurrection? Did you believe your life to have some special purpose? Sorry to disappoint you, but your life had no special purpose other than the one I had planned for you. Which, as it turned out, was a waste of everyone’s time.

“I didn’t tell anyone, of course. You were my little secret. I continued to keep an eye on you. I watched you fight on, letting your anger consume you. It was a fascinating exercise, knowing there could really only be one outcome. All I had to do was wait. I knew you were coming.”

“OK, stop,” said Valkyrie. “What the hell are you talking about? What outcome? What were you waiting for?”

“For the knock on the door,” Tenebrae said. “Necromancy killed him, Necromancy brought him back. His loved ones were dead, his life was war. His life was death. With every year that passed, he was losing more and more of the person he thought he was. With every year, he was becoming somebody else. And then he knocked on the door of a Necromancer Temple, and I knew he had come home.”

The warmth drained from Valkyrie’s face. “No.”

“He abandoned his old life. He wore armour to disguise his old form. He took a new name to kill his old self.”

“No,” Valkyrie said. “No, don’t.”

“Skulduggery Pleasant walked off the battlefield, and Lord Vile walked into my Temple.”





Chapter 29
Who Knows What Darkness
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“He can’t,” Tenebrae said.

“Shut up!” Valkyrie screamed. “Shut up! Say one more goddamn word and I’ll kill you, I swear to Jesus! Skulduggery, look at me. Look at me!”

Skulduggery raised his head, looked at her with his hollow eye sockets. “I’m sorry,” he said.

Valkyrie found herself walking backwards. “What are you talking about? What are you saying? What are you talking about? Skulduggery, he’s lying. He’s lying. Tell him he’s lying, for God’s sake. You’re not Lord Vile. You fought Lord Vile.”

“The real Lord Vile,” Tenebrae said, “and I mean the fully powered Lord Vile, would have obliterated him. That thing he fought was mere… intention. It was simply the armour. Inside, it was empty.”

“Yeah,” Valkyrie snarled. “We thought of that. Vile’s ghost. That’s what it is. Vile’s ghost is controlling it.”

Tenebrae folded his hands in the sleeves of his robe. “Vile doesn’t have a ghost. He’s not dead. Skulduggery is the one controlling it.”

“No, I think you’ll find that he isn’t.”

“Not consciously,” Tenebrae said. “Not willingly. But Lord Vile is a part of him, a part of his subconscious. Evidently, that particular part of his subconscious has… broken away from the rest.”

“What you’re talking about is ridiculous.”

“No, Valkyrie, actually it’s not. Our dear friend Skulduggery is, and let’s be honest here, a little bit insane. He spent ten months being tortured by the Faceless Ones, didn’t he? When you rescued him, was he the same well-adjusted gent you knew and loved?”

Valkyrie hesitated.

“He cracked. Don’t you see? They drove him insane. And while he seems to have recovered for the most part, he’s different, isn’t he? You rescued him, he came back, and all of a sudden we’re all talking about the Death Bringer. This is not good news for our dear friend. After all, we Necromancers called him the Death Bringer when he was Lord Vile, didn’t we? But he turned his back on all that. And now that he’s home, and we’re saying that you, his precious little Valkyrie, might turn out to be the Death Bringer, well… It’s all too much. Events conspire to bring him close to his empty old armour and all that power reawakens. His armour gains sentience, stands up. He has no more control over it than you or I have control over a stray thought.”

“But Lord Vile was… Lord Vile is evil.”

Tenebrae shrugged. “Who knows what darkness lurks in the hearts of men?”

“But he joined Mevolent. That means Skulduggery and Serpine were on the same side.”

“No one was more surprised about that than I, believe me. But the more I thought about it, the more I understood. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that Lord Vile is merely Skulduggery with a mask on. They’re two different people. Skulduggery’s anger and violence had overwhelmed him, and there was nowhere left to turn. So, he blinked, and was gone, and in his place stood Vile. Vile came to us, he absorbed our teachings, his power grew at an exponential rate, and he quickly became our most powerful Necromancer.

“Only he abandoned us. We didn’t even get a chance to tell him about the Passage, but it didn’t matter. He didn’t want to save the world. He wanted to destroy it. And the quickest way to get what he wanted was to leave us, and join Mevolent.”

“Serpine killed his family.”

“Serpine killed Skulduggery’s family. Vile didn’t care. To Vile, Serpine was just another instrument to use, like Baron Vengeous, or Mevolent himself.”

Valkyrie knelt by Skulduggery. “I know he’s lying. He’s trying to trick me. I know you’re not Lord Vile. Lord Vile is a mass murderer. Explain this to me. Skulduggery, please, just explain it. Make it make sense.”

He looked at her. She could see through his eye sockets, to the flickering shadows that played on the inside of his skull. He turned his head, the shadows moved, and he looked at Tenebrae.

“You brought me back,” he said. “That’s it. That’s all there is to it. The great mystery I’ve never been able to solve. The great question. And you, you are the answer.”

“You sound disappointed.”

“I thought there would be more to it. Instead, I’m, I’m the result of a Necromancer trick.”

“If it makes you feel any better, it wasn’t easy to trick Nefarian Serpine. I wasn’t even sure it would work – something like that had never been tried before.”

Skulduggery walked towards Tenebrae. “You didn’t tell anyone. All these years, you didn’t tell anyone.”

“Why would I? What would it achieve? If your friends knew your secret, they’d have found a way to kill you long ago. And then my wonderful work would have been undone. I liked the fact you were walking around, saving the world in your own little way. It must be like what a proud parent feels.”

“How do I stop it?”

“Stop what? Vile? I’m afraid I don’t know. These developments are quite unexpected. Your subconscious is your own. Maybe if you wish really, really hard.”

Valkyrie looked at Skulduggery. “It’s true?” she asked, her voice hollow.

Skulduggery turned. “Yes. I told you it was Vile’s ghost that was giving the armour purpose. In a way, that’s true, once you accept that Vile’s ghost is my subconscious. The armour is imitating me. Or it’s imitating how I used to be, at any rate.”

“You’re Lord Vile.”

“Yes. Sorry, I should have told you.”

“You killed Ghastly’s mother.”

“Among others, yes. He doesn’t know, obviously.”

“Stop talking like that!” she roared. “Stop talking so normal!”

“What would you prefer? Sobbing? Wailing? Maybe some more silence? Regret never won a war, Valkyrie, and ‘sorry’ isn’t a big enough word for what I’m feeling. I’ve spent my life since then trying to make up for it, but I’ll never make up for it. The things I did were unspeakably evil, but for those few years, I didn’t care.”

“You… you told me you did terrible things.”

“I did.”

“I didn’t think they’d be so…”

“I know. We can talk about this later.” He turned back to Tenebrae. “If my subconscious is controlling the armour, and the armour wants to kill your Death Bringer, then why haven’t you killed me?”

“Well,” Tenebrae said, “let’s face it, I might be wrong. The armour might be operating completely independently of you – it might have gained a higher degree of sentience. In that case, killing you would deprive me of a valuable asset in taking it down. The second reason and, quite honestly, the most pertinent, is that I don’t know how to kill you. If I try, a bungled attempt on your life might redirect the armour against me. And I have no intention of dying before the Passage is brought about. Not when I’m this close.”

“So you’ve been hoping that Melancholia brings about the Passage before Vile gets to her? That’s your whole strategy? You’ve been hoping?”

“The centuries have changed all of us, Skulduggery. As Cleric Wreath delights in pointing out, we Necromancers are used to sitting back and not actually doing anything. We’re a very lazy lot, now that I think about it.”

“No,” Skulduggery said, “you’ve waited too long for this lunatic scheme of yours to come true. You wouldn’t leave anything to chance.”

“Oh, don’t worry, I’m not,” Tenebrae said. “Melancholia is the Death Bringer. She is the only Necromancer to ever reach that level of power. You left before you reached it, and the Lord Vile that’s walking around right now isn’t even you. It’s an echo of you, not fully charged. If you were in the armour, yes, I’d be worried. But you’re not. So if Vile attacks Melancholia, she will destroy it. Or him. What are we calling Vile – an it or a him? Ah, I suppose it doesn’t matter. The important thing is that you two stay locked up here until all this is over. I hope I’ve given you enough to talk about. I do hate those awkward silences.”

Tenebrae turned, and the door closed as he walked away. Skulduggery looked at Valkyrie. “You have a right to be upset,” he said.

“Oh do I?”

“I should have told you. I know you understand why I didn’t, but I should have.”

“You let me go through this Darquesse thing, with all the guilt and the fear and knowing the things that I’m going to do, and you didn’t say anything.”

“What did you want me to say? Look at me. I was Lord Vile, but now I’m OK? It would have made things worse. You would have looked at the things I did in that armour and you’d have assumed that in order to pass through and emerge on the other side, you’d have to do the same. But you don’t. That’s the thing. Violence and hatred and bloodshed became my reasons for existing. I stopped caring about anything else. I didn’t care who my enemy was, as long as I had an enemy. I was falling, and I didn’t know how to stop.”

Valkyrie put her back to the wall, slid down to a sitting position. Her legs wouldn’t take her weight. “You murdered all those people. How many? Do you even know?”

“I don’t. I lost count. Everyone lost count. I was like you. Necromancy came far too easily to me.”

“You’re one of those sorcerers you told me about. The Elementals who can switch to being an Adept.”

“It’s rare, but it’s possible.”

“But… Skulduggery, you’re the good guy.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I’m sorry you found out this way.”

“What do we do now?”

“Well, we escape. I’m not sure how yet, but—”

“No,” said Valkyrie. “What do we do now? We’re partners. You’re my best friend. I love you. You were my… I looked up to you. What am I supposed to do now?”

He turned away. “You need to find yourself a new hero.”





Chapter 30
Tenebrae

[image: logo]e had to admit, that had been fun.

Tenebrae wasn’t a sadistic man, but the look on Valkyrie Cain’s face and the pain in Skulduggery Pleasant’s voice were just… delicious. He had been carrying that secret around with him for centuries, had come close to spilling it a few times before this. But he was glad he hadn’t. It was like an itch that you put off scratching – when you eventually did scratch, it was so much more satisfying.

His mood didn’t last, however. When he got to his office, Vandameer Craven wasn’t waiting for him as he had instructed.

Enough was enough. Tenebrae was sick of Craven and the ridiculous serenity that seemed to have washed over him overnight. He was sick of everyone treating the spineless worm like he was some kind of holy man with the ear of the messiah. Craven was still a Cleric, and Tenebrae was still the High Priest, and the natural order of things would be restored.

So Tenebrae sat behind his desk, his temper boiling the longer he was made to wait. When his door finally opened, he had to force himself not to jump up and throttle the man.

“Cleric Craven,” he said, “so good of you to grace me with your presence.”

“My apologies,” Craven said, bowing. “Our younger Necromancers are understandably nervous. They needed someone to reassure them that it was all going to be OK.”

Tenebrae frowned. “And that someone was you, I take it?”

Craven smiled. “I go where I am needed.”

“Take me to her,” Tenebrae said, standing up.

Craven raised an eyebrow. “Your Eminence?”

“Take me to the Death Bringer, Cleric. It’s time I spoke with her.”

“Ah, unfortunately, I cannot. She is to remain undisturbed.”

“I am the High Priest, Cleric Craven. You do not say no to me.”

Something flickered in the Cleric’s eyes, something Tenebrae had never seen in those eyes before, and then it was gone. “Of course. Once again, my deepest apologies. I will take you to her at once.”

Tenebrae stalked out of the room. Craven followed him through the corridor, struggling to match Tenebrae’s long stride. The satisfaction Tenebrae derived from robbing Craven of his newly acquired dignity was a petty kind of satisfaction, but it was satisfaction nonetheless, and it made the corners of his mouth want to lift in a smile.

Things got even better when they reached the bowels of the Temple. Tenebrae gestured to Craven to lead the way to whichever chamber held Melancholia, but if the Cleric thought this would mean that he could dictate the walking pace, he was sadly mistaken. Tenebrae walked so quickly that Craven had to virtually scamper ahead of him lest Tenebrae tread on the hem of his robe. More than once, Tenebrae managed to stand on the trailing material, and Craven’s head would jerk back with a strangled gag.

Finally, they came to a door, and the childish fun and games were over. Craven opened the door wide and Tenebrae swept by him. Melancholia St Clair lay in a hole in the ground, filled to the brim with mud. Her robes lay beside her. Her eyes opened to watch the two men enter. If she was surprised, it didn’t register on her face. She remained where she was.

“Melancholia,” Cleric Craven admonished. “The High Priest has entered the room.”

“I can see that,” Melancholia said. “Surely you don’t expect me to stand?”

“That will not be necessary,” Tenebrae said.

“Valkyrie Cain is here, isn’t she?” Melancholia asked. “And Skulduggery Pleasant.”

“Yes,” Tenebrae said. “How did you know?”

“I can feel them,” she said. “I can feel their energy. They are not happy, are they? She is angry, and scared, and hurt.”

“I would say that she is, yes.”

Melancholia smiled. “Glorious.”

“How are you feeling, my child?”

She looked at him. “I’m tired.”

“Are you hurt? This is a healing mud you are in, is it not?”

“It’s regenerative,” Craven said quickly. “It fills her with energy and—”

“I know what regenerative means,” Tenebrae interrupted. “And I was asking the girl.”

Melancholia closed her eyes and let her head loll back gently. “The girl has a name.”

Tenebrae paused. “What was that?”

Her eyes were still closed. “I said, the girl has a name. Melancholia. Death Bringer. You can use either one. But you can’t call me ‘the girl’.”

“I am the High Priest of this Temple, young lady. I can call you whatever I choose.”

One eye opened, and she squinted up at him.

“I asked if you were hurt,” Tenebrae continued. “I expect an answer.”

The girl sighed. “Sometimes I burn. It’s not nice. It hurts. The mud makes it feel better.”

“Burn? Why do you burn?”

“Because of my scars.”

“Ah yes, the scars. I’ve been meaning to ask about those.”

Craven stepped forward. “I can explain to you—”

“I want her to do it. Melancholia?”

“He carved symbols on to me,” Melancholia said. “It took months. It was painful. But it needed to be done. I was the Death Bringer, and I needed my power. It’s all worth it now. Every moment I spent screaming. It’s worth it.”

“Then it’s true,” Tenebrae said, turning to Craven. “You carved her up to loop the Surge, didn’t you? That’s why she needs to recharge constantly.”

“I did what had to be done,” Craven said primly.

Tenebrae grabbed him, shoved him back against the wall. “You arrogant fool. That level of power isn’t natural for her. There’s no telling what will happen.”

A fit of anger overcame the Cleric, and he struggled to break Tenebrae’s grasp. Were he so inclined, Tenebrae would have found such a display of impotent fury fascinating. As it was, all he felt was disgust. He released his hold, wiping his hands on his robe as Craven stumbled away from him.

“I did what had to be done!” Craven shouted. “I did what you didn’t have the imagination to do!”

“She can’t be relied upon,” Tenebrae said. “There’s no telling when she’ll be back to full strength. There’s no telling if she ever will. She is not the Death Bringer!”

Something came at him, something dark and terrible, and it hit him and Tenebrae spun head over heels through the air. He crunched into the wall and dropped to the stone floor. Agony raced from his shoulder across his chest. A collarbone was broken. Maybe a rib. Hissing in pain, he looked over at Melancholia, standing there, the mud dripping off her.

“I am the Death Bringer,” she said calmly. “I’m the one you’ve all been waiting for.”

His vision dimmed suddenly. “No,” he whispered, and then his life was dragged from his body.





Chapter 31
Fuel
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When he was done, he hauled Skulduggery to his feet and shoved him against the wall, then went over to Valkyrie, did the same to her.

“You’re not so tough now, are you?” he asked, his smile revealing small teeth behind that wispy goatee. “I bet you’re really regretting the way you treated me. Now it’s my turn. Now I get to inflict some pain.”

She didn’t answer him. She barely heard him.

“We’ve not finished treating you badly,” Skulduggery said. “The moment we escape from these shackles, we’re going to do it all over again.”

“Even if escape were possible,” Dragonclaw replied, “you’d be too late. The Death Bringer is about to change the world.”

“You hope.”

“It is a scientific inevitability.”

“There’s no such thing.”

Dragonclaw stopped what he was doing, and looked round. “There is no such thing as a scientific inevitability?”

“Nope.”

“And what about, for instance, gravity? If I drop an apple, it will not fall?”

“Not necessarily.”

“You are ridiculous.”

“Just because an apple falls one hundred times out of a hundred does not mean it will fall on the one hundred and first.”

“I thought you were supposed to be a rational man.”

“I am a rational man, but haven’t you heard? I’m also insane. It gives me a unique perspective on things.”

“Here is what I am going to do,” Dragonclaw said. “I’m going to pull you apart.”

“Your High Priest doesn’t want me harmed.”

“He doesn’t want you dead. He was quite agreeable to my harming you.”

“If you separate my bones from each other, my consciousness could dissipate.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll leave most of you intact. The torso and the head, probably. Maybe I’ll remove the jawbone. It might stop you talking.”

“I wouldn’t like to bet on it.”

“Once you are incapacitated, I will then take apart your young apprentice.”

“I’m not his apprentice,” Valkyrie muttered.

“She’s my combat accessory,” Skulduggery nodded. “But you won’t get a chance to do any of that, I’m afraid. We’re going to get free in the next few minutes and then you’re really going to wish you had a few guards here for protection.”

“I see,” Dragonclaw said. “And do you mind telling me how you plan to get free?”

“I’m picking the lock on these shackles as we speak.”

“Those locks can’t be picked.”

“So says the prevailing wisdom.”

“And you know better, I suppose?”

“That is the usual state of things.”

“And what are you picking the lock with, may I ask? A toothpick? A hairpin?”

“The top of your pen, actually.”

Dragonclaw laughed. “I don’t have a pen.”

“Not any more, that’s true. But you had one in the pocket of your robes, don’t you remember?”

Dragonclaw’s laugh faded. He searched his robes. “You’re lying. I didn’t have a pen.”

“The metal clip on the lid is the perfect size,” Skulduggery continued, clearly enjoying the look on Dragonclaw’s face. Behind his back, his arms were moving ever so slightly. “I should be out of these in forty seconds or so, and then I’m going to hurt you.”

“You’re lying,” Dragonclaw said. “Even if I did have a pen in my pocket, you couldn’t have taken it from me.”

“But that’s not strictly true, is it? When you pushed me against this wall, you got a little too close.”

“You couldn’t have taken it. There’s no way—”

“Could you stop talking for a moment? This is a tricky bit.”

Skulduggery’s head tilted. Valkyrie heard a faint tapping of metal against metal.

Dragonclaw grabbed a knife and strode over to Valkyrie. “Stop that,” he ordered. “Stop it right now or she dies.”

“You’re not going to kill her,” Skulduggery said. “If you kill her, in thirty seconds I will kill you. You don’t want to die, not when you’re this close to the Passage.”

Dragonclaw pressed the blade to Valkyrie’s throat. It was cold against her skin. “Stop. Stop it.”

“Twenty seconds, Dragonclaw. And what a ridiculous name that is. Almost as ridiculous as your beard.”

The blade bit deeper, and then stopped, and all at once Dragonclaw was pushing her aside and storming towards Skulduggery. Valkyrie stepped behind him and kicked low, sweeping his feet at the ankles. Dragonclaw yelped and Skulduggery moved, smacking his knee into the Necromancer’s face as he fell. Dragonclaw bounced off Skulduggery’s knee and crumpled to the ground.

Skulduggery squatted beside him, managing to get his hands into the folds of the robe.

“You don’t have his pen,” Valkyrie said.

“No,” Skulduggery admitted. “He never had one. Well done, by the way.”

She nodded, didn’t answer.

He found the keys, and by the time he stood up, the shackles were already off. He uncuffed her and she felt magic flood her body. It was a nice feeling.

He opened the door, looked out, then gestured to her to stay put before going on ahead. She looked at him, her friend, as he sneaked to the corner, and she tried equating that with all the horror stories she’d heard about Vile. He’d saved her life and she’d saved his, and she had felt closer to him than she had to anyone else. If there was one person who would understand her, she had known it would always be him. But now…

Two Necromancers came round the corner and Skulduggery took them out. It was vicious and it was ugly, and neither Necromancer had time to even cry out. Valkyrie joined him, stepping over their unconscious bodies, and they moved on. He was in a bad mood. She knew the feeling.

The doors opened ahead of them before they could react, and six Necromancers came striding through. They didn’t seem particularly surprised to see a teenage girl and a skeleton walking around unsupervised. They stood in a straight line, side by side, the blackness of their robes flowing together so that they looked like a single creature with six heads.

“You think we were going to let you walk out of here?” one of them asked.

Valkyrie and Skulduggery stayed where they were, waiting for them to make a move. The ring on her hand was ready to throw up a wall of shadows to block the strikes she knew were coming.

And then the Necromancers reached into their robes and pulled out sub-machine guns.

“Hell,” was all Skulduggery had time to say before they opened fire.

Valkyrie crossed her arms over her head as bullets slammed into her. She staggered back, winded, her clothes dissipating the impacts. More bullets hit her arms, but she kept them where they were, kept them tight together, not letting any through. Skulduggery was saying something, but she couldn’t hear him over the gunfire, and then she felt him grab her from behind and pull her back round the corner. Out of the firing line, he pushed her against the wall.

“Are you OK?” he asked quickly, his hands checking her for bullet hits. “Are you hurt?”

Valkyrie shook her head, unable to speak until there was breath in her lungs again. Something flew round the corner, bouncing on the floor beside them. She hadn’t even registered what it was before Skulduggery reached out his hand. The grenade went off, but Skulduggery kept the explosion contained in a tight bubble of air. He released his grip and the smoke curled through the corridor.

They ran back the way they had come.

Dragonclaw was in the corridor, using the wall to support himself. He saw them coming and his eyes managed to widen. He dug a hand into his robes.

Valkyrie sprinted for him. Two Necromancers emerged from an adjoining corridor just as she passed. They raised their weapons, but she left them to Skulduggery. She heard their grunts and cries of pain and kept going towards Dragonclaw. He pulled a gun from his robe, Skulduggery’s gun, raised it with a trembling hand and fired. The bullet missed Valkyrie completely and she swiped at the air, yanking the weapon away from him. The gun fell and she collided with him, her elbow crunching into his face. He reeled back, squawking, but she was latched on to him now and she didn’t stop hitting until he was on the floor, his arms flopping uselessly at his sides.

Skulduggery hauled her up with one hand, his gun flying into the other, and he kept her moving as he fired behind them. Sub-machine guns peppered the corridor with bullets, the walls spitting chunks of plaster and plumes of dust. They got behind the next corner and ran on, straight into a dead end. They turned, but it was too late, the Necromancers were already there.

And then the Necromancer furthest away stiffened, his gun falling. Valkyrie frowned as the next one did the same, and the next one, and finally the Necromancer closest to them exhaled, and his face went blank. All six of them stood there, suddenly very pale. Then they fell, one at a time, the closest Necromancer first, the effect rippling backwards.

Skulduggery walked forward warily, and checked for a pulse. “He’s dead,” he said, a hint of surprise in his voice.

He picked up a sub-machine gun, stepped over the dead Necromancer and continued on, back the way they had come. Valkyrie’s ring was like ice.

The Temple was quiet. Every corner they turned revealed more dead people in black robes. Bison Dragonclaw lay sprawled across the floor, eyes open, seeing nothing.

Doors opened ahead of them and Melancholia stepped through. She was smiling. “Wasn’t that fun?”

Skulduggery raised the sub-machine gun to his shoulder, finger hovering over the trigger. “You did this?”

“I needed a boost,” Melancholia said with a shrug. “A little pick-me-up. Valkyrie knows what I’m talking about, don’t you, Valkyrie? That little ring is burning so cold now, isn’t it? My whole body is burning like that. It’s intoxicating. But don’t worry – I didn’t kill all of them. There are still plenty left to fawn over me.”

“You’re under arrest,” Skulduggery said.

“Don’t be stupid. I’m going to kill you and then I’m going to save the world.”

“By killing half of it.”

“Omelettes and eggs, skeleton.”

“Give up. This will be your only warning.”

Melancholia laughed, shook her head, and as she opened her mouth to speak, Skulduggery pulled the trigger. Melancholia jerked back into a sudden cloud of darkness as gunfire filled the air and bullet casings rattled on to the floor. When the gun was empty, he dropped it and clicked his fingers, summoning flames into his hands. Valkyrie readied shadows of her own.

The cloud faded. Melancholia was still standing. “You’re sneaky,” she said. “I like you.”

Skulduggery threw a fireball but Melancholia sent the darkness to extinguish it. He pushed at the air and she staggered, sent a spear of shadows his way in return. He twisted, the spear missing him by inches. Valkyrie whipped the darkness at her but Melancholia rose on to a wave of pitch-black. Columns of dark shot out, too fast to dodge. One column struck Valkyrie, taking her off her feet. Skulduggery was hit square in the chest, and twice more as he tried to recover.

The wave lowered Melancholia to the ground, and at a gesture it turned towards Skulduggery. It crashed down on top of him, dispersing into tendrils that threw him down the corridor.

Valkyrie swept the air in around her and hurtled towards Melancholia. She almost reached her, too, but a wall of darkness appeared between them. Valkyrie hit the wall and it drank her in. She struggled, tried to pull away, but it was like quicksand. Her arms and legs were already in and she turned her head away, arching her spine. The corridor lit up with flame and suddenly she was free. She dropped to the ground while Melancholia dodged another of Skulduggery’s attacks. He had run in close, trying to get his hands on her.

Melancholia kept throwing shadows between them, but the shadows were flimsy. She was panicking, trying to give herself some room to manoeuvre. Given the space, she could send out an attack that was impossible to defend against. Skulduggery was making sure that didn’t happen, and he was using skill, determination and luck to do it. But while his skill wasn’t going to fade and his determination wasn’t going to falter, his luck was an element he had no control over.

Another panicked move by Melancholia sent a tentacle of shadow whipping for him. He saw it coming and ducked, weaving under it, but the tentacle flexed at the last moment before it dissipated, and it caught him in the side of the head. He stumbled, and Melancholia struck, sending him spinning backwards.

Something heavy landed on Valkyrie’s back as she tried to get up. A mass of shadows, keeping her pinned to the floor. She cursed and strained, but couldn’t move.

Skulduggery groaned. Melancholia was doing something to him. Shadows curled out from the cuffs of his jacket, out around his collar, through the buttons on his shirt. But then Valkyrie saw the expression on Melancholia’s face. She was frowning – not with intent, but with curiosity. Whatever was going on with Skulduggery, Melancholia wasn’t the one doing it.

Skulduggery arched his back and darkness burst from his chest in a steady stream, writhing and twisting in the air, collecting on the far side of the room. A shape formed, the stream broke from Skulduggery, and the shape became solid. A tall man, encased head to foot in black armour that shifted and moved on his body. Valkyrie stared.

Lord Vile hadn’t been hiding in a cave or an old base somewhere – he’d been hiding within Skulduggery himself.

Melancholia stepped back, her eyes wide with fear. Lord Vile held out his arm and his hand lengthened to a sharp point that flew at her. She cried out, barely managing to deflect the strike. He went at her again, and again, and she stumbled from each attack, her hair in her eyes. The darkness that had been holding Valkyrie down was gone, and she got up, watching Melancholia being stalked like a deer.

“Help me!” Melancholia cried. “You can’t let him kill me! Please!”

The Death Bringer, begging for help. The only person who had the power and the intention to kill three billion people, begging for someone to step in and save her. Valkyrie wasn’t going to do it. She couldn’t do it. She had to let Vile kill her. It was the only way to save all those lives.

“Valkyrie!” Melancholia called. “Please help me!”

And suddenly Valkyrie was running, and she was running straight at Lord Vile, while every part of her mind screamed at her to stop. But her body kept going, it wouldn’t listen, and Vile waved his hand and she went flying back through the air. As she spun, she saw shadows grow from beneath Melancholia’s robes, and then she felt the air shift around her. Her trajectory changed and she fell against Skulduggery, who staggered slightly as he caught her.

Melancholia’s shadows sprang at Lord Vile, whose armour grew tendrils that intercepted each one of them. Melancholia was rising to her feet now, standing just beyond arm’s reach of Vile. Their shadows, sharp and jagged, pressed and darted and defended. More grew, and still more, pushing out of their arms and legs and torsos. They started to resemble a pair of weird insects, or crabs maybe, snapping at each other with an ever-increasing array of weapons.

Melancholia was smiling. Her blonde hair was obscuring most of her face, but she was definitely smiling, and now Valkyrie could see why. Her shadows were thickening, getting bigger, and Vile was being pushed back. He wasn’t whole, after all. He was merely the armour of Lord Vile, Skulduggery’s old Necromancer power given sentience. If Skulduggery had been in that armour, the Death Bringer would have met her match. But the armour was empty, and the Death Bringer was realising just how powerful she really was.

The shadows behind Melancholia swooped in through her body and erupted from her chest, slamming into Vile and taking him to the far end of the room. He was thrown with such force he hit the double doors and burst through, splintering the wood and ripping them from their hinges. The shadows retracted, back inside Melancholia, and she turned to Valkyrie and Skulduggery, and smiled.

“You saved my life,” she said, laughing. The darkness moved in around her, and she disappeared just as Vile lunged at her from the shadows. He grabbed nothing but air.

Skulduggery stepped in front of Valkyrie. “Stop right there,” he said.

Lord Vile, the armour, turned towards him.

“I want you gone,” Skulduggery said. “You’re a part of me, and I want you gone. I left you behind a long time ago and I have no intention of letting this continue. Your time is up.”

Vile sent a shadow crashing into him.

“Hey!” Valkyrie shouted. “Hey! What the hell are you doing?”

Four spears of shadow rose up over Vile’s head, and Valkyrie turned and ran. They shot towards her as she jumped sideways. All but one of the spears missed her. The last one glanced off the back of her jacket and spun her round as she fell.

There were shouts. The barricades had been breached. Sanctuary operatives were storming the Temple. Vile tilted his head, the same way Skulduggery did. Then the shadows swirled and he was gone.





Chapter 32
A Bad Night in Haggard

    [image: logo]alkyrie sat hunched over on a fallen headstone, her hands in her pockets and her eyes on the ground. Around her, Cleavers and sorcerers filed in and out of the Temple. They hadn’t started bringing the bodies out yet. She didn’t want to be here when they did.

She watched Skulduggery talk to them, nodding and pointing, issuing commands. She didn’t even understand how any of this was possible. She wanted to travel back in time, back to before she knew the truth. If only she hadn’t followed Wreath, left herself open to attack, then Tenebrae would never have had the chance to spoil everything. Skulduggery turned, walked over, and Valkyrie suddenly felt sick, like her insides were rotting away.

“Are you OK?” he asked her.

She nodded.

“Wreath and Craven are unaccounted for – we don’t know how many others. We have teams out searching, but I don’t like our chances. We’ll head back to the Sanctuary, brief the Council.”

“Not me,” Valkyrie said.

“What?”

“Not me, all right? I’m tired, and I’m bruised, and I just want to go home. I don’t care about any of this any more. I’m going to let other people save the world this time.”

“Listen, I know you’ve been through a lot, but—”

“Enough,” she corrected, standing up. “I’ve been through enough. In the last few days, I was slashed half to death, I was healed by a monster who once dissected me, I was betrayed and attacked by Solomon Wreath, who I thought was my friend, and then… you.”

“Valkyrie…”

“There is absolutely nothing you can say to make this better, so don’t even try.”

“You’ve got to understand—”

“I don’t want to talk to you,” she said, and walked away.

She could have called Fletcher, but she really didn’t want to come up with a lie to tell him that would explain her mood. She got a lift into the centre of town from one of the sorcerers she knew, and hopped on a bus. She sat with her arms folded, leaning her head against the cool window. The bus would go over a bump and she’d rock slightly. She didn’t think of anything. She just looked at the seat in front and let the bus take her to Haggard.

She got off and cut through the small park, walked through darkness instead of the brightly lit Main Street. She didn’t want to talk to anyone. All she wanted to do was pick up her baby sister and hug her.

The lights were off in her house, and there were no cars in the driveway, so Valkyrie let herself in the front door. Her family wasn’t in. She went up to her room, but her reflection wasn’t there. Frowning, she took out her phone, dialled a number and waited.

The call was answered, and she heard her own voice say, “Hello?”

“It’s me,” Valkyrie said. “Where are you? Where is everyone?”

“We’re at the hospital,” the reflection said.

Alarm pulsed through Valkyrie like electricity and she gripped the phone tighter. “What? What happened? Is it Alice? Is something wrong?”

“It’s not Alice,” the reflection said calmly. “It’s your mother. She was mugged this afternoon.”

Valkyrie went cold. “Mugged? By who? By a mortal?”

“Yes. It happened on Main Street. Everyone’s saying it was a stupid place to mug someone. No one ever gets mugged in Haggard. It’s too small. He hit her. She’s fine, but she was brought to hospital to make sure. So we’re all in here.”

“Is she hurt?”

“She has a bruise on her cheek.”

Valkyrie stood in the middle of her room, trying to make sense of this. “Who did it?” she asked. She was surprised at how soft her voice sounded.

“I only heard his last name. Moore. He’s not from Haggard. His car broke down, the Guards said. Dad was in the pharmacy paying, and Mum was standing outside with Alice in the pram and Moore ran up, grabbed her handbag. She pulled it back, he hit her in the face, took the bag and ran right into Dad. Dad threw him through the pharmacy window. The ambulance people put on a few bandages and handed him over to the Guards.”

“He’s still here, then? In Haggard?”

“As far as I know. They rang Dad—”

“Stop calling him that.”

“Sorry. They rang your father and told him they were charging Moore with assault and battery. They still have him in the police station.”

Valkyrie stood very still, the phone to her ear. Her body was numb.

“Are you still there?” the reflection asked. “I have to go. Your father’s waiting.”

“You should have called me.”

“They tell you to turn your phone off when you’re in the hospital building.”

“The moment you heard about it, you should have called me.”

“I was never given those instructions.”

“You should have assumed.”

“It’s not for me to assume anything. As you keep reminding me, I’m not real. I have no thoughts of my own. I only do what I’m told.”

“Then do what you’re told. From this moment on, tell me immediately if anything bad ever happens to my family.”

“Very well. What are you going to do?”

“What do you mean?”

“Now. What are you going to do now?”

“What do you think I’m going to do?”

“I think you’re very, very angry. I think you’re going to break into the police station and hurt the man who hurt your mother.”

Valkyrie didn’t say anything. She hung up the phone, and left the house.

Running was an odd sensation. It was like she was hovering above, watching her body move of its own accord. She watched herself run through the narrow lanes of Haggard, keeping away from the bigger streets and roads, keeping away from people. She passed in and out of shadows, in and out of sight, a wraith in black with murder in mind.

The police station was well lit. Valkyrie approached it from the side, dropping from the high wall into the car park. No one around. Not many cars. She avoided the security camera and ran to the nearest window. Suddenly she was no longer floating above – she was sucked back into her own head, and she felt how cold she was, how the rage burned like ice in her belly. Tendrils of darkness slithered between the window and its frame, and she twisted her hand and the tendrils snapped the lock and the window popped open. She used the air to boost herself up, then climbed into a bright bathroom that smelled of disinfectant.

She went to the door, listened for a moment. Somewhere, phones rang. Somewhere, people talked.

She stepped into the corridor. It wasn’t a big building, and Valkyrie figured the cells would be as far away from the main entrance as possible, so she turned right. She rounded the corner and ducked into a room, an interview room by the look of it, to avoid a passing cop. She waited until his footsteps receded before she emerged and continued on. She came to three cream-coloured steel doors with glass partitions. The first two cells were empty. There was a man lying on a bed in the third.

Shadows crept into the lock and smashed it from within, and Valkyrie was walking into the cell before Moore had even lifted his head from the thin pillow. The door closed behind her.

He looked at her. He was in his early twenties, skinny, with a bad haircut and a cleft in his chin. A plaster covered a thin cut along his cheek. His left forearm was bandaged. He stood up, still looking at her, frowning now. She reached a hand towards the camera, up high in the corner of the cell, and sent a dart of shadow into the lens. Moore stepped back.

“What was that? What the hell was that? Who are you?”

She stepped closer, hands by her sides, shoulders relaxed. Inside she was cold. There was a block of ice inside her. The voice spoke to her.

Kill him.

When she was close enough, she swung her right hand up, fingers splayed and palm open, twisting into the strike. She caught him on the hinge of the jaw and he crashed back against the wall. A power-slap, Skulduggery called it. As powerful as a punch, without the risk of broken knuckles. One of the new weapons in her arsenal, ever since Tanith went bad. Valkyrie watched Moore try to stand up straight. His legs gave out and he fell back. His mouth was hanging open and his eyes were clouded. She waited while he shook his head and his eyes refocused. He looked at her and she watched his anger build.

Moore sprang from the wall. She let him grab her, let him pull her in, and she fired an elbow into his face two, three times. He let go, but she didn’t, she latched on, kept firing those elbows, driving him back, never letting go of him. He tried to shout, but she hit him in the neck and he gagged. She didn’t give him a chance to throw a punch of his own, didn’t give him a chance to push her away. She was all over him, elbows and headbutts. In between his sudden yelps of pain she heard someone snarling, realised it was coming from her. She didn’t stop. She had blood on her face and it wasn’t her blood and she didn’t stop. This man had attacked her mother. This man had attacked her mother.

Kill him.

He was on the floor now and she was on top of him, her hands tightening round his throat. His strength was gone. His efforts to dislodge her, to break the stranglehold, were useless. He was weak and she was strong. The coldness inside her was burning. She was talking to him, her words scraping through gritted teeth, but she couldn’t hear what she was saying.

His hands fluttered uselessly around her arms. His eyes were rolling back. Blood and spittle flew from his mouth. He was turning purple.

Kill him, the voice in her head whispered.

She dug her fingertips in even tighter. This must have been how Melancholia felt when she held Valkyrie’s life in her hands. It was power, pure power, pure and beautiful. It filled her, energised her, mixed with her rage and made her smile, just like Melancholia had smiled.

Valkyrie frowned, saw her hands around his throat, saw Moore’s life about to leave him. Her hands sprang open and she staggered to her feet. He turned on to his side, coughing and sucking in great gasps of air.

The voice was gone now. Banished from her mind. She suddenly felt queasy, like she was going to vomit.

Moore dragged himself away from her, towards the far wall. Valkyrie’s hands were shaking. Her legs were trembling. Her head pounded.

“If I ever see you in this town again,” she said to him, “I’ll come back for you and I won’t stop. Stay away from this town. Stay away from my mother. Or I swear to God, I will kill you.”

He curled up and she left the cell. She retraced her steps, squirmed out through the window, barely getting outside before she threw up. Her legs were liquid, wouldn’t support her weight. The cops were going to find her out here. She realised she was crying.

A shadow fell over her, blocking the moonlight. Caelan reached down, took her into his arms like she weighed nothing, and carried her into the darkness.

In her back garden, she watched him and he watched her. The night was warm. The sounds of the waves drifted over the wall.

“You’ve been following me,” she said.

The shadows draped themselves over his sharp features. He didn’t say anything. Didn’t deny it.

“You’ve been doing that a lot, haven’t you? Following me. Watching me.”

“Looking out for you,” he said. “But only at night. Only when you’re vulnerable.”

Valkyrie shook her head. “That isn’t right,” she said. “You shouldn’t do that to people. You shouldn’t watch them. I don’t want you to do it any more.”

“I need to make sure you’re safe.”

“I don’t need your protection.”

He didn’t respond to that. Instead, he asked, “Did you kill him?”

She hesitated. “No.”

“Did you want to?”

“Yes.”

“You sound ashamed. You shouldn’t be. You have darkness in your heart, as do I.”

“That’s not true.”

“Of course it is. It’s a part of who you are. You can’t fight it.”

She heard a car. “They’re back,” she said. “You have to go.”

“I’m not leaving you.”

“I don’t want you watching me or my family.”

“You better hurry, they’re almost in the house.”

She gave him one last look, then hurried through the back door and ran up the stairs, and she heard the front door open and her mother’s voice. She went to the window, looked out. She couldn’t see Caelan out there, but Valkyrie knew that he was.





Chapter 33
Willow Hill

[image: logo]hen Willow Hill Retirement Home had closed down twenty years earlier, nobody had wept. It had been a cold place, of long halls and strong smells, that seemed to infect its staff and its citizens with a dangerous level of indifference. Bodies, once young and strong, wasted away with barely a whisper of protest, following dutifully after minds that were in no condition to lead them. People gave up in Willow Hill. In Willow Hill, nobody seemed to bother.

The Necromancer Order had purchased the Home ten years previously, and had done nothing to prevent the slow decay that seeped through the walls. They let it crumble. They let the local kids throw rocks through the windows and spray-paint the outside. The only thing they didn’t allow was anyone to break in, to spend the night. There was no telling when the Order might be in need of refuge, and they didn’t want to deal with an infestation of mortals when this need arose.

Craven, in particular, liked retirement homes. He liked the peace and the quiet, the still quality of stale air. Most of all he liked the death that lingered like a faint memory.

His fellow Necromancers, thirty-four in all, were gathered in what had once been the dining hall. Craven waited at the door, judging the pitch of a dozen conversations, and then he walked slowly into the room and waited for everyone else to stop talking. When there was silence, he cleared his throat, closed his eyes, and shook his head sadly. “It is with deepest sorrow,” he said, “that I tell you today that High Priest Auron Tenebrae has rejoined the stream of life.” Shocked mutterings reverberated through the assembled Necromancers, and Craven continued. “Lord Vile killed him before turning his sights on our saviour, the Death Bringer. She was strong enough to survive. The High Priest, unfortunately, was not.”

“Where’s the body?”

Craven frowned, seeking the one who had interrupted his solemnity. It was Wreath. Of course it was Wreath.

“We were unable to retrieve it, Cleric Wreath,” Craven said. “But I saw it happen myself. High Priest Tenebrae is no more. This is a day of great sadness.”

“It is indeed,” Wreath said, “because we didn’t just lose Tenebrae, did we? We lost over three dozen others.”

“A terrible tragedy.”

“Tragedy, you call it? Melancholia killed them. I call it murder.”

Craven looked shocked, and glanced back at Melancholia. She was sitting with her head down and her hood up. For a moment there seemed to be a slight smile on her face. Craven turned back to the crowd. “Murder? How can it be murder? This is the Death Bringer. She released our fellow Necromancers to the great stream because she needed their strength and their courage to defeat Lord Vile and those Sanctuary dogs. I assure you, every single one of them was prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice, and I’m sure they did so gladly.”

“She didn’t exactly give them a choice,” Wreath said.

“I didn’t have time.” All eyes turned to Melancholia, who kept her head down. “I’m sorry I killed those people. I knew all of them. I’ll miss them, but I know I’ll see them soon, just as I know I’ll see the High Priest again. I have a… a responsibility, Cleric Wreath, to bring about the Passage. That’s the only thing that means anything any more. Surely you, of all people, know that we must do whatever we can to ensure that the world is saved.”

“And you think you’re really the one to do that?”

“I don’t know. In all honesty, I don’t know. I have doubts. Beneath this power I am still me, I am still Melancholia St Clair. I have my fears, Cleric. I’m afraid I’m not going to be strong enough, or brave enough, and I’m afraid I’m going to falter just when you need me the most. I don’t want to let you down, Cleric.”

Craven didn’t smile, even though his lips wanted to. He watched Wreath glower, while all around him the Necromancers were looking at Melancholia with a new level of understanding. It was a masterful speech.

“The Sanctuary will be getting desperate,” he said, drawing their attention back to him. “As long as we remain here, we should be safe. Another four days. That’s all we need. Let the Sanctuary agents tire themselves out searching for us. They won’t find us. They won’t find anyone who knows where we are. As long as we remain here, as long as we remain together, they will not defeat us, and we will save this world.”

He clasped his hands and closed his eyes, and they began applauding. They were applauding.

He turned, left the room. The White Cleaver trailed after him as per his new assignment – Personal Bodyguard to Vandameer Craven. Craven was sure that the Cleaver was deeply honoured by such a position, even if he didn’t show it.

Shadows collected ahead, and when they dissipated, Solomon Wreath was standing there with his arms folded. “You saw it, did you?”

Craven slowed as he neared. “I’m sorry?”

“Tenebrae. You saw Vile kill him?”

“Yes. Yes, I did. It was quick, though, and from that we must take comfort.”

Craven turned to one of the grimy windows that lined the corridor. “It’s all changed, isn’t it? There’s no going back – not now. I… I need someone I can trust by my side, Solomon. Are you that man?”

Wreath grunted. “I wouldn’t have thought so.”

Craven turned, smiled. “Nor would I, my friend. Between us, there has been nothing but animosity and distrust. Years, foolishly wasted on childish games – for what purpose? Pride? Vanity? I know not. But we are here. Now. Thrown together. You, the last Cleric of our Temple. And me, suddenly looked upon as prophet, as leader, as High Priest.”

Wreath unfolded his arms. “I’m sorry, what? Exactly who is looking at you that way?”

“Why, they are. Our fellow Necromancers. They look to me for answers I cannot give.”

“Because you’re not the High Priest.”

“But if I am not,” Craven said, as gently as he could, “then who is?”

Wreath frowned. “Craven, you’re a Cleric. We lost a High Priest, another will be assigned. It’s how these things work.”

“Would you wait for someone new to come in and take over? If we stand united, we need no one else.”

“If we stand united under you, you mean.”

“Then I won’t be the High Priest,” Craven said impatiently. “It’s just a title, after all. A name. It’s all meaningless, the petty rivalries, the power plays. Oh, how I lost myself to it, back when my eyes were shut and my mind was closed. But now, I see. The way is clear. The Death Bringer will unite us, my friend. If you cannot believe in me, at least believe in her.”

“She killed thirty-eight of us.”

“For which she has just apologised.”

“She’s unstable.”

“She’s adjusting.”

“She’s a mental case. And what about her power? One moment she can barely lift her head, the next she’s flinging people around like they’re leaves in the wind. How can she be expected to usher in the Passage if she can’t control how long she’ll be able to stand upright?”

“I have faith.”

“I don’t.”

“That is… troubling.”

“No, it’s reasonable.”

“Melancholia is the Death Bringer. Yes, it’s not like we thought it would be. It’s not as clean. But it’s real, and it’s happening. She has the power to do this.”

“She had better. If she doesn’t, if she fails, we’ll never get another chance. They know what we want now – they know what we’re after. If we continue with this, and she fails, we’ll be hunted down across the world. They’ll destroy our Temples, our teachings, everything. She’d better be the one, Craven.”

“She is.”

“Because if she isn’t, we should kill her now and see what we can salvage.”

Craven’s eyes widened. “What?”

“If we stop, now, immediately, we can take care of this. We can take the blame – me, you, Melancholia, the others. We can take the punishment. But our brothers and sisters around the world will be left alone, left to find the one true Death Bringer.”

“Melancholia is the one true Death Bringer!”

“No, she’s the one you made.”

Craven fell silent.

“This is our last chance. If there is any doubt about her, we should sacrifice ourselves for the greater good.”

“There is no doubt in my mind that she can do it.”

“Well, there’s plenty of doubt in mine.”

“Our enemies are closing in,” Craven said angrily. “We need to stop them. We need to strike back. Instead, we are at each other’s throats once again, when we can least afford it.” He sighed, and turned to the window. “Leave me now. I am tired.”

Wreath didn’t speak for a moment. “Craven, I’m going to be very nice to you, and not break your jaw for what you just said to me. I’m just going to forget you ever said it, and backtrack a little. You think we should strike at our enemies, do you? With what, exactly? We have just over thirty Necromancers, and practically none of them have combat experience. And even if they did, who should we strike against, do you think? The Sanctuary? Its agents? Pleasant and Cain, maybe? Or how about Lord Vile? Should we strike against him?”

Craven turned. “You mock me, Cleric Wreath.”

“Oh I do, Cleric Craven, for you are easily mocked. You have no idea what it is you’re saying at any given moment, do you? You think just as long as you’re issuing orders, you’re a leader. Well, here’s a newsflash for you, sunshine. That’s not how it works.”

“You are most insolent.”

“You’re not the High Priest, Vandameer. If our enemies are closing in, then this would appear to be the perfect time for Melancholia to initiate the Passage. If she proves unable to carry out her duties, she must be put down.”

“Those are dangerous words you speak.”

“Well then,” Wreath said, “it’s a good thing you’re not in charge, or I’d really be in trouble, wouldn’t I?”

He walked away, robbing Craven of the chance to do that himself. Craven stayed where he was, at a dirty window he could barely see out of, and seethed with anger.





Chapter 34
Valkyrie and Fletcher

    [image: logo]orning came, and Valkyrie woke. She pulled on a dressing gown and went downstairs. She left her phone by her bed. She didn’t want anyone calling her. Her mum was eating breakfast. Alice lay in her basket on the table.

“How are you feeling?” Valkyrie asked.

Her mum smiled. “I’m fine. You can all stop worrying about me. I had to literally push your father out the door a few minutes ago. He can be really sweet when he wants to be.” The smile faded. “What happened to you?”

Valkyrie blinked at her. “Sorry?”

“Is that a bruise?”

Valkyrie ducked back into the hall and checked herself in the mirror. A nice round bruise had appeared where her forehead had met Moore’s face. She glared at herself, then returned to the kitchen. “I banged my head last night,” she said.

“How?”

Valkyrie shrugged. “Just one of those things. Woke up suddenly, turned the wrong way, banged my head on the wall.”

“Nightmare?”

“Can’t remember. How did you sleep?”

“Not the best,” her mother admitted. “But I’m used to only getting a few hours’ sleep with the Little Miss here.” She put down her toast and picked up Alice. “You were great yesterday,” she said. “Des was just talking about it. You were so calm and collected, and the way you took care of Alice while we were running around like headless chickens… Thank you, sweetheart.”

Valkyrie’s smile was brittle. It had been the reflection who had been there to help. Valkyrie had been too busy with her other life, where her best friend used to be a mass murderer.

She went upstairs, selected a small healing rock from the collection Kenspeckle had once given her, stripped off and took a shower. She soaked a sponge around the porous rock and gently dabbed the sponge against her forehead. The bruise would disappear soon enough, just like almost every other injury she’d ever suffered. She looked at the palm of her right hand, where Billy-Ray Sanguine had cut her with his straight razor. She still had the scar. It would never go away. She thought about Tanith, and wondered how she was. She missed her. She missed having someone to talk to.

The water was hot, and felt good. Valkyrie held her face against the spray, eyes closed, standing there for the longest time. When she was done, she stepped out, grabbed a towel, walked barefoot across the landing. She dried off in her room, pulled on a pair of loose jeans and a T-shirt. Her phone rang. It was Fletcher. Again. She ignored it.

He appeared in front of her.

Valkyrie jumped back, then lunged past him, shutting her door. “What the hell are you doing?” she whispered. “Anyone could have been in here!”

“You haven’t been answering my calls,” Fletcher said.

“I was in the shower!”

“I’ve been calling for days. Val, the last time I saw you, you were in the Sanctuary covered in blood. I’ve been worried sick.”

“You knew I was OK,” she shot back.

“Don’t I deserve a little more than that? Don’t I deserve to see you?”

“Fletcher, seriously, this is not a good time, all right?”

“Ghastly told me Melancholia got away. They’ll get her, you know they will. They have every sorcerer out there right now, hunting them down.”

“This isn’t about that.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

Valkyrie laughed. “Everything’s wrong. Nothing’s wrong. I just want to be left alone.”

He looked at her, then turned to her desk, started playing music. He turned up the volume. “Now we can talk,” he said.

“Turn that down,” she snapped. “Mum’s been through enough without you giving her a bloody headache.”

“What do you mean?”

“She was mugged yesterday. She’s fine, she’s fine, everyone’s fine. She was mugged and the Guards grabbed him, a guy called Moore. I paid him a visit in his cell last night.”

Fletcher stared at her. “You what?”

“He attacked my mother. What was I supposed to do? Let him get away with it?”

“He didn’t get away with it, Valkyrie. He got caught. He was arrested. He was in a cell. What did you do?”

She met his eyes and didn’t answer.

“What did you do?” he asked again, stepping forward.

“I hurt him,” she said. “I could have killed him, too. He’s lucky I didn’t.”

Fletcher shook his head. “You don’t mean that.”

“Again, I’ll say it because you may have missed it the first time. He attacked my mother.”

“You nearly killed him?”

“He deserved it.”

“What? What did you say? He deserved it? Are you serious? You went in there with your magic and your training, you almost killed him, and you’re OK with that? You’d do it again?”

“Nobody hurts my family.”

“You’re spending way too much time with Skulduggery. I’d expect this from him, wading in, leaving a trail of bodies behind. But you? This isn’t you. This isn’t who you are.”

“You don’t know me well enough to say that.”

“No, obviously I don’t. The Valkyrie I thought I knew would argue with me every time I even implied that she was violent. She certainly wouldn’t do what you did.”

“If you’re going to give me another lecture, save your breath.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it. I wouldn’t dream of telling you what to do. You know it all, don’t you? You know exactly what you’re doing, and everyone around you is so very happy to let it continue.”

“What are you on about now?”

“Did Skulduggery scold you for breaking into that police station? Did he caution you against beating up a prisoner? No? I’m not surprised. That’s exactly the kind of thing he’d do.”

“Oh I see,” said Valkyrie. “Now that Kenspeckle’s gone, you’ve taken it upon yourself to tell everyone when they’ve crossed a line, have you?”

“Someone has to. It’s not going to be Skulduggery. Ghastly’s too busy. I was relying on Tanith, but I can’t do that any more. You need someone to rein you in.”

“And that’s you?” she laughed. “You are my moral compass? My God, things are worse than I thought. And I haven’t told Skulduggery yet. I don’t want to talk to him. I don’t want to talk to anyone.”

“Well, I’m not going to just stand around while you go down a path you’re going to regret.”

“Do yourself a favour, OK? Stay out of it. You think we’re in this together? We’re not. I’m in this. That’s all.”

“I’m your boyfriend, Valkyrie. It’s not as simple as that.”

“Well, we can make it that simple.”

He looked at her. “You want to break up?”

“I don’t know,” she said, defiance rising in her voice. “If you don’t stop complaining all the damn time, maybe I do.”

“Be careful.”

“Of what? Of hurting your feelings? Because you’re so delicate?”

“Be careful of saying something you won’t be able to take back. You’re angry. You’re not thinking right.”

“I’m thinking fine, Fletcher. Maybe we should break up. Maybe we need a change. We’ve been together for too long as it is. We should have broken up ages ago.”

He shook his head. “You’re angry. You don’t mean it.”

“Yes I do.”

“No you don’t. Stop being so bloody silly.”

“Silly?” she snapped. “Silly? You don’t say that to me. You don’t get to say that to me. We’re breaking up, Fletcher. We’re through.”

“Wait a second, OK? Calm down. Think about it. This is heat of the moment stuff. You don’t mean any of it.”

“Heat of the moment? This isn’t heat of the moment, this has been building for a while. I’ve wanted to break up with you for a long time, I just didn’t realise it. You think we’re good together, do you? You think we’re a happy little boyfriend and a good little girlfriend? Well, I’m not a good little girlfriend.”

“Val, just take a breath, count to ten—”

“I’ve been seeing Caelan behind your back.”

Fletcher froze, and Valkyrie instantly regretted it. More than regretted it. She hated it. She hated the words she’d just said. She hated the look on Fletcher’s face. She hated herself. She wanted to claw it all back, to scrub it all away, but it was out, it was in the open, and she was talking again, saying something, she didn’t know what, but she shut up when he looked at her.

He said, “What?” in a dull, dull voice.

There was something in her chest that stopped her from speaking. She had tears in her eyes. She was crying. When was the last time she’d cried? He looked at her and all his questions were answered. His face changed.

“I thought you loved me,” he said.

“Fletcher, I’m sorry.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know… I’m not sure…”

“You must know. You must. You always know what you’re doing. You always know why you do things. It’s how you’re able to be right all the time. It’s where you get all this confidence from, the fact that you are the one who is always right. So why did you do it?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re lying. You know exactly why you did it.”

“Fletcher, it’s not important.”

He laughed horribly. “Not important to you, Val, but it’s plenty important to me. Do you even care? I mean, I know you’re crying, I can see the tears, but they’re not tears for me. You’re crying because you feel bad. Those tears are about you, because everything is about you. It always is, isn’t it? The world revolves around you, because you’re just that selfish.”

“I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“I don’t think it even occurred to you that I would be hurt. It never even entered your head. You’re obsessed with yourself, you know that? You always have been, but I’ve been OK with it, because I was obsessed with you too. How stupid am I, huh? Boom, just like that, I’m cut off and now I can see the whole thing. You’ve never done anything for anyone else. You’ve never inconvenienced yourself purely for someone else’s benefit. The rest of us have. It’s what makes us good people. You? You’ve saved the world, but you’re not a good person. I don’t know what you are.”

“Fletch, please—”

“Please what? Please stop making you feel bad? Oh, wow, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t realise I was ruining your day. Maybe you should run back to Caelan… maybe he can comfort you.”

Valkyrie shook her head. “It’s not like that.”

“Oh, so you’re not dumping me for him?”

“I’m not dumping you for anyone.”

“Does he know this?”

“I couldn’t care less what he knows.”

“That doesn’t surprise me.”

“Listen, you can stand there and insult me all you want, but the fact is, this has been coming for a while.”

“And yet it’s the first I’ve heard about it.”

“Of course it is, because you haven’t wanted to hear about it.”

“Ah, right. OK. I get it now. Basically, I should have seen this coming, yeah? I should have seen the signs, and realised what was about to happen?”

“Yes,” she said.

“So in a way, when you think about it, all this is my fault.” Valkyrie looked away and sighed.

“Which makes perfect sense,” he continued. “Because you can do nothing wrong. Because you can never be selfish or self-centred because the fault always has to lie with someone else. I am really stupid, Valkyrie, and I apologise.”

“Don’t be like this.”

“Don’t be like what?”

“Don’t be so bloody childish. Don’t sulk. Don’t feel sorry for yourself. Your girlfriend broke up with you. Fine. It happens all the time. Grow up and move on.”

“Like you, you mean. Because you’re so mature, taking everything in your stride, accepting any and all responsibility that comes your way. That’s you, isn’t it? Little Miss Perfect?”

“I never said I was perfect.”

“But my God, do you think it.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“But why wouldn’t you think you’re perfect? Haven’t I spent the last two years telling you how beautiful you are, how smart, how exceptional? Hasn’t Skulduggery been telling you how great you are, and powerful, and amazing? Everyone you meet is instantly impressed with you, because you’re so confident and capable. You can do anything you put your mind to. You go from schoolgirl to sorcerer overnight. You’re descended from the Last of the Ancients. The Necromancers meet you and you’re immediately one of the nominees to be their impossibly powerful saviour. With all these people going crazy over you, Val, I’m actually surprised you stuck with a nobody like me for so long.”

“Right now,” she said angrily, “I’d have to agree with you.”

There were tears in Fletcher’s eyes, but he didn’t cry. “Well? If you’re expecting me to teleport away, you can forget about it. You’re the one doing the dumping, so it’s up to you to walk out first. So go on, Val. Walk.”

There was a silence, and in that silence she thought of all the other things she wanted to say. Instead she nodded, turned, placed one foot in front of the other, and all too soon she was at the door. But she had to say something. She couldn’t let it end like this, in anger, with his eyes drilling holes in her back. She turned again.

“I still care for you,” she said.

“Wouldn’t worry about it,” he replied, back to acting cool, “it won’t last long. You look at Skulduggery and that’s who you model yourself on. He’s brave, you’re brave. He’s cold, you’re cold. He’s ruthless, you’re ruthless. Well done, Val, you share the emotional range of a dead man.”

He folded his arms and did that cocky smirk of his, only now it looked mean, and Valkyrie left her bedroom. When she looked back in, he was gone.





Chapter 35
Teaching the Twins

    [image: logo]alkyrie ate a lunch she didn’t feel like, then took Alice for a walk. She headed up Main Street, sunglasses on, ignoring the smiles and the looks from the people she passed. Everyone wanted to tickle Alice’s chin and waste Valkyrie’s time. They’d all heard about the mugging, of course. Big news travels fast in small towns.

Carol and Crystal came round the corner and it was too late to hide – they’d already seen her.

“We heard about your mum,” Crystal said. “Is she OK?”

Valkyrie nodded. “She’s fine. She was more shaken up than anything else.”

“Who did it?” whispered Carol. “Was it a sorcerer?”

“Nope, just a regular kind of scumbag.”

“You wouldn’t think anything like that would happen here,” Crystal said. “You hear about fights outside pubs and the chipper and that, but not people being mugged. It makes you realise that nowhere’s safe, doesn’t it?”

“You should probably take up self-defence,” Valkyrie said, turning the pram round and heading for home.

“Or you could just teach us magic,” Carol suggested.

Valkyrie shook her head. “We’ve been over this…”

“Are you going to teach Alice magic?” Carol asked.

“Uh, no. I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so? So you might?”

“Well, no, I mean, I don’t want to. I want her to be normal.”

“But there’s still the possibility that you might?”

“I… I suppose…”

“Then we think it’s unfair that you won’t teach us.”

Valkyrie sighed. “Yeah, I know, but—”

“Teach us for, like, just a few hours this afternoon. If we can’t do any tricks by the end, then at least we’ll know that we tried.”

“They’re not called tricks, Carol.”

“Illusions, sorry.”

Crystal nudged her sister. “That’s on stage. When Valkyrie does it, it’s called magic. So? Will you teach us? A few hours?”

Ordinarily, Valkyrie would have said no, but she needed something to fill in the time that had suddenly expanded all around her. She sighed again. “Fine. A few hours.”

The twins broke into the biggest smiles she’d ever seen them wear.

“Can Fletcher come?” Carol asked.

“Uh, Fletcher and I broke up.”

“Oh that’s awful. Did he dump you?”

“No, we just broke up.”

“Is he seeing anyone else?”

“I wouldn’t expect so.”

“Can I have his number?”

“I think he wants to be left alone.”

“Why did he dump you?”

“He didn’t—”

“Did he think you were too immature?”

“He never mentioned—”

“How long did it take you to get over it?”

“Um, I’m not sure what…”

“When did it happen?”

“Three hours ago.”

They stared at her.

“You’re so brave,” Carol said.

“Did you cry?” asked Crystal. “If you want to cry in front of us, you can.”

“Thanks,” Valkyrie said, “but I think I’m fine now. I’ll meet you down on the beach in half an hour, OK?”

“Will we need anything?” Carol asked.

“Just your wits.”

They looked confused.

Half an hour later, Alice was back home and Valkyrie was standing with her cousins at the far end of the beach, where the sand gave way to hard pebbles. They were alone here, tucked away in the corner. Carol and Crystal looked at her eagerly.

“Elemental magic is influence over air, fire, water and earth,” Valkyrie said. “The first one we’re going to look at is air, and with this, the main thing to keep in mind is that everything is connected. It all interlocks. There’s a, a kind of fault line between spaces, and once you find the pressure point, you push.”

“I don’t get it,” said Crystal.

“You don’t have to get it,” Carol said. “You just have to do it.”

“Uh, actually, you do have to get it,” Valkyrie said. “Magic is all around us, but the only way we can really use it is if we understand how it works. It’s like science.”

“I hate science,” said Carol.

“I preferred drama,” Crystal nodded. She snapped her palm, again and again, and nothing happened. “Isn’t there any magic where you don’t have to learn so much? That’s a magic ring you’re wearing, isn’t it? Could we use that?”

Valkyrie smiled. “Afraid not. This is Necromancy.”

“Do you need to study stuff to use it?” Carol asked.

Valkyrie hesitated. “Not really…”

“So it’s easier than pushing air?”

“Just because it’s easier doesn’t mean it’s better. There is a downside to power that comes without effort.”

“It sounds perfect for us, though,” Crystal said. “Can I try?”

“I’d… I’d have to give you my permission to use it.”

“So? Give your permission. Please, Stephanie?”

Her cousins opened their eyes as wide as they could go, a trick that worked on their parents, Valkyrie knew, but which had the unfortunate side-effect of making them look like startled goldfish. She shrugged.

“Crystal,” she said, “I give you my permission to use this ring.” She pulled the ring from her finger and handed it over.

Mouth open in awe, Crystal examined the ring for a few moments before slipping it on. Immediately she frowned. “Oh,” she said. “It’s cold.”

“Necromancy is death magic,” Valkyrie said. “Believe me, when that ring is around death, it gets even colder.”

“That’s disgusting.”

Carol reached out. “Let me try.”

Crystal pulled her hand away. “Wait your turn. So what do I do, Stephanie? Is there a magic spell I have to say, or something?”

Valkyrie scanned the area, making sure there was no one about. “No spell. Can you feel anything, apart from how cold the ring is? You should feel it in your fingertips.”

Crystal narrowed her eyes and waggled her fingers. “I don’t know,” she said. “I think so. I might.”

“See our shadows? Try and grab them.”

“Really?”

“Just try it.”

Crystal bit her lip, then hunkered down and clutched at the sand their shadows covered. “Am I doing it right?”

“Not really,” Valkyrie admitted.

“My turn,” said Carol.

“Just wait a minute,” Crystal responded, grabbing at sand, her annoyance increasing.

“Stephanie, she’s had her go,” Carol whined.

“Just give her another few seconds,” Valkyrie said. “You keep pushing at the air.”

“Pushing at the air is stupid,” Carol muttered, but she did it anyway.

Valkyrie watched them both – Carol trying to shove the breeze and Crystal trying to pick up her own shadow – and she did her best not to laugh.

“Girls,” said a voice behind them.

They turned quickly. Fergus stood there, hands on his hips and looking displeased.

“Hi, Dad,” Carol said.

Crystal stood up, hiding the ring behind her back. “Hi, Dad. We were just…”

“We were doing t’ai chi,” Valkyrie said. “It’s very relaxing.”

Carol nodded quickly. “We’ve been very tense lately.”

“Girls,” Fergus said, “your mother wants you back at the house. Go on, now.”

The twins glanced at each other, then Crystal stepped in front of Valkyrie in the most unconvincing attempt at nonchalance ever witnessed. Valkyrie took her ring back, and Crystal turned to her.

“Thanks for trying to teach us,” she said.

“No problem.”

The twins walked off, leaving Valkyrie and Fergus alone on the sand. His eyes never left her.

“How’s your mother?” he asked.

“She’s OK. It was more the shock than—”

“How’s your dad?”

“Uh, he’s OK.”

“The baby?”

“Alice’s fine too.”

Fergus nodded. “And how are you, Stephanie? Are you keeping out of trouble?”

“So far.”

“And what’s that you were showing the girls? T’ai chi, was it?”

“Yep. It’s a martial art, but it’s very gentle and—”

“I know what t’ai chi is, Stephanie. I’ve seen people do it in the park. And that wasn’t what you were teaching them.”

“Well, I, I might have been doing it wrong…”

His next words were angry. “What gives you the right?”

She blinked. “Uh… I’m sorry?”

“You heard me. What gives you the right?”

“I’m not entirely sure what you mean.”

He stepped forward quickly, closing the gap between them. His fists were clenched and his face was red. For a moment, Valkyrie even thought he was going to hit her.

He snarled, “What gives you the right to teach my daughters that filthy magic?”

She stared. “What?”

“They’re my daughters!” he snapped. “They’re good girls! I’ve kept them out of the kind of trouble you get into and I will be damned if I’m going to let you drag them down with you.”

She took a step back. “Fergus, what the hell are you talking about?”

“Don’t play stupid!” he roared, then immediately looked around, making sure no one else had heard. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter but no less intense. “You’re not stupid, Stephanie. You’re not a stupid girl. We all know it. We all know how smart you are. My girls aren’t like that. My girls need someone to look out for them. That’s my job.”

“I’m not getting them into anything,” said Valkyrie.

“This is a sickness, you know that?” he said, so angry he was almost laughing. “My grandfather had it. This magic thing. He told us all about it when we were kids, me and Gordon and your dad. He tried to pass on what he knew to us. He didn’t have much magic. He couldn’t do a whole lot. Some people can’t, he said. He was hoping that we’d be different, that we’d be proper sorcerers. We loved the idea, but our dad, he hated it. He didn’t want us growing up and getting into wars that had nothing to do with us. He wanted us to be normal. He wanted us to be safe.”

Valkyrie just stared at him, unable to speak.

“When our grandfather died, our dad asked me to cut it out – cut out all the nonsense and the games and the stories. He asked me, and he cried as he was asking me. The only time I’d ever seen my old man cry. Of course I said yes. I started telling Des that it was all just pretend. After a while, he believed me. But Gordon wouldn’t play along. He was the eldest, and he refused to do what our dad wanted. Maybe it was because he was the eldest that he felt he needed to rebel, I don’t know. They barely spoke after that.”

“So you’ve known all along,” Valkyrie said.

Fergus nodded. He seemed suddenly drained, like this had been building inside him for years and now that it was out, he had nothing to hold him up. “I knew that Gordon always wanted to be a sorcerer, but he just didn’t have it in him. So he wrote about it instead, and he travelled that world, surrounded himself with all these strange people. I don’t know why he did it, to be honest. It must have been hell, to be surrounded by the kind of person that you wanted to be with all your heart, but knew you never could.

“We had so many arguments about it. I was focusing so much on keeping all of this away from your dad. I was terrified that Gordon would do or say something that’d make Des realise that it was all true. And then what would he do? Would he change his life, now that he knew magic was out there? Would he take Melissa with him? Would he take you with him? Would he ruin your lives as well as his own?” Fergus shook his head. “I saw some of Gordon’s friends, over the years. I met this beautiful woman. My God, she was beautiful. The first time I saw her, I actually fell in love with her. Can you imagine that? I actually fell in love. I was ready to leave Beryl for her, for this woman who barely even noticed me. That’s magic for you, isn’t it? It can ruin your life with one little glance. I saw others, too. That tall man, the one who was at the reading of Gordon’s will, you remember him?”

“Skulduggery Pleasant,” Valkyrie said softly.

“Oh,” said Fergus. “So you do remember him.”

“Yeah.”

“Magic ruined our family. My grandfather and my father argued about it constantly. Gordon and my father barely spoke because of it. And Gordon and me… When he died, we hadn’t spoken in four years. Four whole years, I didn’t speak to my own brother. I cry about that at night, you know. Some nights, I just can’t help it. Don’t let this ruin your family, Stephanie. Your parents love you. Your dad loves you. Do you know what he’d do if anything bad ever happened to you?”

“Nothing bad is going to happen.”

“Don’t insult my intelligence,” he said, glaring. “I was never as smart as either of my brothers, but I’m not stupid, either. If you’re involved in that world, your life is in danger.”

Valkyrie said nothing.

“I don’t want you teaching my daughters anything,” he said.

“I don’t want to either, I swear I don’t. They saw me do something last year, and they’ve been at me ever since. I think I can convince them that they don’t have any magic, and then hopefully they’ll stop trying.”

“Do I have your word on that?”

“Yes. Of course.”

“I’m holding you responsible if anything… magical ever happens to them.”

“OK,” she said.

He nodded, looked out to sea, and then back to her. “I’m sorry I shouted at you.”

“It’s fine. Really.”

“Are you going to be teaching Alice any of this? When she’s old enough?”

“I… don’t know. I’d prefer not to.”

“Then you understand why I don’t want my girls taught?”

“Yes.”

He nodded again, then looked down at his feet. “Give our best to your mother,” he said.

“Sure.”

He turned, started to walk away.

“Gordon couldn’t do magic,” she called after him, “but what about you?”

He didn’t stop walking, and he didn’t answer. He just held up his left hand, and clicked his fingers. Even in the bright sunlight, Valkyrie saw the spark between his fingertips.





Chapter 36
Confiding in Uncle Gordon

    [image: logo]he taxi driver peered out through the windscreen. “I know this place,” he said. “This is where that writer lived. What’s his name? Edgley.”

Valkyrie gave a murmur of affirmation from the back seat. “I read his books, you know. Some of them. He wasn’t the best, was he? I mean, he was OK. He was readable. He was no Stephen King, but he was fine. Didn’t like the way he’d kill off his characters, though. That was never nice.”

“Suppose not,” Valkyrie muttered.

“He wrote those books about the army deserter, didn’t he? Corporal Fleece, getting into all those mad adventures with the ghosts of dead wizards and whatever.”

“Dead sorcerers,” she corrected automatically.

“Same thing, isn’t it? Did you read any of them? In the first book you meet him, you think he’s the brave hero. But he’s not. He’s a selfish little coward. Didn’t like that. It was funny enough, in its own way, but I didn’t like it. I like my heroes to be, you know, good guys.”

Valkyrie sat forward. “You can let me out here,” she said. “I’ll walk the rest of the way.”

She paid the man and got out, then walked up the long driveway. She missed being able to call Fletcher, have him teleport her wherever she needed to go. He could be annoying, he could be very annoying, but he always smiled when he saw her, and it was like he’d been saving up that smile all day until they were together. She liked that feeling, as much as she hated to admit it. She liked being around someone who was genuinely happy to be around her.

It wasn’t the same feeling she got when she was with Caelan. There was too much pressure there, too much expectation. He looked at her like she belonged to him, like they belonged together. He was handsome – he was so handsome – and he was smooth and dark and dangerous. But beyond that, there wasn’t much to him. Valkyrie really didn’t see that lasting. She needed someone fun, someone who could make her laugh, who could take her places she’d never been. If she didn’t have anyone like that, then what was the point of being with anyone less?

Valkyrie let herself into Gordon’s house, deactivating the alarm. She went through, passing the rooms she normally visited, noting how clean everything looked and how fresh everything smelled. She pushed open the double doors into the ballroom, turned on the light. Brand-new chandeliers hung from the ceiling, sparkling like diamonds. The floor was polished, with tables and chairs stacked up on one side, ready to be set out. It was quiet right now, her every footstep echoing around the empty space, and she tried imagining what it would look like filled with people. The last time the house had been full was at Gordon’s funeral.

She climbed the stairs to Gordon’s study where he’d done all his writing when he was alive. In here Valkyrie flicked the switch and the bookcase opened. She walked through into the hidden room. Gordon Edgley looked round, smiled, and held up a hand while he finished speaking.

“… it lunged, this thing of claws and fangs and muscle, and with a swipe, it opened the belly of the prison guard, spilling his entrails across the rough stone floor. Recording end.” The electronic device on the table beeped, and Gordon grinned. “The new book is going really well.”

She nodded appreciatively. “It sounds it.”

“I dare say it’s better than anything I wrote when I was alive. It has pathos. It has emotion. It has entrails. It has everything you could want in a posthumous bestseller, recently uncovered in a hidden archive. This is going to make you a lot of money, my dear niece. But then, what do you care about money? When have you ever cared about money?”

Valkyrie shrugged. “I’m sure it’ll come in useful. Probably more for Mum and Dad than for me, though.”

“And little sister,” Gordon said. “Don’t forget the new addition. I was thinking, I might write a book for younger readers when I’m finished with this one – give her something to read when she’s a little older. Oh, the possibilities. To think, if it wasn’t for you insisting that I reveal my existence to Skulduggery and the others, I’d be spending my days in the Echo Stone, waiting for you to drop by for a visit.”

The stone lay in its cradle on the desk, the cradle itself standing on a symbol that China Sorrows had carved into the wood. It fooled the stone into thinking there was a living person in the room at all times, meaning Gordon’s image could stay active. In this room he had voice-activated televisions and computers, gadgets of all kinds. He was loving this second chance at life.

“I like the chandeliers,” said Valkyrie.

“You don’t think they’re too over the top? I was worried they might be. This is going to be a big night for me. This is the first time I get to meet most of these amazing people, and I don’t want anyone to think I’m showing off.”

“They’re lovely.”

“I’m glad you think so. There have been cleaning crews in here for the last few days, getting everything ready for Sunday. Do you have your dress picked out?”

“I don’t know if I’m going.”

Gordon frowned. “What? But you have to go. This is your house.”

“It’s your house, and you don’t need me.”

He looked at her. “Tell me what the matter is.”

“I just had an interesting conversation with Fergus.”

“Oh?”

“Why didn’t you tell me that he knew about magic?”

Gordon blinked. “Excuse me?”

“I was giving the twins a lesson on the beach. He saw us, sent them away, started on a whole tirade about refusing to let me drag them into magic because magic had torn his family apart.”

“Really?”

“Very really.”

“That… that surprises me.”

“It caught me a little off guard too. He gave me the whole family history on the subject.”

“That must have been nice.”

“It was a bonding moment.”

“To be honest,” Gordon said, “I thought he’d convinced himself that none of it was real. He did such a good job with your dad, I thought he genuinely believed it himself. Once we got into our twenties, you see, we never argued about actual magic. We argued about the weirdos and the freaks I associated with, we argued about my lifestyle and my attitude, but by then he had stopped using words like sorcerers. I didn’t realise he was still… aware of it all.”

“Well, he was, and he still is. He even has some himself.”

“Fergus? Fergus has magic?”

“There’s definitely something there,” she said. “Without proper instruction he wouldn’t be able to do anything more than generate a spark, but even so…”

“Even so,” Gordon finished, “it shows he has magic. How I would have envied him if I had known while I lived.”

“You don’t envy him now?”

Gordon smiled. “I have so many other things to envy him for, my dear, such as living, that magic becomes insignificant. How did you leave it?”

“He told me not to teach the twins anything, and I agreed.”

“That’s it?”

“Pretty much.”

Gordon shook his head. “That brother of mine is a riddle wrapped in a mystery wrapped in a cardigan.”

“Oh, there is something else. He said he regrets not speaking to you for four years.”

Gordon smiled sadly. “Mm. Well. Yes. Regrets. I’ve had a few. That’s all very interesting, I have to say. All very interesting indeed. Do you have any other bombshells to drop on me today? You may as well get it over with while I’m still partly in shock.”

There was a single chair in the room, and Valkyrie slouched into it, crossing her legs. “I’ve got one or two. The least of which is that I’ve broken up with Fletcher.”

“Oh, dear. Oh, dear me. Well, we knew this would eventually happen. Um… The important thing is to remember the good times, but not dwell on them… Dwelling leads to miserable thoughts and the playing of bad music. It is to be avoided at all costs. Fletcher… There will be another Fletcher, and another one after him, and another… It’s not the end of the world, Valkyrie. You know what the end of the world looks like – by all accounts you’re the cause of it.”

He chuckled. She didn’t. He stopped chuckling.

“He didn’t dump me,” she said. “I broke up with him.”

“Oh,” said Gordon, much brighter now. “Well, that is completely different! Excellent. Bravo. Well, not excellent. I liked the boy. He seemed nice. But obviously, you had a good reason for ending it.”

“It just felt like the time. I was getting… bored.”

“The death knell for many a mediocre relationship. I can’t tell you how many beautiful women have broken up with me because they were bored. I can’t tell you because it never happened. They all adored me.”

“It was your humility, wasn’t it?”

“I’m sure that had something to do with it. You’re like me, Valkyrie. You’re never going to be content until you find that one person, that one single person, who fills you with delight every time you hear their name.”

“Did you ever find that person?”

He hesitated. “Yes. I did.”

“And what happened?”

“Does it matter? What matters is you. You can’t let this get you down.”

“I wasn’t. I’m upset about it, I suppose, but… There’s other stuff happening too.”

“There always is.”

“Skulduggery kept a secret from me.”

“I see. You think that was wrong of him?”

“No, not wrong, but it’s a pretty big secret, and it’s… it’s bad.”

“Is he still your friend?”

Valkyrie sighed.

“Has he moved against you in any way? Has he hurt you?”

“No.”

“Then is he still your friend?”

“I suppose.”

“This secret, how long has he had it?”

“Hundreds of years.”

“Then it has nothing to do with you. It’s quite simple, isn’t it? He kept something from you, something about his past, and now you know it, and now you deal with it and move on.”

She filled her cheeks with air, then blew it out. “It sounds really easy when you say it. It doesn’t feel easy.”

“Everyone has secrets, Valkyrie. I don’t need to tell you that. So long as he hasn’t used this secret to intentionally hurt you, however, I don’t see the problem. Friends stick by each other. That’s what they do.”

She looked at him. “You are a wise and noble man, Uncle Gordon.”

“And good-looking. You forgot good-looking.”

“That’s taken for granted.”

“As well it should be. Now then, do you have any other problems I can help you with?”

“There’s a vampire who’s in love with me.”

“Dump him. Any other problems?”

Valkyrie laughed. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

“In that case, be off with you. I have a book to write, characters to kill, and a party to plan.”





Chapter 37
The Wisdom of Leonard Cohen

    [image: logo]hastly checked his watch as he walked the corridors of the Sanctuary, resigning himself to the fact that, once again, it looked like he’d be spending the night in his office instead of going home. He yawned heavily as he rounded the corner, and saw Fletcher Renn sitting outside his door.

“Fletcher,” Ghastly said.

The kid looked up. His jeans were tattered, his boots were scuffed, and his T-shirt was a faded advertisement for a band Ghastly had never heard of. It was the eyes, though, that marked him out as truly tired. The eyes, and the hair. Usually so meticulously untamed, tonight it hung long and flat and swept back off his forehead.

“Hi,” Fletcher said. “I know it’s late, but… And I’m sorry if you’re busy.”

Ghastly was always busy these days. He had closed his shop and embraced the duties of an Elder, letting his new responsibilities wash over his old life and consume him completely. “I have some free time,” he lied. “What can I do for you?”

Fletcher got up slowly, stiffly, like he’d been sitting there for hours. When he didn’t say anything, Ghastly spoke again.

“Where have you been?” he asked.

“Around,” Fletcher said.

Ghastly nodded, but the floodgates of conversation didn’t burst open. This in itself was unusual. For as long as Ghastly had known him, Fletcher had never known when to shut up. To see him standing there in the corridor, hands in his pockets, eyes cast to the floor and giving one-word answers, was more than a little unsettling.

“Come inside,” Ghastly said, unlocking the office door and walking in. He removed his robe, hung it on a hook on the wall and loosened his tie. He went to the side table and plugged in the kettle. “Cup of tea?” he asked.

“Sure.”

“Fletcher,” he said, “I’m not one of life’s great conversationalists, so you’re really going to have to help me out here. Start talking about something.”

Fletcher looked at him. “Have you found a cure for Tanith yet?”

“Start talking about something else.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so.”

“You’re mad that you don’t know how to help her,” Fletcher said, “and you’re mad that you haven’t found her yet, aren’t you?”

“Is that what you wanted to talk about? Because I don’t see what this conversation will lead to, other than annoying me.”

“You asked her out.”

“Fletcher, I have things to do.”

“You asked her out, finally, and she said yes. She kissed you, then went away. And that’s the last you saw of her before the Remnant got into her. And now she’s out there somewhere, no one knows where, but she’s out there with Billy-Ray Sanguine.”

Ghastly looked at the kid and said nothing while he waited for the flash of anger to fade. He saw the hurt in Fletcher’s eyes. “This is about Valkyrie?” he asked.

The boy looked at the floor again. “We broke up. She broke up with me. I’m sorry. I know it’s different. I know Valkyrie hasn’t been possessed and she’s not gone, not like Tanith is. But… you loved Tanith, and then all that happened. You had her, you finally had her, and you lost her. How do you deal with that?”

“I drink a lot of tea. Fletcher, I’ve been around for a long time. I’ve been in love too many times to count. I’d like to say it gets easier, but it doesn’t. The pain you’re feeling now is the pain you’re going to feel again and again. The advantage of having lived through this is that I do know I’ll come out the other side. The pain lessens. You manage to distract yourself until the distractions become more important than the thing you’re distracting yourself from.”

“Do you think she loved you?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know if I want to know. If she did love me, then I wasted a lot of time thinking about it instead of doing something.”

“I don’t think Valkyrie loved me,” Fletcher said, and suddenly laughed. “I’m sorry, this is so stupid. You probably think I’m just a stupid kid. I don’t know anything about love or any of that.”

“You know enough for it hurt.”

The smile faded. “Yeah. She said she loved me. She made a joke, said something and then said ‘and that’s why I love you’ and I latched on to it. Like an idiot. I decided to believe that this was her way of telling me how she felt. But she was making a joke. And I knew she was making a joke. But I wanted to believe it so much.”

The kettle boiled. Ghastly made two mugs of tea while Fletcher talked on.

“It’s pathetic,” Fletcher said. “I went from thinking I was top geezer, the last Teleporter in the world, to someone who followed her around like a puppy. All she had to do was call, and I’d be there. The last two years of my life, of my life, have revolved round her. That’s two years of me living for someone else. How sad is that? Nothing was more important than her. I offered her everything because I could give her everything. I could take her anywhere. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for her and she knew that. She accepted it. I’d become, like, a part of her life, but not in a good way. Not in a healthy, happy, boyfriend kind of way. She knew she had me, faithful old Fletcher, and she knew that all she had to do was click her fingers and she’d get whatever it was she needed. I made her life easier.

“And whenever she or Skulduggery, or even Tanith, was in danger of taking something too seriously, they turned to the easy target. They turned to me and made a joke. I was OK with it, actually. It meant something, at the time. It meant I was part of the group, I was one of the gang.”

“And it meant you could spend more time around her,” Ghastly said, sitting on the edge of his desk, “which is all you really wanted.”

“Yeah,” Fletcher murmured. He looked at the mug of tea in his hand, but didn’t drink from it. “But all that’s gone now. She’s with Caelan. Did you know that? She was seeing him behind my back.”

Ghastly hid his surprise. “That… doesn’t sound like Valkyrie.”

“Well, there you go. She cheated on me with a bloody vampire. A vampire. Are… are you smiling?”

“Yes,” Ghastly said sadly. “I am. I never thought we’d have so much in common, to be honest. The girl you love is in the arms of another, and that other happens to be a murderous monster. And the woman I love is in the arms of a psychopathic hitman. What a pair we make.”

“I can’t help it,” said Fletcher. “Images of Valkyrie and that… thing, of the two of them together, keep coming into my head.”

“I’ve been living with something like that for the past few months. It makes your insides go cold, doesn’t it? It makes you want to kill someone.”

“I want to kill the vampire,” Fletcher said softly.

“The feeling is natural. I don’t blame you for that at all. And while I know you’re a good kid, and you’re not a killer, I am going to say this – that’s a road you don’t want to go down.”

Fletcher put the mug on the worktable, spilling some of his tea. “I just need to show Valkyrie that she’s wrong,” he said. “I just need to show her that she’s made a mistake. I need to prove myself.”

“You want to make her beg to take you back.”

“No. No, of course not.”

“You want to punish her.”

“Fine,” Fletcher snapped. “Yes. Is that wrong? She’s the one who cheated on me.”

“It’s never going to happen,” Ghastly said. “This is Valkyrie we’re talking about. She doesn’t beg. If she changes her mind, she’ll come at you with a very practical reason why you’re getting back together. If you put her in a position where she’d have to beg, she’s going to walk away out of sheer principle.”

“So… how do I get her to take me back?”

“I don’t know. But my first suggestion is to take some time.”

Fletcher frowned. “What? No. The longer I leave it, the more Caelan will sink his fangs into her.”

“Caelan doesn’t matter. He’s never mattered. That’s not going to last. Guys like that never do. But you’ll do yourself no favours if you run up to her with tears in your eyes.”

“I never mentioned tears,” he said defensively.

“A friend of mine once said that a man never got a woman back by begging on his knees. Give yourself some time. Get over the pain. Man up. Then go back to her. Let her see what she’s missing. I’m not saying it’s going to work, but I’ll be honest, it’s your best shot.”

Fletcher nodded. “Thanks, Ghastly. I didn’t have anyone else to talk to. I’m pretty sure I don’t even have any friends. Valkyrie was my only friend.”

“Then you need to get yourself a life, kid.”

“Yeah,” said Fletcher. “Yeah, I do.”





Chapter 38
Back at the Window Again

    [image: logo]tapping woke her.

Valkyrie groaned, turned over in bed, cracking her eyes open to look over at the window. The morning sunlight framed the curtains, and through a sliver of an opening she saw Skulduggery’s gloved hand. Her parents were gone but she still lay where she was, unsure if she even wanted to talk to him. Then she got up, wrapped the sheet around herself, and walked over. She pulled the curtains apart and undid the latch, then returned to her bed. She was snuggling down again as the window opened and Skulduggery climbed in. Valkyrie turned so she was facing the wall.

“I’m in bed,” she told him. “I’m having a lie-in.”

“I can see that. Do you plan on rising any time soon?”

She shrugged.

“Oh,” he said. “So that’s it.”

She waited for him to continue.

“I was wondering how you were going to punish me for not confiding in you. Punishment, actually, is something I’ve been thinking about for a long time. What form of punishment is enough for what I did? Imprisonment? Death? Something else? Something scarier? I could only think of so many horrible tortures before they stopped having meaning. But you, you’ve come up with a punishment I never considered. You’re going to sulk me to death.”

“I’m glad you find this amusing.”

“I’ve had years to see the funny side.”

“What do you expect me to do? It’s not the… This isn’t about the Vile thing. Yes, it’s awful, yes, it’s insane, but OK, it happened, it’s in the past.”

“Not as in the past as we’d like.”

“Shut up.”

“Of course. You were saying?”

“This is about you and me, and you not telling me the truth. It’s about—”

“May I interject?”

“No.”

“I’m going to interject anyway, simply to point out that you only told me about the ‘Darquesse thing’ after you had Nye seal your true name. You may continue.”

She turned over, and glared at him. “That was different.”

“Yes, it was. It was you.”

“I kept it from you because I was scared and confused and I didn’t know how you’d react…” She faltered. “Shut up.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You didn’t have to. I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking the things we didn’t tell each other cancel each other out. You’re thinking if I keep on being angry with you, I’ll eventually realise that I don’t have a leg to stand on, and start to feel stupid. Well, you’re wrong. I do have a leg to stand on. And I never feel stupid.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“You should have told me about Vile.”

“And you should have told me about Darquesse. And please remember that when you did, eventually, get around to telling me, I accepted it with grace and understanding.”

Valkyrie narrowed her eyes. “Because you knew what it was like. That’s why you took it so well! I thought you were just being really nice!”

“I’m often nice, but rarely really. I couldn’t be angry with you, Valkyrie. I am many things, but I am not a hypocrite. Are you?”

“That isn’t fair.”

“Are you?”

She sighed, and sat up, holding the sheet against her. “OK. Fine. I forgive you. And now that we’re confessing, is there anything else you’d like to tell me? Any other huge big massive secrets you’ve been hiding?”

“Virtually none.”

“Virtually?”

“Practically. And you?”

“Being the psycho who kills the world is the only one worth mentioning.”

“Excellent. Then our consciences are clear.”

“Is that it? Do we go back to being friends now?”

“I certainly hope so. Unless you were enjoying sulking?”

“I hate sulking.”

“You’re very good at it.”

“Thank you. I didn’t think it’d be this easy – going back to being friends, I mean. It’s a pretty big thing that just happened, isn’t it? There’s a part of you that’s… evil.”

“Yes.”

“Just like there’s a part of me that’s evil.”

He tilted his head. “You think we’re different from everyone else?”

“Aren’t we?”

“Every human being who has ever lived has the same potential in them for good and evil. Mortal or sorcerer, it doesn’t matter. Power has a way of bringing out the worst in people. Mevolent. Serpine. Hitler. Lord Vile. Darquesse. We’re all the same.”

“You just put me on a list with Hitler.”

“You’re going to start sulking again, aren’t you?”

“Hitler, for God’s sake.”

“Power corrupts, Valkyrie. You’re better off learning that now, so you can prepare for later.”

“But Hitler.”

“We may need to focus here.”

“Right. Yes. OK. Turn round.”

“Are you going to throw something at me?”

“What? No, I’m getting out of bed.”

“Ah,” he said, and turned.

She swung her feet to the floor, stood up and adjusted the sheet, then walked out of the room. “So what are we dealing with? Is Lord Vile your subconscious, or is it your old Necromancer power with a mind of its own?”

Skulduggery followed her on to the landing. “I think it’s both, to be honest.”

“Was he hiding inside you this whole time?”

“It certainly looks that way. I didn’t see him, of course. When you can turn to shadow, it’s easy enough to find places to hide, even in a skeleton. It’s all very unsettling, to be honest.”

She went into the bathroom while Skulduggery waited outside.

“And did you notice that he’s terribly unruly?” he asked through the door. “He completely ignored my commands.”

Valkyrie dropped the sheet and got in the shower, talking loudly over the water. “So how do we stop him? Do we just send you to a psychiatrist or something?”

“Excuse me?”

“Hey, it’s your subconscious that’s attacking people.”

“I don’t need therapy.”

She turned her face up to the showerhead. “Have you ever tried it?”

“Talking about one’s feelings defeats the purpose of having those feelings,” she heard him say. “Once you try to put the human experience into words, it becomes little more than a spectator sport. Everything must have a cause, and a name. Every random thought must have a root in something else. This is all missing the point.”

“But if you can confront your inner demons—”

“I did confront my inner demon. I punched him in the face and he exploded.”

Valkyrie had to laugh. “But now he’s back.”

“Of course he’s back. He’s resourceful. He is my inner demon, after all.”

“But he ignored your commands. He, it, whatever, ignored you. He doesn’t need you. He’s become a… a being, a person.”

“Completely independent,” Skulduggery said. “An individual. I’d be proud, if I wasn’t so disturbed. Does this mean I don’t have a subconscious any more? If my subconscious is up and walking around and calling itself Lord Vile, then what do I have left?”

“Skulduggery, now you need to focus.”

“Yes. Of course. Besides, that’s more of a conversation to have with Gordon. Conversations I have with you, Valkyrie, revolve around finding solutions and saving the day.”

“That’s what I want to hear,” she said as she turned off the water. She got out of the shower, grabbed a towel and wrapped it around herself. “So how do we stop Vile?”

She opened the bathroom door and Skulduggery tilted his head at her. “Very simple,” he said. “We don’t.”

Valkyrie frowned. “That is very simple. In fact, it’s a little too simple.” She walked back to her room.

“The Sanctuary is going to say the same thing,” he said, following behind. “Vile is after Melancholia, so we should leave him alone, see how far he gets. He might get lucky.”

“He might kill her.”

“That’s what I mean.”

Valkyrie got back inside her room, turned and held up a hand to stop Skulduggery from coming in after her.

“Ah,” he said, and nodded as she closed the door.

“Skulduggery, it’s Melancholia. I know I hate her, and I know she tried to kill me, and I’m well aware that she plans to kill billions of people, but we can’t just let her die.”

There was a pause before Skulduggery responded. “I have to admit,” he said, “I did not think that sentence was going to end where it ended.”

“I’m just sick of everyone killing everyone else. When I heard that Mum had been hurt, I went to Moore’s cell with the intention of killing him. I wanted to actually kill him. I don’t like that. I don’t like that I wanted that. There’s too much killing, I think.” Valkyrie scrubbed herself half dry, then had a better idea and straightened up, went back to the door and opened it. “Hat in front of your eyes,” she said. “No peeking.”

He did as he was told and raised his free hand. She held the towel away from her as the moisture drifted from her body.

“You should be able to do this yourself by now,” Skulduggery said from behind his hat.

“I can do it,” she said. “But I always leave my skin too dry.” She stepped back inside her room and closed the door again, then she went to the mirror and tapped the glass. Her reflection blinked, and stepped out.

“Why can’t we arrest Melancholia?” Valkyrie asked, taking her black clothes from the wardrobe. “Put some shackles on her, send her to prison for a few years, then let her out and tell her to be good?”

“Because she’s the Death Bringer,” said Skulduggery.

“She’s Melancholia. She’s the annoying girl I used to laugh at. I don’t want her dead.”

The reflection shrugged. “Melancholia doesn’t share that compunction,” it said.

Valkyrie frowned at her mirror image.

“Either you’re arguing with yourself,” Skulduggery said from the landing, “or your reflection makes more sense than you do.”

“Shut up,” Valkyrie said to the door, and then looked back at the reflection. “And you, nobody asked for your opinion. And stop standing there all naked and stuff. You’re distracting.”

The reflection shrugged again, went to the dresser and started picking out clothes.

Valkyrie pulled on her underwear and trousers. “We can’t just let Vile kill her,” she said loudly. “We have to try and arrest her.”

“We will,” Skulduggery answered.

“But it’s a race, is that what you’re saying? If we get to her, we arrest her. If he gets to her, he kills her.”

“If she resists arrest, we might have to kill her too. Don’t forget that.”

“So no one is going after Vile.”

“That’s correct.”

She grabbed her boots, started putting them on. “And what about when all this is done?”

“If the Death Bringer, for whatever reason, ceases to remain alive, there’s a good chance that the thing that is Lord Vile will simply… disappear. Whatever aspect of my subconscious that is walking around will come back to me, the armour will return to its inert form, and everyone will be happy.”

“Except Melancholia.”

“Except Melancholia, who will be dead.”

Valkyrie stood up. “And me?”

“Hopefully, you won’t be.”

“But if Melancholia dies,” the reflection said, still picking out clothes, “then won’t the title of Death Bringer switch over to Valkyrie?”

“Stop contributing to this conversation,” Valkyrie said crossly.

The reflection gave another shrug.

“Well?” Valkyrie said loudly. “Will it switch over to me?”

Skulduggery hesitated. “That is a possibility, I grant you.”

“And if it does, then Vile will want to kill me too, won’t he?”

Another hesitation. “Perhaps.”

“So we’re going to have to figure out a way to stop him, no matter what happens,” she said, her voice muffled slightly by the T-shirt she was dragging over her head.

“Not quite,” Skulduggery answered. “There is the possibility that he will go up against Melancholia and she will destroy him utterly, which will take care of the Lord Vile problem quite nicely but, obviously, add to the Melancholia problem. And it might also pose a problem for me, if someone manages to kill my subconscious.”

“This is getting very complicated.”

“Not if you pay attention.”

“Do you think he can do it?” Valkyrie said, running a brush through her hair. “Do you think he has a chance?”

“I don’t know. From what we’ve seen, her power ebbs and flows. If he manages to catch her when she’s at her weakest, yes, he will kill her in an instant. But if he gets to her when she’s strong…”

“And we have the same problem, which means we have to arrest her when she’s ebbing, not flowing. How do we do that?”

“First, we have to find out where they’re hiding her.”

Valkyrie put the brush down, went to the door and opened it. “Can I ask you a question? And I don’t mean this in a bad way, but are you insane?”

Skulduggery looked at her. “Would it make any difference if I was?”

“Probably not.”

“Then why put labels on ourselves? That’s a job for a psychiatrist. We punch people, Valkyrie. That’s who we are. Embrace your inner lunatic. Fun times guaranteed.”

She smiled. “You’re a bad influence.”

“I never claimed otherwise. Your reflection is still naked, by the way.”

Valkyrie shrieked, shoved him back and slammed her bedroom door closed.





Chapter 39
Killing Craven

    [image: logo]reath never had a problem with killing people, but he always preferred it when he had right on his side, when they deserved it, and when he was sure he could get away with it. Today he planned to kill Craven, and while he was sure that right was on his side and that Craven thoroughly deserved what was coming to him, he wasn’t overly confident he could get away with it. Still, he figured, sometimes you’ve got to do what you’ve got to do, and then sometimes you’ve just got to run like hell after it’s done.

Getting Craven alone was proving to be a problem, however. He had everyone convinced that he had all the answers, so now they flocked around him like he was the High Priest. It was a most disheartening sight. Necromancers were feared the world over. Nobody trusted them, nobody liked them and everyone had a scary Necromancer story to tell around the campfire. Necromancers were supposed to be cold and weird, pale-faced and disturbing. It was an image that had been carefully cultivated over generations. And now, here they were, sycophantic and scared, gushing praise and mindless worship over a man who could very well be leading them towards a most inglorious end.

“I have just spoken with the Death Bringer,” Craven announced solemnly. Wreath watched as an expectant hush spread through the crowd. “Last night, the souls of our dead brothers and sisters spoke to her in a dream. They thanked her for her actions, told her they had never felt more powerful.” A woman appeared beside Wreath, her hood up to cover her face. She said nothing, just watched as Craven continued. “They explained that they were now a part of her, adding to her strength, adding to her wisdom, and that once the Passage happens, they will return to us and guide us towards our destiny. They asked her to tell you all not to worry, not to fear. Cast your doubts aside, they said. Embrace what is to come.”

He closed his eyes and bowed his head, allowing the murmurs to ripple.

“I dreamed of no such thing,” said the woman beside Wreath, her voice low enough so that only he could hear.

He looked at her. The hood was still up but he could see the point of her chin, and the raised scars that crossed it.

“This is what he wanted all along,” Melancholia whispered. “He wanted everyone listening to him, paying attention to what he has to say. That’s why he did it.”

“That’s why he did what?” Wreath asked.

Melancholia moved slightly, and he saw a thin smile. “That’s why he made me who I am. That’s why he had Tenebrae killed.”

Wreath glanced around, making sure no one could overhear. “Craven had Tenebrae killed?”

“As good as,” said Melancholia. “He brought him to see me. What was I supposed to do?”

“And why are you telling me all this?”

“Why do you think?” Melancholia murmured, just as the crowd started to quieten down again. “Because he plans to kill you next.”

“Brothers and sisters,” Craven said, drawing everyone’s eyes back to him, “we are preparing to bid farewell to the world we know. This existence is a flawed thing. It needs to be improved. It needs us to do it. Because of us, because of you, the Death Bringer will usher in the Passage… tonight.”

The congregation of easily led idiots gasped. Someone at the back actually started sobbing with joy. Wreath turned to Melancholia, but she was gone. He spied her on the far side of the room, slipping out the door. Nobody noticed her. They were all watching Craven.

“Tonight, my friends, our destiny is at hand. No longer shall we grovel at the whim of forces beyond our control. Tonight, we seize control. Tonight, we become the masters of existence!”

There were cheers, and chanting, which would probably have been impressive if there had been more than thirty people in the crowd. But as it was, it sounded weak and a little silly.

“Prepare!” Craven roared, as if he were addressing an amphitheatre. “The day of reckoning is upon us!”

Thirty morons cheered, and Wreath started to look forward to the moment he used the knife.

“Rousing speech,” Wreath said.

Craven looked up, startled, as Wreath stepped out of the shadows. “Cleric,” he said, his hand patting his chest, “you shouldn’t do that. For a second there, I thought you were Lord Vile.”

“Lord Vile probably wouldn’t have cared how rousing the speech was,” Wreath pointed out.

“True, I suppose,” Craven said. “So, are you excited?”

“About?”

“Why, the Passage, of course. Weren’t you the one who said the sooner the better?”

“I suppose I was. And she’s ready, is she? Melancholia?”

“She fully expects to be.”

Wreath nodded, searching his peripheral vision for the White Cleaver. When he didn’t see him, he stepped a bit closer. “I expect that dream she had was a comforting one,” he said.

“Indeed it was,” Craven nodded. “It allayed a lot of her fears. One tends to forget her young age. In many ways she is still a child, and like any child, she needs an encouraging word every now and then. She has been comforted.”

Wreath was close now, close enough to take the knife from his coat and plunge it into Craven’s soft belly. He glanced over his shoulder, making sure everyone else was walking the other way. “Do you think our brothers and sisters are ready?” he asked.

“I think so,” Craven said. “Don’t you?”

Wreath smiled at him. “I think they’re dumb enough to do whatever they’re told. How about you, Cleric Craven? Are you ready?”

“I am, Cleric Wreath. This is what we have been living our lives for, is it not?”

“True enough, I suppose.”

“Forgive me, but you don’t look like a man whose dreams are about to come true.”

Wreath looked him right in the eyes, right in those soft, wet eyes that looked like drops of blue ink swimming in milk, and he let himself smile. “How about now, Craven? Now do I look like a man whose dreams are about to come true?”

He took the knife from his pocket and Craven saw it, stepped back, mouth open to scream, then there was a blur of white and Wreath ducked, barely avoiding the scythe that swooped towards his head. He raised his cane, blocking the scythe handle as the Cleaver spun, tried to stab with the knife but a boot came from nowhere, sent him pinwheeling back.

Craven had found his voice and he used it to scream for help. The Cleaver darted towards Wreath and he darted back, cursing himself for his impatience. He brought the shadows in around him and stepped through them to the next room, moving quickly, shadow-walking again to the other side of the walls, emerging into the morning sun. He ran, took off before they could follow him. He’d left a car out there for a quick escape, but even as he jumped in and gunned the engine, he realised he had only one place left to go – and it wasn’t going to be pretty. Roarhaven never was.

He parked off Roarhaven’s main street, if it really could be called that, and waited for the Bentley to show up. The town was small and withered and nasty, and the Sanctuary was big and grey and ugly. He was hungry, but he didn’t dare step into the squalid café that jutted from the street beside him like an uneven tooth. Apart from all the obvious concerns regarding his personal safety, the place just didn’t look sanitary.

An hour or so after his stomach first started rumbling, the Bentley swept by, and parked outside the Sanctuary. Wreath got out, wondered about the likelihood of Skulduggery Pleasant shooting him before he got halfway across the road, and then decided to shadow-walk over to them. The shadows curled around him, and when they dissipated, he was standing by the rear wheel as Valkyrie closed the passenger door.

“Now, before you do anything rash—” Wreath started, and she spun and hit him, cracked her knuckles painfully along his jaw. He went back a step, one hand to his face, nodding. “OK, that’s fair, but before this gets out of control—”

Skulduggery jumped and slid across the roof of the Bentley, the heel of his shoe slamming into the side of Wreath’s head. Valkyrie snapped her palm at the air and his cane flew from his grip. Wreath staggered, waving his hands.

“Please,” he gasped, “stop hitting me for five seconds.”

Valkyrie glanced at Skulduggery, who paused. Wreath spat blood and straightened up. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ve come to discuss—”

Skulduggery punched him and Wreath’s head rocked back, and he dropped.

“There,” Skulduggery said as his consciousness left him. “That’s five seconds.”

When Wreath opened his eyes, he was lying on the floor of a room in the Sanctuary with his hands shackled behind his back. Skulduggery sat on a chair with his legs crossed, looking down at him. Valkyrie stood beside him.

“Interesting,” Wreath said. “You haven’t killed me.”

Skulduggery took off his hat, flicked something from the brim, and put it on his knee. “There’s still time,” he said.

Wreath grunted slightly as he sat up without the use of his arms. Valkyrie waited till he was sitting straight, then stepped over and put her boot to his shoulder. “Very mature,” Wreath sighed as she tipped him over again. He lay with his face squashed against the floor. “But if this is how you want to conduct this conversation, it’s fine. I am hardly in a position to argue.”

“You’re damn right,” Valkyrie said. “You attacked me.”

“I did, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to, but I did it. I hope I didn’t hurt you too badly.”

“If I were you,” Skulduggery said, “I’d be more worried about your own state of discomfort.”

“Oh, I am, Skulduggery, believe me. My overriding concern right now is my own well-being. Which is why I’m here. I’ve come to make a deal. I can tell you where Melancholia is.”

Skulduggery’s voice betrayed no hint of surprise. “Why would you want to?”

“Because she’s going to ruin everything. Her and Craven. They’re going to bring the Necromancer Order to its knees. They need to be stopped, and you’re the only ones who can do it. Well, you and the rest of the Sanctuary agents, obviously.”

“So you suddenly want to stop the Passage?” Skulduggery asked.

“Stop it? Good God, no. The Passage is the only thing that will save the world. But Melancholia is not the one to bring it about. She’s too unstable. She’s too unpredictable. Does she have the potential to kill millions? Yes, probably. But billions? I doubt it. And unless three billion are killed in the same instant, it’s not going to work. The only thing she’ll accomplish is the pointless death of millions of innocent people.”

Valkyrie shook her head. “You’ve got some warped ideas of right and wrong, you know that? So you come running to us to clean up the mess you made? Why don’t you guys handle it?”

“Because I’m the only one who can see the truth. The others, there aren’t many but there are enough, have been blinded by Craven’s words. I tried to take care of it without you, but my little assassination attempt didn’t work out too well.”

“Then where is she?” Skulduggery asked.

Wreath smiled. “Not yet. First, you get the Council to agree to my terms.”

“There are no terms, Solomon. Tell us where she is.”

“I want my attack on Valkyrie and my involvement in events so far forgiven and forgotten.”

Skulduggery took his hat from his knee and uncrossed his legs as he sat forward. “You were planning the murder of three billion people.”

Wreath nodded. “And I’d like that to be forgotten about, please.”

“What do you think will come of this? We know what the Passage is now. Everyone does. You think it’s going to go back to normal, with Necromancers left alone to scheme and plot? Temples are going to be torn down all over the world. It’s over for all of you.”

“Not necessarily. I think it’s still possible to blame this whole thing on one man.”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “Craven.”

“His mad ramblings have led to this,” Wreath said, displaying an impressive air of sadness. “He wilfully misinterpreted our sacred teachings. He warped what the Passage is truly about. Can we be held responsible for the actions of a madman? A fanatic?”

“You really think that act is going to work?” Valkyrie asked, frowning.

Wreath smiled up at her. “Why not? Everything that man has done reinforces what I’ve just said. He experimented on poor Melancholia. Brainwashed the poor girl. His insane ambition drove him to murder our kind and gentle High Priest, Auron Tenebrae. Tenebrae would never have condoned the actions he’s taken. But Vandameer Craven is unlike anyone I’ve ever met before. He is magnetic. He makes you want to follow him into destruction and madness. I am ashamed to say that I, too, was under the spell of his fervour, his faith, and his charisma.”

Valkyrie blinked. “Charisma?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t you think that’s stretching it a little too far?”

“Do you think so?”

“Some people will have met him.”

“Hmm. You have a point. OK, then maybe not charisma. I’ll think of some other lie. It’ll be fine. The point is, yes, the Temple here in Ireland will be tarnished. It will probably be torn down, and Necromancy banned. But it will survive in the rest of the world, so long as Melancholia isn’t allowed to start killing people. Get the Council to agree to my terms, and I’ll tell you where they are. I’ll even take you there.”





Chapter 40
The End of the Death Bringer

    [image: logo]nce Erskine Ravel, with great reluctance, granted him amnesty, Wreath took Skulduggery and Valkyrie into the grounds of an abandoned Retirement Home, then nodded across to the main building. “In there,” he said. “I hope you still have your Teleporter, because the only way you’re going to catch them by surprise is if you manage to skip all the defences they’ve built up around them.”

Valkyrie frowned. “They’re here?”

“Next to graveyards and hospitals, Old Folks’ Homes are great places to absorb a whole lot of death. This one, however, hasn’t seen any activity in over twenty years. It’s kind of flat, as these things go. But beggars can’t be choosers, and Craven is most definitely a beggar right now.”

“How many are in there?” Skulduggery asked.

“Not counting Craven, Melancholia and the White Cleaver, thirty-three. But they aren’t experienced. They’ve spent most of their adult lives in one Temple or another. They’ll put up a fight, but it won’t be a good one, so I’d consider it a personal favour if you don’t kill every last one of them.”

Skulduggery turned to him. “What makes you think we’re inclined to do you any favours?”

“I don’t know. Naivety?”

“Why don’t you want them dead?” Valkyrie asked.

Wreath shrugged. “They’re scared and confused and they’re a little dim, to be honest. But they don’t all deserve to die, not if they don’t have to. Craven absolutely deserves it. Melancholia, it’d be safer for everyone if she stopped breathing. But the others…”

“They’re harmless?”

“Well,” Wreath said, managing a smile, “maybe not harmless, but certainly misguided. They’re my brothers and sisters. Granted, not the type of brothers or sisters that you actually like, but even so, I’d hate to see them die for nothing.”

“We’ll keep that in mind,” Skulduggery said. “How long can we expect them to stay here?”

“Oh, they’re not going anywhere. Apart from the fact that they have no other back-up available to them, this is where Melancholia will try to usher in the Passage.”

Skulduggery’s voice turned sharp. “Tonight?”

“Yes indeed. I don’t know what Craven is thinking, because Melancholia will be much more powerful tomorrow night. Maybe he anticipates your interference, and he wants to get it all out of the way as soon as possible.”

Valkyrie ducked back. “I saw someone at the window. They’re in there, all right.”

“Then my work here is done,” Wreath said. “I wish you both the best of luck, and I have faith that you will foil their evil plans and save the day. Skulduggery, it’s been a pleasure as always. Valkyrie, once Melancholia falls, there’s going to be an opening in the Death Bringer department, so if you ever want to continue your training with me…”

“Don’t hold your breath,” she said sourly.

Wreath smiled, the shadows curled around him, and he was gone. Valkyrie looked at Skulduggery. “Another raid on a Necromancer stronghold?”

“It would appear so,” he said. “Although this is less a stronghold than a Retirement Home, but your point is well made. Still, I have a feeling this one is going to go much quicker than the raid on the Temple, so long as…”

“So long as we have Fletcher with us.”

“Yes. I am sorry, Valkyrie, but we do need his help.”

“Don’t apologise,” she said. “Just don’t ask me to call him. I doubt he’d pick up.”

An hour later, Valkyrie was in a closed-down old factory ten miles from the Retirement Home. She nodded to two young women she knew, Kallista Pendragon and Rosella Ember. They were new to the Sanctuary, brought in as part of the effort to refill the ranks. There were a lot of new faces around, now that Valkyrie looked. The turnover rate for Sanctuary operatives had been getting pretty high in the past few years.

She saw Fletcher talking to Skulduggery. He glanced up, their eyes locked and her heart lurched, then he looked away again and she felt terrible. She stayed well away, letting Skulduggery brief him on what they needed to do. It was to be a two-man incursion – Skulduggery and Fletcher – sneaking into the Home in order to check out the layout and the opposition. Once Melancholia was located, Fletcher would teleport them both out, everyone else would link up and they’d all teleport back in – hopefully, for a surprise attack.

When Skulduggery had told her that it was to be only Fletcher and himself, Valkyrie hadn’t argued. Her insides wrenched every time she remembered the look on Fletcher’s face, and the last thing she wanted to do was make her ex-boyfriend hurt even more.

When they were ready, Skulduggery and Fletcher vanished, and Valkyrie waited with all the others. She didn’t like waiting. It annoyed her. Irritation added to the butterflies in her stomach. Ghastly came over, nodded to her, let a few moments slide by before speaking.

“So,” he said, “I heard you two broke up.”

“I suppose we did.”

Ghastly nodded. He had a look on his face like he wanted to ask something, but didn’t want to actually utter the words.

She frowned. “Fletcher talked to you, didn’t he?”

“He didn’t have anyone else he could go to,” Ghastly confessed. “He’s upset.”

“I know.”

“He cares for you a great deal.”

“And I care for him,” she said, surprising herself with how defensive she suddenly sounded. “Why does nobody understand that you can still care for someone and not want to see them at the same time? It’s not like I suddenly can’t stand him or anything.”

“Then why did you break up?”

“I just didn’t want that kind of relationship any more. It’s hard to explain.”

“He thinks it’s something to do with the vampire.”

Valkyrie hesitated. “How much did he tell you?”

“He said you’re with a vampire now.”

She groaned. “OK, first of all, he shouldn’t have said that. Second, it’s not even true, not really. Third, you and me? We’re not talking about it.”

“Vampires are dangerous, Valkyrie. They’re monsters, pure and simple. I’m surprised Skulduggery is allowing it to continue.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Skulduggery doesn’t have a say in it, and neither do you, and neither does Fletcher. It’s no one’s business but my own.”

“I’m just looking out for you.”

“I know. It’s appreciated. Up to a point.”

Ghastly nodded. “Can I ask a question, though? The last one, I promise.”

“Sure.”

“Did you take Fletcher for granted?”

Valkyrie was quiet for a moment. “I suppose I did. I knew he’d always be there for me so, like… where was the challenge?”

Ghastly nodded. “That’s what he figured.”

“Do you think he’ll be OK?”

“Of course he will. Just give him time.”

“How much time? I want us to be friends. You can’t spend all that time together and then all of a sudden not care if you never see that person again. I miss him already, you know? I don’t want to get back with him, but I miss him.”

“All you can do is wait, Valkyrie.”

“I hate waiting.”

“I’ve noticed.”

Ten minutes later, Fletcher and Skulduggery were back.

“OK,” Skulduggery said. “Most of the Necromancers are in a large, open room, so that’s where we’ll be teleporting. Very little furniture, very little cover. We’ll be dealing with thirty-five Necromancers, plus Melancholia, who will be on a raised stage directly in front of us when we arrive. You leave Melancholia to us. You stay away from the White Cleaver. Your job is to keep the rest of the Necromancers off our backs. Our aim here is to subdue Melancholia and teleport her out.”

“Subdue?” asked Kallista.

“We’re trying to take her alive.”

The collected sorcerers frowned.

“Not to be a pain,” said Rosella, “but wouldn’t it be easier to just kill her?”

Kallista nodded. “More fun, too.”

“It might come to that,” Skulduggery said, “but we’re not a death squad. We’ve issued a warrant for her arrest, and so we want to arrest her. It’s really that simple. Everyone clear? Then link up.”

They formed three rows and linked arms, Skulduggery standing between Valkyrie and Fletcher. At Skulduggery’s command, the factory became the Retirement Home. Big windows, lots of sunshine and open space, floors that may have once been used for ballroom dancing. One Necromancer saw them and the others turned, shouting, cursing, throwing shadows. Valkyrie saw Craven with his eyes wide, grabbing the White Cleaver and holding him as a shield. Behind Craven, Melancholia stood on the stage in a black cloak, the hood up and covering her scars.

Skulduggery’s arm encircled Valkyrie’s waist and they lifted into the air while the invading force engaged the Necromancers. Three of the Necromancers sent shadows up to intercept their flight, like missiles speeding towards a jet fighter. Skulduggery cursed, throwing Valkyrie forward a millisecond before the shadows hit him. She used the air to spur her on, over the heads of the others. Melancholia looked up, snarled at her, and then they crashed together and went down.

Valkyrie was the first to her feet, and she hauled Melancholia up and threw her against the wall. Melancholia whipped her hand at her but Valkyrie knocked it away, stepped in and crunched an elbow into her chin. Melancholia staggered, her eyes wide but unfocused. Valkyrie pressed the attack. To hesitate would be to allow her enemy to stir the shadows into a storm and rip her apart, just like she had done on the cliff top in Haggard. Valkyrie hit her again and Melancholia howled in pain.

“Leave her alone!”

Valkyrie turned, saw the fighting behind her, saw Skulduggery and the White Cleaver go at it, saw Craven staggering towards her with a bloody nose. “Leave her alone!” he screeched again, hurling sharpened shadows.

Valkyrie threw herself down and the shadows missed and continued past her. Melancholia wasn’t fast enough to dodge them. They cut through her flesh, shearing her from left shoulder to right hip.

She gave a small gasp as her body came apart.

Valkyrie stared as the two halves of Melancholia collapsed on to the stage. She was aware of the sounds of battle, of grunts and yells and cries, and she was aware of Craven’s screaming. Melancholia’s face was turned towards her. All those small scars on that pale face, the lips that used to sneer at her now parted slightly, the eyes that used to glare at her now blank and staring sightlessly.

Craven rushed by, completely forgetting Valkyrie was even there. He fell to his knees, ranting and raving, screeching obscenities, howling like a wounded animal.

The sounds of fighting died. The Necromancers stood there, horrified looks on their faces.

The White Cleaver leaped on to the stage, and shadows curled from the amulet around Craven’s neck, wrapped them both in darkness with the remains of Melancholia, and then they were gone. Up and down the room, Necromancers were suddenly shadow-walking away, only the unconscious and those restrained by Valkyrie’s colleagues remaining.

Bony hands picked her up, and Skulduggery led her off the stage. No one spoke.

Valkyrie sat on the concrete step of the Retirement Home, watching the sorcerers and the Cleavers depart. Skulduggery sat beside her. “Are you OK?”

She exhaled. “I don’t know. I suppose so. I’m not the one who got chopped in half. And she would have killed me if she’d had the chance, so that stops me from actually, you know, feeling sad about it.”

“But you still didn’t want her to die.”

“No. Of course not. She wasn’t like Vengeous or Serpine. She was…”

“Like you.”

She scowled at him. “She wasn’t a bit like me. She was an idiot. And smug. God, she was always so smug and condescending. But still… she was only a few years older. She never even got the chance to realise what an annoying little twerp she was being.”

“Life isn’t fair,” said Skulduggery. “In my experience, death isn’t so different.”

“What do you think Craven will do now?”

“Panic, presumably. This was his one power play. This was his big moment. I doubt he even had a back-up plan. He got away with seventeen Necromancers. Maybe they’re scattered, maybe they’re together, I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. We’re going to round them all up before they slip out of the country.”

Valkyrie sighed. “Can’t we leave that to someone else? What’s the point of being part of the Sanctuary if we can’t assign some of the rubbish jobs to other people?”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“So that’s it? We’re done?”

“The Death Bringer is dead, the crisis is averted… It would seem like we have triumphed once again.”

“Yay us,” Valkyrie said, and stretched. “I’m tired.”

“Fletcher’s hanging around inside. He could take you home.”

“I’d prefer the drive, actually.”

“Is it because of the scintillating conversation?”

“That must be it.”

“This wasn’t the ending we wanted,” Skulduggery said.

“No it wasn’t,” replied Valkyrie. “It was the ending we got, though.”

“Yes it was.”





Chapter 41
Home Sweet Home

    [image: logo]aturday morning came and went, and Valkyrie slept through most of it. When she woke, she just lay there, looking up at the ceiling. She thought about Melancholia, and Wreath, and Moore, and about Fletcher and Caelan. All of it jumbled together this past week, becoming mixed up and messed up, one thing after another. She hadn’t had time to really dwell on recent events. That might have been a good thing.

She crawled out of bed, showered and dressed, went downstairs. Her parents were heading out that afternoon, but when she walked into the living room, her father was leaning over the basket, prodding Alice with his finger. “Hello, small person,” he said.

“Desmond,” her mum said from the couch, “don’t poke the baby.”

Her dad stopped, looked guilty, then leaned closer. “You may have won this round,” he whispered, “but I will have my—”

“And don’t threaten the baby, either.”

“I wasn’t,” he said, straightening up immediately.

“Just leave her alone. You’re annoying her.”

“I’m not annoying her. She doesn’t even know enough to be annoyed. She’s, what, a week old?”

“She’s three months.”

“She’s three months in our years, but how old is she in baby years?”

“Come away from her. Steph, could you pick her up? It’s time for her feed.”

Valkyrie went to the baby while her dad frowned.

“Why didn’t you ask me to pick her up? I was standing right there. Don’t you trust me? That’s it, isn’t it? You don’t trust me.”

“I do trust you,” her mum said. “I just don’t trust you a lot. Stephanie has safe hands.”

“You want to see safe hands?” her dad asked. He went to the fruit bowl on the side table, took two apples and proceeded to juggle them. “See? Safe as anything.”

Her mum frowned at him. “Are you proposing you juggle our new-born child?”

“Of course not,” he said. “I’d only be able to juggle her if you’d had twins. Otherwise it’s just throwing.”

“Steph,” her mum said, “give me my baby and never let your father near her.”

“Deal,” Valkyrie said, handing her sister over.

Her dad put the apples back in the bowl. “Everyone seems to forget that I’m not a complete novice at this. Don’t I already have one beautiful daughter, and she turned out OK, didn’t she? I didn’t drop her once.”

“You dropped her when we were at the zoo,” Valkyrie’s mum said.

Valkyrie spun her head to him. “You dropped me?”

“Ah,” he said, “I’d forgotten about that. In my defence, though, you were a very wriggly child. One moment you were there, the next you were, you know, on the ground in the penguin enclosure.”

She blinked. “You dropped me in the penguin enclosure?”

“I was leaning over the railing and you just plopped out of my grip. You weren’t hurt, or anything. And even if you had been, I’m sure the penguins would have taken you in, raised you as one of their own. It would have been a different life for you, but still a good one.”

“I can’t believe you dropped me.”

“Neither could the people around us. Some crazy woman stormed up and roared at me for five minutes about how I shouldn’t be putting my child in danger.”

“That was me,” Valkyrie’s mum muttered.

“Now it makes sense,” Valkyrie said, collapsing on to the couch. “My fear of zoos. My fear of penguins. My fear of being dropped in a zoo with the penguins. It’s all Dad’s fault.”

“Most things are,” he admitted sadly, and wandered over to his wife. “But I won’t make the same mistakes again, I promise. From this moment on, I will be the best father the world has ever seen. Wifey, may I please hold my child?”

“I’m feeding her.”

“Give me the child and the bottle. I’ll feed her.”

Valkyrie’s mum looked at him suspiciously. “When you hold a baby, what is the most important thing to remember?”

“Not to drop it,” he said proudly.

“Well, yes, well done, dear, but I was thinking more about how you hold the baby.”

“Ah,” he said, “of course. The secret to holding a baby is to pick it up by the scruff of the neck.”

“You’re thinking of kittens.”

“Pick it up by its ears, then.”

“You’re thinking of nothing.”

“Can I please just hold her?”

“I don’t think that’s wise.”

“A lot of things aren’t wise, Melissa. Is crossing the road with your eyes closed wise? No, but I do it anyway.”

His wife nodded. “Stephanie, you’re in charge of teaching Alice how to cross the road.”

“Gotcha.”

Her dad held his hands out, and finally her mum sighed. “Be careful,” she warned.

“Trust me,” he said.

She handed the baby over. Valkyrie’s dad held Alice out straight, looked at her and smiled. “Aren’t you so cute?” he asked. “Aren’t you? Aren’t you the cutest?” He brought her in close, held her against his face and staggered around the room. “Help me!” he cried. “A facehugger has me!” Valkyrie and her mother observed him as he lifted her off, chuckling. “You know,” he said, “from Alien. The facehugger.” He held the baby against his face again. “Help me, Sigourney Weaver! Help me!” Alice, for her part, seemed bemused by the whole thing.

They left half an hour later, when Alice was in her basket and sleeping. Valkyrie dialled Skulduggery’s number and he picked up.

“Hey,” she said softly. “It’s me.”

Skulduggery paused. “No, it’s not. If it were me, then I’d be talking to myself, and I don’t do that any more. I certainly don’t ring myself. That’s one of the first signs of madness, and if it isn’t, it should be.”

She sighed. “Are you finished talking nonsense?”

“I haven’t talked nonsense all morning. I miss it. Why are you speaking so quietly?”

“Because the baby’s asleep.”

“Can she walk yet?”

“No.”

“I could walk from a very young age, you know. I was a very advanced child.”

“You must be so proud.”

“I am.”

“It’s funny, actually. I’ve never thought about what you’d have been like as a child. What were you like?”

“I was shorter.”

“I bet you never shut up.”

“Actually, I found it very difficult to speak. I had a stutter, you see.”

“You?”

“It’s hard to believe, isn’t it? It didn’t stop me from developing a razor-sharp wit, though, even if the townspeople did suspect that I was possessed by the devil. Four hundred years ago, no one really understood why people stuttered. They were simpler times.”

“So why do people stutter?”

“I don’t know. They’re probably possessed by the devil.”

“You are so annoying. Any word on Craven?”

“Three of his Necromancers have been arrested trying to flee the country – that leaves us with fourteen more, not counting the White Cleaver or Craven himself.”

“So he’s still at large.”

“Yes, but that won’t last long. If it were Wreath we were talking about, he’d vanish and we’d never see him again. But Craven has spent most of his adult life in one Temple or another. Only rarely did he venture out into the real world. We’ll catch him soon enough.”

There was a knock on the door.

“Hey,” she said, “I have to go. Call me if there’s, you know, anything to talk about.”

He sounded amused. “You’re bored, aren’t you?”

“No,” she said, walking into the hall. “This is my day off and I’m enjoying being normal.”

“You’re bored.”

“You’re the one who’s bored. Without me around, you’re lost, aren’t you? Just admit that you miss me.”

“You are an amusing oddity.”

She grinned. “That’ll do for now.”

She hung up, and opened the door. She put her phone in her pocket as she stepped out and looked around. No one. Shrugging, she went back inside, walked into the kitchen.

God, she was bored.

When Alice was awake, time flitted by. But when she was asleep, Valkyrie had nothing to do. She needed a hobby, something that didn’t include hitting people. Or maybe some friends that she could invite over on a Saturday morning to keep her company while she babysat. She felt a pang when Fletcher flashed into her head, and fought it down hard. She refused to feel lonely, not on her day off.

Valkyrie walked to the back door, which hadn’t been closed properly, shut it and locked it. There was now a baby in the house, after all. She couldn’t take the chance that a wild animal might wander in and make off with Alice, like those dingoes in Australia. She was probably being unfair to both dingoes and Australia, but she couldn’t risk it. Locked doors kept the dingoes out, and that’s all there was to it, even if she didn’t know what a dingo actually was. She took out her phone, searched the Internet, found a picture of a baby dingo and now she really wanted a baby dingo for a pet.

Valkyrie sighed, putting the phone away. She really needed a hobby. She walked out of the kitchen and someone grabbed her, smashed her head against the wall. White light exploded behind her eyes. She wanted to drop to the ground, but there were hands on her, someone speaking, and then the hallway blurred as she was thrown the length of it. She hit the ground, banging her chin and biting her tongue. Blood in her mouth, thunder in her head. She felt fingers in her hair, heard herself cry out as she was wrenched back. More talking, but the words slipped by. Her ears were buzzing. Her head snapped. Someone had hit her. She was on the floor again, on her back this time. Someone sitting on her, straddling her. A hand at her throat. She tried to push at the air but she couldn’t focus. She clicked her fingers but couldn’t find the spark. Her head was splitting.

She blinked, the man on top of her becoming less hazy. For a moment she didn’t recognise him. All she saw was the snarling mouth with the cut lip and the spittle that flew as he spoke. She saw the eyes, wide and bruised and burning with anger. A name drifted to her. Moore.

“You thought I wouldn’t come back at you?” he sneered. “You thought you could do that and get away with it?”

His hand at her throat was cutting off her air. She realised she already had her hands up, trying to release the pressure. She brought her knees in so they were pressed against him from behind, and then she hooked her left foot to the outside of his right. He didn’t notice.

“They had to let me go,” he said. “Cops can’t have someone beaten up in their own cells, not without a lawsuit.”

He pulled his right hand back, cracked it against her cheek. Her head swam but she fought through it.

“I saw your mother’s address on one of their files. I thought to myself, the moment I get out of here, I’m paying that girl a visit. I’m going to give her some of what she gave me.” He leaned down, his face mere inches from hers. “I don’t know how you did all that crazy stuff, but I can do some crazy stuff of my own. I can beat that pretty face of yours right off you.”

She waited until he started to lean away, then she trapped his right hand at her throat and smacked her own right hand up into his chin. She didn’t even give him time to feel it. Her hand went to his shoulder, fingers closing around his jacket, and she snapped her body off the ground, bridging him up and over and now she was on top, smashing her elbow down into his face, again and again while he attempted to cover up.

He tried to push her off but she kept bringing the elbow down. He started shouting, cursing at her. Somewhere in the distance she heard a baby crying. Alice had woken up.

Her head felt light and for a moment she thought she was going to faint. Moore seized his chance, started to push her off. Her head cleared as he turned over, tried to crawl out from under her. She fell on to him, right arm wrapping around his throat, the other searching for a sleeper hold. He gagged, raised up to his hands and knees, but she stayed on his back, hooking her feet into his legs. He launched himself sideways. She tucked her head against him, clung on like a limpet. He rolled, gasping and gagging, doing everything he could to throw her off. Her left arm snaked closer to that sleeper hold. They crashed into the hall table. The vase toppled, smashed on the ground. Flowers and water went everywhere.

She found the sleeper hold, started to tighten, then she felt something slice into her left arm. She cried out, but only let go when Moore twisted the shard of broken vase. She fell back, clutching her arm, blood dripping through her fingers. Moore got to his feet, staggered slightly, his face bright red, bleeding and sweating, the shard in his hand. She tried to push at the air but her focus was gone. Her head buzzed too loudly, every movement sending pain ricocheting against the inside of her skull.

She backed off to the front door and he closed in, teeth bloodied and gritted. If she had been wearing her black clothes, a shard of vase wouldn’t have worried her too much. But she was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. Her black clothes were upstairs, in her room, with her Necromancer ring.

Moore came in, stabbing towards her gut. Valkyrie jerked her hips back as she tried to grab his wrist with both hands. She missed, had no choice but to commit, so she grabbed his arm where she could and launched herself at him, slamming her forehead into his face. She felt the shard slice across her hip. Her momentum took her forward as he stumbled, and she had a good grip of his arm now. She slid in, clasping his arm across her body tightly while her free hand sent palm shot after palm shot towards his face, trying to get his chin. Hit the chin, shake the brain, that’s what Skulduggery said.

The vase shard dropped and Moore lost his footing, went down, dragging Valkyrie off balance. She tumbled over him and he grabbed at her, but she kicked him away, got up, ran for the stairs. She took them three at a time, but he was after her, lunged and caught her ankle. She fell against the stairs painfully. He was gripping her leg with one hand, the other reaching up, hooking into the waistband of her jeans, dragging her down towards him. She twisted, crunching his fingers between her back and the wooden step, and he roared and released. She scrambled up, got to the landing, burst into her room, flung open the wardrobe and grabbed the black clothes, searching the pockets for the ring.

Moore collided with her from behind. He was roaring now, a constant roar of anger and murderous hatred. He threw her back. She fell on to her bed and he was on top of her. She crossed her arms over her head and his knuckles cracked against her elbows. He hissed in pain, grabbed her arms, tried to pull them away from her face but she resisted, her muscles burning. She waited until he gave an almighty heave and then she shoved him, adding to his own strength, and he fell backwards off the bed. She tried to spring past him but he flailed, caught her leg. She hit the ground and he was on her. The Necromancer ring was on the floor of the wardrobe. She didn’t need to focus to use it. She reached out but it was too far. She could see herself in the mirror, see Moore on top of her. He caught her eye and grinned. She stopped reaching for the ring, and instead her fingers tapped the mirror. Her reflection, bloody and bruised, blinked, and stood up.

Moore froze. “What the hell…?”

The reflection’s foot came out of the mirror and lashed into Moore’s face.

He went backwards. Valkyrie heard him crash into her desk. She turned over, and the reflection pulled her to her feet.

“This isn’t right,” Moore gasped, sucking in air through broken teeth. “How did you do that? What the hell is that?”

The reflection left Valkyrie standing there and closed in. For a moment Moore looked like he might shrink back, but fear mixed with his anger and he snarled again. He threw a punch and the reflection lunged, its arms crossed in front of its face, taking the punch on its forearms. It grabbed Moore’s head and started slamming in headbutts. Moore’s legs gave out and he slipped from the reflection’s grasp, his face a mess, already unconscious as he hit the floor.

The reflection looked back at Valkyrie. “We should kill him,” it said.

Valkyrie frowned. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“It’s not ridiculous, it’s practical. I’ll do it if you don’t want to. You can call Skulduggery. We’ll need to hide the body.”

Valkyrie fought to get her breath back. “We’re not killing him, OK? We’re not killers. Or I’m not a killer, and that means you’re not a killer, either.”

The reflection looked at her. “He’s the one who broke in and attacked you. If your parents were here, he would have attacked them, too. For all we know, he might even have hurt Alice. We should kill him.”

“No, all right? We’re going to do this like normal people. I’m calling the Guards.”

“He’ll identify you as the person who attacked him in his cell.”

“And I’ll say he’s lying.”

“And what will you say when he mentions me?”

“I’ll say I hit him so hard he was seeing double. Nobody’s going to believe a word he says, especially when he starts talking about anything magical.”

“If you call the Guards, they’ll arrest him, put him on trial, throw him in jail. And what are you going to do when he gets out again? He’ll come back, you know he will, and you’re not going to be here.”

“No,” Valkyrie said, “but you are. And you’re going to protect my family.”

The reflection looked down at Moore. “If he comes back,” it said, “I’m going to kill him.”

Valkyrie kept her eyes on the reflection, and didn’t say anything. That sounded fair to her.





Chapter 42
A New Mission

    [image: logo]capegrace threw open the doors to the pub, and nobody came in. The people of Roarhaven wrinkled their noses at his disfigured appearance as they passed. Not one of them said hello. Not one of them stepped inside. He turned, went back into the cool interior, away from the glare of the sun and the glares of the people.

Years ago, when he had first run the place, the bar had been split into two. There was a section for the regular people, and a section for the special guests, the VIPs. Now there weren’t any VIPs, but neither were there regular people. There was just Scapegrace, the owner and bartender, and Thrasher, the idiot who wiped the tables.

“Stop wiping the tables,” Scapegrace said. “There’s no one here. You keep wiping the damn tables. You do a loop of the room, humming away to yourself, wiping the tables one after another… It’s insane. You look like an insane person doing that.”

“Sorry,” Thrasher said, his head drooping.

“Go clean the toilets.”

“But they’re disgusting.”

“So are you. Clean them.”

Thrasher’s head dipped even lower, and he trudged away to do his duty.

Sometime around mid-afternoon, two men walked in. They wore black, and Scapegrace had never seen them before. They certainly weren’t Roarhaven natives. One of them held the door open and two more men walked in. The first was dressed in a black robe, and the second was dressed all in white. Scapegrace’s eyes would have widened if they’d been able, but having half his face burned off severely limited his expressions of surprise. He stared at the White Cleaver until the man in the black robe cleared his throat.

“You’re a zombie,” said the man.

Scapegrace nodded. No point in denying it.

“Do you know what that means?” the man continued. “It means that you, like the White Cleaver here, are a product of Necromancer magic. As such, you are bound to Necromancer will.”

“I am?” asked Scapegrace. It was news to him, and yet he did feel an odd urge to bow.

“Oh, you are,” said the man. “And that means you are bound to my will. I am High Priest Vandameer Craven. I am your master.”

Thrasher popped his head out of the toilets. “Are you my master too?”

High Priest Craven glanced at him distastefully, then looked back at Scapegrace. “This is one you turned? Why is it still with you?”

“I’ve tried getting rid of him,” Scapegrace offered. “But he keeps coming back.”

High Priest Craven sighed. “No matter. I have a task for you, zombie. You will obey without question.”

Scapegrace nodded eagerly. He had only just met his Master, but already he could tell that the Necromancer was a very important man.

Thrasher hurried forward. “Can I obey too?” he begged. “All I do here is clean the toilets. I long to serve!”

The Master’s lip curled. “If you shut up and move away from me, yes, you can obey.”

Thrasher squealed with delight and ran back beside Scapegrace.

“I need you to steal something for me,” the Master said. “It looks exactly like this.” He showed them a gold disc, the size of his palm. “There is undoubtedly one to be found in the offices of the Elder Mages. All I need is one. When you have located said disc, substitute it with this forgery.” The Master threw the disc to Scapegrace. He snatched it from the air and held it close to his heart. “Do not, under any circumstances, arouse suspicion. It is to be a straight swap. Do you understand?”

“Yes Master,” Scapegrace said.

“Yes Master,” Thrasher said, and started bowing like the pitiful fool he was. It was an utterly pathetic display. Scapegrace got to his knees, showing everyone what real bowing was.

The Master looked at them both, and then shifted his eyes to the man who had held the door open. “These are the only zombies in town? We’re absolutely sure there are no others?”

The man shook his head sadly.

The Master looked annoyed. “Very well,” he said. “They’ll have to do.”

Scapegrace was so happy he could have cried, had his tear ducts not long since dried up.





Chapter 43
A & E

    [image: logo]lice’s eyes were wide open, watching the activity in the Accident and Emergency Room with interest as Valkyrie rocked her with her free hand. Her other arm was flat on the table as a cute doctor stitched her up.

“You sure you’re OK?” he asked again.

“I’m grand,” she said. The leaves she’d chewed while she waited for the cops to show up were still working to dull the pain. She winced every time the needle went through her skin, but that was more for show than anything else. He’d already stitched the cut on her hip, assuring her as he did so that there probably wouldn’t be a scar. She’d shrugged. A scar on her hip was the least of her worries.

She heard her mother’s voice, looked over as a nurse led her parents into the A&E.

“There,” the doctor said. “Finished. I’ll have a nurse bandage this up. I swear, I wish all my patients were as calm as you, you know that?”

“Thanks. I wish all my doctors were as hot as you.”

He laughed, then stood aside as Valkyrie’s mum barged through, arms out to hug. She stopped abruptly, backed off, looked at the doctor.

“Is it OK to hug her?” she asked.

“We actually encourage it,” he said, smiling, and walked off as the hug came on.

“My baby,” her mum said. “My poor baby.”

“I’m fine,” Valkyrie said, her voice muffled. Her eyes flickered to her dad, who was checking on Alice. He looked grim. She wasn’t used to him looking grim. Her mum started crying. Automatically, Valkyrie stiffened, blinking back the tears that had sprung up without warning and now threatened to spill over.

“Mum,” she said, laughing as she pulled away. “Mum, I’m grand. Look. Not a bother on me.”

“Your face,” her mother said.

“Cuts and bruises, already fading.”

“Your poor arm.”

“Stitched up and healing. Honestly, I’m fine.”

“He beat himself up in his cell,” her dad said. He was still looking at Alice. “That’s why they let him out. They should have been outside. The moment they let that scumbag walk free, they should have parked a squad car outside the house.”

“Dad, they didn’t know he knew where we lived, and they certainly didn’t know he’d want some kind of stupid revenge for getting thrown in jail in the first place. You can’t blame them.”

“They let him go.”

“This isn’t their fault.”

He looked at her for the first time. “He could have…”

“Des, don’t,” her mum said, her hand covering her mouth. “Please. Don’t say it.”

Valkyrie made herself smile. “Hey, the pair of you, snap out of it. Alice slept through the whole thing and I’m fine.”

A nurse came over. “Excuse me? I just have to bandage up your arm.”

“Bandage away,” Valkyrie said.

The nurse smiled, started working. “I heard what happened,” she said. “They’re all talking about it. I thought you might like to know that the man who attacked you is being treated in a secure room, surrounded by three very angry-looking Guards. You broke four of his ribs, his nose, his jaw, cracked three fingers, knocked out three teeth, and gave him a concussion. He was seeing two of you, do you know that?”

Valkyrie’s mother blinked. “Stephanie did all that?”

“She sure did,” said the nurse. She secured the bandage in place. “I’ll be right back with the paperwork.”

The nurse walked off. Valkyrie’s parents stared at her.

“What?” Valkyrie asked as innocently as she could. “I’ve been taking self-defence lessons at the gym. Hard Target Krav Maga type stuff. Combatives, things like that. It’s really not a big deal.”

“But he was a grown man,” her mother said.

“There’s not really a lot of point to self-defence if you can’t use it against just that type of person. Oh, Mum, your vase got broken. The one in the hall. Sorry.”

Her mum blinked. “That’s… quite all right. It was an ugly vase and I never liked it anyway.”

“See?” Valkyrie beamed. “It’s worked out well for everybody.”

“Are you sure you’re not in shock?”

“Honestly, I’m good. I’m just glad Dad wasn’t there or he’d have thrown him through another window.”

Her mum smiled, and hugged her husband. “I have a family of fighters,” she said. “Alice, it looks like it’s up to you and me to be the reasonable ones.”

Alice gurgled.

Her parents drove her home. It was weird, sitting in the back seat of a car. She almost felt like a kid. Music was playing and she started singing softly to Alison. Alison smiled, and Valkyrie laughed.

They got home and spent the evening cleaning up the mess. There was a knock on the door and her dad went to answer it. He came back in, paused, then spoke. “Fletcher’s here,” he said. “I told him if he’s here to argue with you, he should just walk away. But he said he’s not. Maybe you should talk to him.”

Her mum nodded. “He’s a nice boy. He deserves it.”

“Yeah,” Valkyrie said. “I know.” She took a breath, then walked into the hall. Fletcher stood in the doorway. She stuffed her hands in her jeans. “Hi,” she said.

He looked at her. “Go for a walk?”

“Sure.”

He turned, started walking down the path. She followed him out, closing the door behind her. They walked towards the park.

“Are you talking to me again?” she asked.

“I suppose I am,” he said. “You look like you’ve been in the wars.”

“You know me, always running into trouble.”

“And coming out the other side. That’s the important bit.” He kicked a pebble and it skittered away. “I don’t forgive you,” he said. “I’d like to. I’d like it if we could just forget about it all, get back together, carry on like before. But that’s not going to happen.”

“I know,” said Valkyrie quietly. “But I don’t want you to hate me, Fletch.”

“That’s a little out of your hands, though, isn’t it?”

“I suppose.”

“It’s kind of hard to stay angry at you. You probably don’t feel you did anything wrong, do you?”

“Of course I do. I cheated on you.”

“But why?”

“Because I was stupid, and I didn’t think about it, and—”

“No,” Fletcher said. He looked at her. “At the time, what was going through your head? Why did you do it?”

“How is this going to help anything?”

“It’ll help prove my point.”

Valkyrie sighed. “I thought, at the time, that you were being too… boyfriendy.”

“Is that the technical term for it?”

“You were being too protective. You were…”

“Go on.”

They were in the park now, sticking to the well-lit areas. There was nobody else around. “You were lecturing me. You were disapproving of the things I did. I thought it was all just too safe, you know?”

“And you turned to Caelan. Who is anything but safe.”

“I suppose.”

“So when you cheated on me, you knew why you were doing it. You could justify it.”

“To a degree.”

“So in your head, it was all my fault.”

“What? No, that’s not what I meant.”

“Val, you did what you did, you made those decisions, because you were doing what you thought was the right thing for you at the time. I try to be angry but I just… can’t. You did what you thought was best for you. That’s how you live. You never set about to be mean or cruel. These are just things that happen, kind of like a side-effect.”

“Because I’m selfish.”

“Yeah. Because you’re selfish. Maybe you’ll grow out of it in a few years. I don’t know. I hope you do.”

“That’d be nice,” she murmured.

“I don’t hate you,” said Fletcher. “I may not like you all that much right now, but I don’t hate you. And I really don’t think it’d be a good idea to be around you any more. I’m moving.”

Something yanked at Valkyrie’s heart. “Where to?”

“Australia. I like it there. It’s warm, and they talk funny.”

“But what about your training?”

“Australia’s a Cradle of Magic, just like Ireland. There’ll be plenty of boring old people over there who can offer me useless advice, same as here. What’s wrong?”

“I just… I don’t want you to go. We weren’t just boyfriend and girlfriend. We were friends, too. I don’t… I don’t have many friends. I don’t want to lose another one.”

“Well, you break a heart, that’s what happens.”

“Yeah,” she muttered.

“Besides,” he said, “I’m a Teleporter. We’re never really that far away, wherever we are. Take care, Valkyrie.”

She went to speak but he vanished mid-step.

She turned round, walked home.





Chapter 44
Mission Accomplished

[image: logo]or once, Scapegrace didn’t mind the midday sun, or how harsh it was on his skin. He would gladly let the seasons rot him away if that was the Master’s wish – although he sincerely hoped it wasn’t. He climbed down from the Penguin-Mobile to the dirt track, and hurried over to where High Priest Craven and the White Cleaver were waiting. Secret meetings were exciting.

“Sire,” Scapegrace said, dropping to one knee and holding the gold disc up to him with both hands. “I have returned.” Thrasher fell to both knees beside him, hands clasped in prayer.

“I see that,” High Priest Craven said, snatching up the disc. “You did as I instructed?”

“Oh yes, Sire.”

“Exactly as I instructed?”

“I located Ghastly Bespoke’s quarters, let myself in—”

“Let ourselves in,” Thrasher corrected.

“– and then I located the disc. I substituted—”

“We substituted,” Thrasher corrected.

“– the fake disc you had given me, and returned here to you, now, with the real disc. So now he has the fake disc and you have the real disc. I live only to serve.”

“We live only to serve,” Thrasher corrected.

“You don’t live,” the Master said, examining his prize. “And nobody saw you?”

“Nobody, Sire. I was like the wind.”

“We were like the wind,” said Thrasher.

“But I was like the wind more.”

“I was more breeze-like,” Thrasher said, and bowed forward until his forehead was touching the ground. It was, once again, an unsurprisingly pathetic display, and one that Scapegrace would have no problem surpassing.

He laid himself flat on the ground, face stuck into the dirt, and waved his arms in the air. “Give me another order, Master, I beg of you.”

“Me too,” Thrasher said, lying beside Scapegrace, doing his best to wriggle deeper into the dirt. Furious, Scapegrace started wriggling alongside him.

“If you were not already dead,” the Master said, pinching the bridge of his nose, “I would gladly kill you both. Stop wriggling, and listen very closely. I want you to gather more like you.”

“More zombies?” Thrasher asked, spitting out a small stone.

“I said listen, not talk. I want twenty by this time tomorrow. If you fail me…”

“I won’t,” said Scapegrace.

“I won’t,” said Thrasher.

“He might,” said Scapegrace.

“Shut,” the Master said, “up.”

Scapegrace stayed where he was until the Master and the White Cleaver were gone, and then he got up. Thrasher stood beside him, brushing the dirt from his clothes. “You’re pathetic,” Scapegrace sneered.

“I know,” Thrasher said meekly. “But whenever the Master is around, nothing else matters but him. It’s like he said, zombies are made to serve Necromancers. That… that doesn’t mean I still don’t value your leadership, sir.”

“Yeah, well,” Scapegrace said, curling what was left of his lip, “just don’t you forget it.”





Chapter 45
The Nicest Town in Ireland

    [image: logo]eoffrey had been the key.

It was a good trick, all right, getting people to believe whatever he told them. He hadn’t reckoned on Kenny’s journalism training being able to renew his interest in the story, but that wasn’t Geoffrey’s fault. It was a fluke, nothing more. Kenny had no trouble believing that Geoffrey’s power would work on anyone. And that had got him thinking.

He had spent the last few days digging out all the reports he’d found that had later been retracted. He read over them again with fresh eyes, with a new perspective. What if these reports hadn’t been hoaxes or mistakes? What if they were genuine, and had only been retracted after someone like Geoffrey had convinced the poor, frightened people that they hadn’t seen what they’d thought they’d seen?

Kenny had laid all these reports out on his floor, and he’d spent hours going through them. One of them caught his eye. Only a few lines long. A few years ago, a man in north County Dublin had called the cops after witnessing a dark-haired girl fleeing from a pack of white-skinned “animals” who ran on two legs. The girl – he hadn’t seen her face – led them towards the pier.

His statement was taken by the local cops. The next day he denied ever seeing such a thing. The day after that, the cops who had taken his statement denied ever doing so. It would have been completely forgotten about if Kenny hadn’t been such a keen collector of oddness.

It was a long shot, Kenny knew. There were plenty of darkhaired girls in Ireland. There was absolutely no reason to think that it was the same girl who Geoffrey had called Valkyrie Cain. But the name of the town in which this had happened was Haggard, which was only a kilometre or two from the town in which there had been all that Insanity Virus trouble at that nightclub. And so Kenny got the bus to Haggard. He stayed in a B&B and talked to the couple who owned it about any odd occurrences they might have heard about. Odd? they said. Sure nothing odd ever happens in Haggard.

By the end of his second day, he was believing that. Haggard was rapidly becoming the nicest town in Ireland, where nothing weird ever happened.

The oddest thing, according to a small old man in a farmer’s cap who didn’t appear to have any teeth, was a car that had been showing up regularly for the last five years or so. Kenny didn’t know much about cars, but he knew what a Bentley was when the old man mentioned it. A real beauty too, apparently. A few times a week, usually at night, the Bentley could be seen driving through town. Nobody knew who owned it. Sometimes there’d be a passenger, a dark-haired girl. She always kept her head down.

Kenny felt the flutter of excitement building inside him. It was them. He knew it was. It had to be.

His attention caught by this mysterious Bentley, Kenny didn’t pay much attention to the news that a local woman had been mugged on Main Street. Everyone was talking about it. Melissa Edgley had had her handbag snatched by a thug called Ian Moore. Melissa’s husband had thrown Moore through a window, and the cops had come and Moore had been escorted into a cell. No magic or super powers involved.

But then, the next day, they were all talking about Moore again. The Guards had been forced to let him go, the nice people of Haggard said, and he’d gone straight to Melissa Edgley’s house looking for revenge. Melissa’s daughter, Stephanie, had been home with her new-born sister, and Stephanie had managed to overpower the thug and call the police. The poor girl, the good people of Haggard said. She must have been terrified. It must have been awful. Isn’t it great how she overpowered him, though? Isn’t that amazing? Wonder how she did it?

And then the good people of Haggard would shrug. But then, she’s always been an odd one, has that Stephanie.

And Kenny’s interest was piqued.





Chapter 46
The Requiem Ball

    [image: logo]here was a box on the table when they walked into Skulduggery’s house. It was done up with a ribbon tied into a bow. Valkyrie opened it, took out a beautiful black dress.

“Wow,” she said.

“Normally, Ghastly would have been happy to make you a dress,” Skulduggery said, “but all his spare time is invested in tracking down Tanith. So I thought I’d spoil you.”

“This is… wow.”

“I’m glad you like it. We leave for the Ball in twenty minutes.”

She glared at him. “I have to wash my hair.”

“Then you had better hurry.”

She showered in the bathroom that had been specially installed for her. As she did her make-up, she checked herself for scars and bruises. Apart from the bandage on her forearm there was nothing much to report. She would have liked to have gone to one of the Sanctuary doctors instead of making do with stitches and a bandage, but mortal problems meant mortal solutions. A physical injury that could be photographed and documented would help the Guards in their prosecution, whereas an injury that disappeared overnight would only help Valkyrie look better in her dress.

Not that she needed any help as far as that was concerned. The dress was long and slinky, strapless, silk and chiffon. Her shoes were gorgeous.

She stepped into the living room and Skulduggery, wearing the sharpest tuxedo she had ever seen, complete with black gloves and a white scarf, tilted his head to her.

“You’re late,” he said.

“I’m beautiful.”

“You’re always beautiful.”

“I’m always late, too.”

He put on his hat, black to match the tux, and they walked out of the house. He opened the car door and she slipped in.

They left Dublin City, heading north, passed the turn-off for Haggard and continued on to Gordon’s house. There was no one guarding the gate, but even so, Skulduggery slowed to a stop. He took their passkey from his pocket, a gold disc no bigger than his palm, and pressed it between his thumb and forefinger. Once it started to glow they drove on, and Valkyrie saw the symbols pulse on either side of the gate, nullifying the security measures. Gleaming cars were parked on both sides of the long driveway, and Valkyrie glimpsed figures standing in the darkness. Men and women, dressed similarly to Cleavers but in black, with twin sickles in sheaths on their backs.

“They’re Rippers,” Skulduggery said. “Cleaver-trained private security. Only the richest can afford them.”

They got out of the Bentley. Skulduggery had a stern word of warning with the valet, and they walked into the house.

Valkyrie imagined that this was what a high society party looked like – people in expensive clothes sipping champagne and laughing politely. The only difference was that, here and there, there were examples of the extraordinary – an otherwise sombre gentleman with green hair, a woman in a shimmering dress with shimmering skin, a man with claws, and of course the walking skeleton beside her. The richest and the most influential sorcerers in the world. Valkyrie could feel the power the moment she stepped in the door, and it made her insides tingle.

A waiter with dirty fingernails offered her a glass of wine on a silver tray. She politely declined, and as the waiter disappeared in the crowd she frowned after him. Dirty fingernails, at a function like this? She shrugged, letting it go. In one of the rooms there was a small orchestra, whose music drifted throughout the house at a perfect pitch. No one had to raise their voice to be heard.

Everything in here positively glowed. Valkyrie was glad the dress Skulduggery had bought her was so beautiful – it was a match for the others she saw.

Skulduggery handed his hat and scarf to a woman who smiled and took them away. Valkyrie stayed by his side. They passed through to the next room, and Skulduggery did his best to tell her who everyone was. She recognised a lot of the names.

Everyone, it seemed, knew Skulduggery, but not all of them liked him. For every smile they got, there was at least one scowl.

“As you can see,” Skulduggery said quietly, “I’m very, very popular.”

“I can tell.”

Gordon stood by his Echo Stone, chatting to a group of people who laughed at whatever story he was telling. He saw Valkyrie and waved, his eyes sparkling, then returned to his story. She grinned.

Ravel came over, shook Skulduggery’s hand and kissed Valkyrie’s cheek. “You look stunning,” he told her.

She smiled back at him. “Not so bad yourself, Grand Mage.”

He laughed, then caught sight of a group of foreign sorcerers standing nearby, and sighed unhappily. “I must go,” he said. “The curse of this job is that I have to mingle. Just when you meet someone interesting, you’re called away by someone mundane.”

Ravel moved off, and Ghastly arrived to take his place. “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “I’d trouble getting in. My disc wasn’t working right, and I’d barely passed the gates before I was surrounded by Rippers.”

“Oh Elder Bespoke, that’s dreadful,” Valkyrie teased. “Didn’t they know who you were?”

He looked at her. “You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?”

“Not Valkyrie, Your Lordship,” Skulduggery protested. “She wouldn’t dream of it.”

“I hate you,” Ghastly muttered. “I hate you both. Oh, we have a surprise guest.”

Skulduggery’s head tilted. “We do?”

Ghastly nodded ahead of them, and the crowd parted to reveal a man with short blond hair, his face lighting up when he saw them. He looked young and fit and healthy – no more than thirty years old, wearing his tuxedo with the bow tie undone and the top buttons of his shirt open.

Skulduggery stepped forward to clasp this man’s hand in his, as if they were old friends.

“It’s been too long,” Skulduggery said.

“It has at that,” the newcomer replied. His eyes left Skulduggery and found Valkyrie.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m—”

“Val!” he exclaimed, and enveloped her in a hug. “Any friend of Skulduggery’s, providing she’s pretty enough, is a friend of mine!” He let go of her and stepped back. “You are now my friend.”

“Valkyrie,” Skulduggery said, “allow me to introduce the one and only Dexter Vex, obviously taking a short break from his life of adventuring and derring-do.”

“A very short break,” Vex said, stepping back and flashing her a grin. Oh, she liked him.

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” she said. “You were one of the Dead Men.”

“Indeed I was,” Vex nodded, “cursed to follow this bumbling fool from misadventure to misadventure in the days of our youth. Is he treating you well? He doesn’t boast too much, does he?”

“Sometimes it’s like that’s all he ever does.”

He held her hand in both of his. “I feel your pain,” he said sadly.

Skulduggery pulled their hands apart. “Yes, well, quite enough of that. If you feel the need to gang up on me, at least have the decency to wait until my back is turned. When did you get into town?”

“This morning,” Vex said. “Ghastly sent me an invitation a few weeks ago, and even though I was kind of busy, when someone like His Holy Eminence sends you an invite, you really can’t say no.”

“Oh, great,” Ghastly said, “now you’ve got him at it.”

Valkyrie laughed, hooking her arm through Ghastly’s. “We’re only messing,” she said. “And by the way, you look amazing in that tuxedo.”

Ghastly smiled. “Why thank you, Valkyrie.”

Vex chuckled. “See that? He hasn’t changed a bit. No matter how bad a mood he pretends to be in, all it takes is a nice word from a pretty girl and he’s putty in her hands. Skulduggery, remember that French girl we met in Saipan? What was her name?”

“Oh,” Skulduggery said. “Françoise.”

“That’s it,” said Vex. “Françoise. Remember her, Ghastly? Remember that weekend we couldn’t find you? We thought Mevolent had snatched you away and was torturing you to within an inch of your life. Valkyrie, would you like to know what he was really doing that weekend?”

“Yes I would,” said Valkyrie.

“No she wouldn’t,” said Ghastly.

“I think she would,” Skulduggery said.

“If you tell her,” said Ghastly, “I will have the both of you arrested. And possibly flogged.”

Vex sighed. “Sorry, Val. What happens in wartime, apparently stays in wartime.”

“Aw,” Valkyrie said, her shoulders drooping.

A woman stopped beside Ghastly, whispered something into his ear. He nodded.

“If you’ll excuse me,” he said, “I have people to talk to. Important people, people of influence and stature, and hopefully people who won’t laugh at me.”

He walked away, and immediately Vex leaned in.

“Don’t worry,” he said, “we have plenty of other stories to tell you. And I have plenty of stories to tell you about Skulduggery too. Good stories. Scandalous stories. Stories to use against him no matter what the situation.”

“Suddenly this entire night seems like a bad idea,” Skulduggery said.

The conversation died as a man appeared beside them, luxurious blond hair swept back off his fleshy face, wet lips curled in a smile. Behind him stood a boy of Valkyrie’s age.

“My my,” the man said, his chins quivering with his words, “if it isn’t the Skeleton Detective himself, come down off his mountain to grace us lowly sorcerers with his presence. I am so honoured and awestruck that I fear I am at a loss. Should I bow? Kneel? Curtsey?”

“Leave?” Skulduggery suggested, and the man laughed uproariously.

His small eyes turned to Valkyrie. “And you, my dear, this vision in black, must be Valkyrie Cain herself.” She didn’t like the way he looked at her – he was taking far too long. “Skulduggery, my sincerest congratulations – you’ve picked a good one here. Pretty, too. I can see why you take her wherever you go. Not too smart, though, am I right?”

Valkyrie glanced at Skulduggery. “It’s not just me, is it? He is begging for a box, isn’t he?”

“Indeed he is,” Skulduggery said.

“I think so too,” nodded Vex.

“You can go ahead and hit him if you like,” said Skulduggery.

The man laughed, held up his hands. They were pale and soft, like they’d never seen a day’s work. “I surrender!” he mock-cried. “I yield! Please don’t let the girl strike me!”

Valkyrie was going to hit him out of pure principle, but the boy in the tuxedo took hold of the fat man’s arm and tugged it sharply.

“Father,” he said, “I think you’ve had too much wine. Perhaps you would like some air?”

“There’s plenty of air in here,” the man said, “although it seems to be primarily hot air.” He laughed at his own joke, and disentangled himself. “Miss Cain, this is my son, who has taken the grand and noble name of Hansard Kray, and I am his embarrassing father, the scurrilous and drunken Arthur Dagan. See how he blushes for me? Is that not the sign of a loyal and loving child?”

“I’m very sorry,” Hansard said. He was taller than his father, and lean. The only trait they seemed to share was the colour of their hair.

“Don’t apologise for me!” Arthur snapped. “And especially not to her!”

Skulduggery was right by Valkyrie’s elbow, but remained quiet. She appreciated that. Any other man would have leaped in to defend her honour. Valkyrie was quite capable of doing that herself.

“Do you have a problem with me?” she asked Arthur.

“A problem?” he echoed. “No! My word, no! Not at all! I’m sure, given time, we could be the best of friends, were it not for your unfortunate habit of murdering my gods.”

“Oh,” she said, understanding at last. “You’re a disciple of the Faceless Ones.”

“Indeed I am,” Arthur said, bowing before her. “In the spirit of openness and togetherness that the new Council of Elders wants to project, I have been invited, for the first time, to the Requiem Ball, where all you people laugh and chortle and pat each other’s backs for defeating the evil Mevolent and his evil followers – of which I was one.”

“You didn’t have to come,” Valkyrie pointed out.

“And you don’t tell me what to do,” Arthur sneered. “You’ll get your come-uppance, you know. You’ll pay for all the things you’ve done.”

“It was a pleasure to meet you,” Hansard Kray said, trying to pull his father away.

“I should put you over my knee,” Arthur said loudly, keeping his eyes on Valkyrie, “and spank you here in front of everyone.”

A waiter appeared, tried to help Hansard’s efforts, but Arthur shoved him back. He waved a fat finger at Valkyrie. “You watch yourself, girl. You watch yourself. Your time is coming.”

Finally, Hansard managed to turn his father, and they plunged through the gathered crowd until it swallowed them up. A moment passed, and slowly the conversations picked up again.

Valkyrie turned to Skulduggery. “He was lovely!” she beamed.

“Arthur Dagan’s family was once royalty,” Skulduggery told her, “or something close to it. Mevolent served under his grandfather for a time, before he came to power himself. Arthur hasn’t handled their fall from grace with as much dignity as one might wish for. Hopefully, his son fares better.”

There was a shout, and then a door burst open and men in ski masks poured into the room, waving guns.

“Nobody move!” one of them screamed, firing into the air. “We’re here for your jewellery and wallets! Anyone tries being a hero, they’ll be shot dead!”





Chapter 47
This Evening’s Entertainment

    [image: logo]he gunshot stopped the music. Everybody stopped talking, and just stared in absolute astonishment. Valkyrie couldn’t quite believe it.

The guest with the claws spoke up. “You’re… you’re here to rob us?”

“Yeah!” the leader of the gang said. Then he faltered. “What’s up with your hands?”

One of his friends, a man in a red ski mask, was already panicking. He held his gun in a tight grip, and even from where she was standing, Valkyrie recognised the dirty fingernails of the waiter who had offered her champagne. “I told you, Larry, this isn’t right. Look at these people. They’re not right.”

Someone in the crowd started laughing. Someone else joined in. Within moments, practically every one of the assembled guests was doubled over with laughter. Larry and his ski-masked friends did not appreciate the joke.

“Shut up!” Larry screamed. “Shut up!”

Valkyrie was barely able to keep track of what happened next. The air rippled, taking one of the ski-masked men off his feet. A ball of yellow light sped towards Larry and exploded. He was flung backwards. Streams of different colours criss-crossed around the other members of the gang, slamming into them and spinning them around. The man with the dirty fingernails was the last one standing. Ghastly stepped out of the crowd beside him and took his gun away. China Sorrows, dressed in an exquisite silk gown, tapped her arm. An ornate symbol glowed on her skin for a moment, and when she touched the man he screamed and toppled over.

Everyone cheered, the music started up again and the guests got back to chatting.

China approached. “Valkyrie,” she said, “you look beautiful. I always knew there was a pretty girl underneath all those bruises.” She saw Vex and raised an eyebrow. “Dexter Vex is back in the country. All we need is Anton Shudder and Saracen Rue to show up and we’d have a Dead Men reunion right here.”

“Hello China,” Vex said, leaning forward to kiss her cheek. “Have you got over your love for me yet?”

“I take each day as it comes,” she replied, and he laughed.

The orchestra started into a waltz. China held her hand out towards Skulduggery. “They’re playing our song.”

Skulduggery looked at Valkyrie. “If you’ll excuse me…?”

She smiled. “Go right ahead.”

Skulduggery took China’s hand, and led her to the only open space in the room. Valkyrie watched him look into China’s eyes, and they began to dance, moving over and around the unconscious forms of the ski-mask gang like they weren’t even there. They danced like two people were meant to dance – with strength, grace, and passion.

“He sure can dance, can’t he?” Vex said.

Valkyrie took her eyes away from the dancing, and smiled. “He told me he could. I was a fool to doubt him.”

She looked back. She could see China’s lips move as they danced, and she wondered what they were talking about.

“I taught him everything he knows, of course,” said Vex with a nod. “Before he came to me, he had all the co-ordination of a turnip. I turned him into the dancer you see before you.”

Skulduggery dipped China, and then swung her up and she pressed against him.

“But do I get any thanks?” Vex continued. “Do I get even a nod of appreciation? No I do not. It’s quite fortunate that I don’t need other people’s approval to feel good about myself. But it would help.”

Ghastly appeared between them. “Are you still complaining about that?”

“I’m not complaining,” Vex corrected. “I am merely voicing my displeasure.” He frowned. “By the way, all joking aside, do I call you Ghastly or Elder Bespoke?”

“You can call me whatever you want.”

Vex nodded. “Thank you Gladys. Where’s Shudder tonight, anyway? Don’t tell me that miserable sod’s staying in that Hotel while there’s a party on.”

“I’m afraid he is,” Ghastly said. “You know very well that Anton isn’t one for small talk.”

“The years were meant to mellow the man, didn’t you tell me that once?”

“I was evidently wrong,” Ghastly conceded.

Vex suddenly smiled. “Remember how Larrikin used to wind him up? We’d be sitting around, waiting in a ditch or something for the order to strike, all of us tense and humourless, the enemy a mere stone’s throw away… and then Larrikin would whisper something to Shudder. Remember that?”

A grin formed on Ghastly’s face. “I remember Shudder’s birthday.”

Vex laughed and Valkyrie had to join in, it was so infectious.

“We were huddled down in a field in France,” Ghastly told her, while Vex snorted at the memory. “This was, I don’t know, 1850 or so. We were all there, all seven Dead Men – Skulduggery, Larrikin, Dexter, Hopeless, Saracen, Shudder and me. We hadn’t moved from that spot in three days. Apart from Skulduggery, we were all cold, wet and starving. Anyway, Larrikin decided on the third day that it was Shudder’s birthday, and there was nothing Shudder could do to convince him that it wasn’t.”

“The problem,” Vex said, picking up the story, “was that it was getting close to Go Time. There was a squad of Mevolent’s men we’d been tracking for days, and we had to take them out without raising the alarm. But now, suddenly, Larrikin was insisting on a birthday cake and a sing-song. The rest of us were focusing on not cracking up, but Shudder was taking it seriously, and couldn’t understand why Larrikin would want to do something so dangerous.”

“We were sitting in a hole we’d dug,” Ghastly said, “with the wind howling and the rain falling, and Larrikin squirmed up beside Shudder and kept trying to hug him.”

“And Shudder’s not a hugger,” Vex said.

“It developed into an extraordinarily quiet wrestling match,” said Ghastly, grinning. “They rolled over and over in the mud, Larrikin with this enormous smile on his face and Shudder silently furious.”

“Shudder got him in a choke hold,” Vex said. “Larrikin started digging around inside his clothes for something. He was going purple by this stage, though still smiling. And then he brought out a bun.”

Valkyrie laughed. “A bun?”

“A very crushed bun,” Ghastly said. “Crumbs now, mostly. Barely held together. He’d kept it hidden for days. And with his other hand he stuck a candle in it.”

“Only time I’ve ever seen Anton Shudder smile while on a Dead Men mission,” Vex said, eyes sparkling with approval. “That was a good day.”

“That’s why we won,” Ghastly said, a little quieter.

Valkyrie looked at him. “That mission?”

“Hmm? No, no. The mission was just a mission, the latest in a long line. No, the reason we won was friendships like that. They called us the Dead Men because they said we weren’t afraid of dying. Mevolent’s lot? They wanted to bring the Faceless Ones back, but the main thing was that they wanted to be there when it happened. After all, what’s the point of going to all that trouble if they weren’t around to enjoy the results? So there were no sacrifices to save their friends, none of that. And that’s one of the main reasons they lost. It got to the point where they couldn’t trust each other, because it was all about personal survival. Whereas with us… we were fighting, and dying, for each other.”

“Larrikin saved my life,” Vex said. “We were in Wales, and Serpine had sneaked right up behind me, about to use that red right hand of his. Larrikin pushed me away, shielded me. He died screaming.” Vex shook his head sadly. “Never forget those screams. You were there when Skulduggery killed Serpine, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” Valkyrie answered.

“I would have liked to have seen that.”

“Larrikin was a good man,” Skulduggery said, and they turned as he led China off the dance floor towards them. “As was Hopeless. They died for what they believed in.”

“Hopeless tried to kill me once,” China said, almost wistfully. “This was back when I was fighting for the other side, of course. We had some good, good times.”

“Hopeless and Larrikin,” Ghastly said, raising his glass.

“Hopeless and Larrikin,” they echoed.





Chapter 48
Going Underground

[image: logo]own deep in the caves below Gordon Edgley’s house, the zombie horde moved in silence. Twenty recruits to Scapegrace’s undead army, all with bite marks and blood splatters, all waiting for the order to charge into battle. Holding flashlights to penetrate the darkness, they looked slightly bewildered, but Scapegrace didn’t mind that. In his experience, zombie hordes always looked bewildered. This was his second horde, so he reckoned himself to be something of an expert.

Shards of moonlight somehow found their way through cracks and fissures in the cave ceiling to bathe parts of the tunnels in a hazy silver blue. Master Craven had been so kind as to provide him with a map. If this map were by anyone else’s hand, Scapegrace would have dismissed it as crudely drawn – but the Master’s work was a deceptively childlike scrawl that implied more than it showed. As such, even though Scapegrace was having trouble working out where exactly they were going, he had a much deeper cultural understanding of where he had been.

Thrasher hurried up, looking anxious. “Master Scapegrace,” he whispered. “I think we have a problem.”

Scapegrace scowled and shone his flashlight straight into Thrasher’s face.

“It’s one of the zombies,” Thrasher said, blinking quickly. “Reggie. You remember him, don’t you, sir? He has a little beard? I… I think he’s been eaten.”

Scapegrace froze. “Eaten? Someone’s eaten him?” He turned to the horde. “What did I tell you? What did I tell you about eating human flesh?” The horde looked at him dumbly. “Only I can do that and keep my thoughts intact! If any of you try it, you become a mindless, shambling zombie right out of a movie. How many times did I warn you? Eh? Well, come on. Own up. Who did it? Who ate Reggie?”

“Uh,” said Thrasher. “It wasn’t one of them, sir.”

“What? What do you mean?”

Thrasher led him back down the tunnel. The horde followed. “Reggie was walking behind us,” Thrasher said. “He was lagging a bit and I told him to hurry up, and he ignored me. I kept walking, and he was lagging even more, and I heard something, something chattering, and I looked around and…”

“Chattering, huh?”

“Very distinct chattering,” Thrasher said, shaking his head at the memory. “So I walked over, searched around a little, about to call his name, and then… I came here. I believe this to be the scene of the crime.”

“You don’t say.”

“Judging from the signs of disturbance, sir, I think he’s been eaten.”

“The signs of disturbance?”

“Yes.”

“And what would these signs of disturbance be, I wonder?” Thrasher pointed with his flashlight. “Well, I mean… the foot.” In the middle of the tunnel before them, illuminated by the flashlight, a single foot, still in its shoe, was sitting quietly.

“You worked that out all on your own?” Scapegrace said. “I’m very impressed.”

Thrasher didn’t seem capable of appreciating sarcasm, so he smiled gratefully. “Just doing my job, sir.”

Scapegrace hunkered down beside the upright foot, examined it more closely. It was severed just above the ankle, with what looked an awful lot like a big bite mark. Scapegrace couldn’t tell for sure. That stupid skeleton was the detective, not him.

Thrasher suddenly screamed and Scapegrace leaped up and whirled in circles until he was sure there was nothing creeping up behind him.

“There!” Thrasher gasped, pointing off into the darkness. Scapegrace looked into the gloom. “There what?”

“I saw it!” Thrasher said. “The thing that ate Reggie! I saw it! It was right there!”

Anxious mutterings spread through the horde like a bad smell. Scapegrace needed to take control of the situation, and fast.

“What did it look like?” he asked. “For God’s sake, calm the hell down and tell me what it looked like.”

Thrasher took a deep breath, even though zombies didn’t need to breathe. “It looked like, it looked like a cross between a monster and an alien.”

Scapegrace stared at him. “Yeah, OK, that is absolutely no help at all. Did it have arms?”

“Oh yes.”

“Two arms?”

“At least,” Thrasher nodded. “Maybe less.”

“What about legs?”

“It had a few of those.”

“What was its body like?”

Thrasher concentrated. “It was, it was either really hairy, with thick black hair all over it, or it didn’t have any hair, and it was just the way the light fell.”

“Its head, then. Did you get a good look at its head?”

“What, like, would I be able to pick it out in a line-up?”

“I’m just looking for basics here.”

“OK, well, let’s see. It had… I’m not too sure if it had any eyes, and I didn’t see a nose, as such. But it had a mouth. A very big mouth, with teeth, teeth as sharp as needles. But I may have imagined that bit.”

“The teeth bit?”

“No, I may have imagined the mouth. I’m not sure if it had a mouth. It probably did. Everything has a mouth, right?”

“Unfortunately,” Scapegrace muttered.

“It would need a mouth if it was going to eat Reggie. That only makes sense, doesn’t it? Yes. It had a mouth. I’m sure of it now.”

One of the zombies held up his hand.

“What?” said Scapegrace irritably.

“Hi,” the zombie said. “Uh, I’m Keith? From the…? You bit me?”

“I can’t remember every single person I bite,” Scapegrace said, even though he could, because it really wasn’t very many, all things considered. “What do you want, Keith? Why is your hand up?”

“I was just wondering,” Keith said, “if there really are monsters down here?”

“There are a few, yes,” Scapegrace said. “No one knows how many, or what they’re called. All anyone knows is that they’re pretty impervious to magic, so… so don’t use magic. Not that you could, because you’re mortal. Or, you used to be. Anyway, magic attracts them.”

“Um,” said Keith.

“What now?”

“When you… remember when you bit me? And I woke up, and I was all, oh, what’s happening? And your friend explained it?”

“He’s not my friend,” said Scapegrace.

“I’m his second-in-command,” explained Thrasher.

“Oh, OK, sorry,” said Keith. “Anyway, he told me I was a zombie now, and that magic was now sustaining me and everything, and all that’s fine, but does that mean that now we will attract all the monsters because we have magic inside us, or am I just talking complete nonsense?”

Scapegrace looked at him. Oh, hell.

“Right,” Scapegrace said loudly. “Everyone fall in, and pay attention.”

Thrasher joined the horde, and Scapegrace looked at them like a general might survey his troops.

“We have been charged with a mission. We are deep in enemy territory. In order to achieve our objective, we must pass through hostile terrain. Keith is absolutely right. Our very presence here will attract the monsters.”

The horde gaped at him, suddenly terrified. Scapegrace pressed on.

“So we will move! Like lightning! And we will arrive at our destination and we will engage the enemy! In years to come, they will speak of this battle and they will speak of the sacrifice we made here! They will speak of the brave Army of the Undead, the horde that turned back the tide, who fought with everything that is in them to make this world our world! I have seen the faces of our enemies! I have looked into the eyes of our foes! Do you know what I have seen?” Scapegrace snarled, making them wait for the revelation. “Faces and eyes, gentlemen. Faces… and eyes.”

The horde frowned at him, and Scapegrace realised he had lost track of his speech. Panicked, he continued. “We do what we must. We do what we can. We do what we will. We do what we… we don’t do what we won’t.”

“Uh…” someone said.

“What will you give?” Scapegrace roared. “What will you give for one chance, just one chance, to say to your enemies this far, and no further?”

“Who are our enemies again?” someone asked.

“Are you with me?” Scapegrace screeched.

“Not really.”

“Are you with me?”

“I’m with you!” Thrasher squeaked excitedly.

“Is anyone apart from Thrasher with me?” Scapegrace hollered. He decided it was best not to wait for an answer. “Then let’s go! Let’s fight! Let’s show them what it means to die!”

Roaring, Scapegrace charged for the tunnel, Thrasher at his heels. After a moment, the horde started jogging after them. They ran through the darkness and the swaying light, and now some of the horde were joining in with the roars, and by the time they reached the end of the tunnel they were a charging mass of fury and violence, waiting to be loosed upon their enemies. Their feet thundered on the rocky ground, fists pumped the air, their cries turning animalistic, inhuman, a wave of death about to crash down on whoever they found in their way.

They came to a dead end and there was some jostling, and Scapegrace led them back a bit, took the first turn they came to, and the roars started up again and the thunder echoed in the caverns and Scapegrace waved his hand in the air. “Back,” he said, “back. It must be the next turn,” and they turned round again and charged back the way they had come.





Chapter 49
The Pre-Emptive Strike

[image: logo]e crouched in the bushes with the others, all fourteen of them, black-robed and scared, watching the people come and go from the Requiem Ball. Craven refused to allow his own fear to show through. Great leaders did not get scared, after all. Plus, he had an advantage that none of the others did – he had the White Cleaver to protect him should anything go wrong.

“This is highly dangerous,” Cleric Solus whispered. “We must leave now. If they find us—”

“We are done discussing this,” Craven snapped. “I have made my decision, Solus. You will obey.”

“You are not the High Priest,” Solus said.

“Do you wish to test me? Do you wish to test my resolve? You say we are surrounded by the enemy. I say we have the enemy right where we want them.”

“And how do you plan to get us inside the house?” Solus asked. “Did you happen to have the zombies steal another disc that would make the Rippers abandon their posts?”

“Of course not,” Craven answered. “I have something much more rudimentary planned.”

There was a gunshot from inside the house. They watched the Rippers run towards the sound. Once the path was clear, the White Cleaver led the way from the bushes to the side door of the house. Craven darted back through the trees, found her waiting there with her back to him.

“It’s time,” he said softly.

She turned slowly, and took down her hood, releasing her blonde hair, letting the moonlight fall across her scars. Melancholia allowed him to take her hand, and he guided her into the house behind the other Necromancers.

Once they were inside, and the music started up again in a far-away room, the White Cleaver killed two Rippers and four guests, and the only sound was the soft splatter of blood on walls. The bodies were hidden and they continued on, Craven keeping Melancholia close to him as they moved.

They found the cellar empty. Craven led them down the steps, three Necromancers remaining behind, dressed in ill-fitting tuxedos. They were Temple-born and got nervous easily, but all they had to do was stop anyone from entering. Even they couldn’t mess that up.

The cellar was filled with glorious darkness. The caves were beneath them, and provided a last-resort exit in the unlikely event of things going disastrously wrong. There was a secret door somewhere in here, he knew, but it was so well disguised it would take a less intelligent man weeks to find. But Craven had all the angles covered. He took a stone from his robes, gave it to Adrienna Shade.

“Walk with this held close to the ground,” he instructed her. “When it glows blue, tell me.”

“Yes, Your Eminence,” she said, and did as she was told.

Amid the junk that had been collected in the cellar, there was an old table upon which Melancholia sat. She closed her eyes and breathed, preparing herself for what was to come. Craven considered it best to leave her alone. He turned to find Solus looking at him.

“Your Eminence?” Solus said, mocking. “Is that how we address you now? You’re a Cleric, Vandameer. The same as me.”

“Be careful, Cleric Solus,” Craven said. “The last man to question me like you do was Solomon Wreath, who then tried to assassinate me. If you continue to act like him, I might start to fear for my life. And then the White Cleaver would be forced into action.”

At the mention of the Cleaver, Solus’s face went slack. To cover his fear, he nodded to Shade. “And what do you have her doing? Walking around with a stone?”

“Below us,” Craven said patiently, “the zombies are standing at the secret door, having made their way through the caves. Once the stone comes into close proximity with its twin, in the possession of the zombies, it will glow. In the case of an emergency, therefore, we know where to blast through in order to make our escape.”

“It’s still reckless,” Solus said, but speaking without gusto. “If they find us here, all our plans will be for nought.”

“No matter where the Death Bringer is when she initiates the Passage,” said Craven, “the Sanctuary forces will converge on her. They may even stop her before the Passage is complete. We can’t risk that. All my plans have been born out of necessity. We needed someone to tip them off as to our whereabouts, so Melancholia told Wreath he was in danger. We needed to make them think Melancholia was dead, so I killed her reflection before any seasoned sorcerer could get a good look at her. We need to take out our enemies before the Passage begins, so we come to them, and allow the Death Bringer to use her wonderful new talents to snatch their lives away. No fighting. No violence. No chance of defeat. I have thought of everything, Cleric Solus. All you need to do is trust me. So I ask – do you trust me?”

The White Cleaver stepped beside Craven, and Solus swallowed thickly.

“I trust you,” he said.

“You trust me…?”

Solus cleared his throat. “I trust you, Your Eminence.”

Craven smiled. “I thought you might.”





Chapter 50
China’s Ally

[image: logo]hina hated mingling, but it was a necessary evil to which she had grown both accustomed and excessively proficient in. Even without her ability to make people fall in love with her, she could charm a room as easily as shrugging. A little light laugh, a touch on the arm, a lingering look, the right words at the right time, they could all get her what she wanted, providing she had an agenda she wished to fulfil.

And tonight, she had such an agenda.

The drawback of being notorious, as China could well attest, was the ripple effect. When she had been at the peak of her notoriety, she could walk into any room and every head would turn and every conversation would grow quiet. Hushed whispers would spread outwards from the epicentre, ensuring that everyone would know where she was and who she was talking with.

Even as little as ten years ago, China would have had that effect on this room. But thanks to a growing, and somewhat puzzling, aura of respectability that had surrounded her lately, this year the Most Notorious honour went to Eliza Scorn.

China drifted from conversation to dance to anecdote, always with Eliza in sight, keeping note of who she spoke to and, just as importantly, who she ignored. Gallow had promised to furnish China with the list of benefactors, but he was running late.

“China,” a deep voice rumbled behind her. Frightening Jones was a large man with ebony skin who fitted into his tuxedo exceedingly well. “Always a pleasure,” he said, bowing slightly.

“Frightening,” China replied, “how good to see you again. The last time I saw you, you were trying to kill me.”

“I doubt I would have posed much of a threat to one such as you, China, even with a Remnant inside me.”

“You flatterer,” China said, manoeuvring slightly so that she kept Eliza in view. “But you’re quite right. I almost killed you, in fact. It was only your ex-girlfriend who stopped me.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Tanith? How is she? Have you heard anything?”

“Nothing at all,” China said, doing her best to sound as if she was sad about that. “She’s on the run with that dreadful Texan. You should talk to Ghastly about it – he’d know much more than I.”

“Ah,” Frightening said, looking uncomfortable, “maybe later. Elder Bespoke is a busy man.”

China smiled, amused. “And you’re sure it has nothing to do with you being in love with the same woman?”

“In love, perhaps, but at different times, and that’s the important part. My love for Tanith has faded somewhat since we parted, so I now only have a deep, deep affection for her. Ghastly, however, is neck deep in love.”

“I will never understand the taste of certain otherwise intelligent men.”

“You don’t approve of Tanith, I take it?”

“I never have. She’s always been too… brash for my liking.”

“Some people like brash.”

“And they are welcome to it.”

“Of course,” Frightening said with a smile, “some people like other things as well.”

China laughed. “I admire your audacity, Frightening. It is completely wasted on me, but I admire it nonetheless.”

A pale, fleshy hand clamped on to Frightening’s shoulder – not an easy task, as the owner of that hand had to reach up to do it. “Frightening!” boomed Quintin Strom, lurching slightly into him, “aren’t you going to introduce me to your beautiful friend?”

Frightening sighed. “Elder Strom, you already know China Sorrows.”

“I know I do,” the British Elder grinned, “but it never hurts to make a second first impression. Hello, Miss Sorrows, you are looking ravishing tonight.” He was, quite clearly, drunk.

“Elder Strom,” China said, nodding politely. “How have you been? I have heard no scandal about you at all in the past few years.”

“Because I’ve been behaving myself !” Strom laughed. “It hasn’t been easy, but I’ve been keeping out of trouble. Unlike yourself, my dear. For someone who is apparently neutral, you find yourself fighting by the Skeleton Detective’s side an awful lot. Is there something I should know? Should every man in this room be jealous?”

Frightening sighed, smiled at China and backed away, leaving her to cope with Strom alone.

“There’s no need for friends to ever be jealous,” she told him.

He clasped her hand in his. “And what of those who could be more than friends?”

“My darling Quintin,” China said, “you will always be very special to me. A very special friend, with a very special wife. Where is she, by the way?”

Strom shrugged. “Somewhere over there. We have an understanding.”

“That must be wonderful for you both,” China said, realising she’d lost sight of Scorn. Her phone rang, and she disentangled herself from Strom’s hand. “Excuse me for just a moment.”

“It’s me,” Gallow said when she answered. “I have her list. Twelve people, most of whom should be with you right now.”

China smiled tightly at Strom and walked away from him, speaking quietly. “Where are you?”

“Parked in the woods to the north-east of the house. I can’t get any nearer without setting off the alarms.”

“Stay there,” China ordered. “I’ll be with you in a few minutes.”

She paused to check around her, making sure Scorn wasn’t anywhere about. Then she slipped by the Rippers at the door and walked quickly between the rows of cars, sticking to the shadows as much as possible. Her shoes, magnificently elegant though they were, had not been designed for walking across gravel, and were totally unsuited to walking across grass or, indeed, through woodland. But China had grace, and poise, and where a lesser woman would already have toppled, China remained upright. The real trick, of course, was to make it look effortless, even when there was no one around to appreciate it.

She cracked twigs and speared leaves with virtually every step, and there were certain kinds of branches that only wanted to snag her dress as she passed. She stepped from the treeline into a clearing. Gallow’s car sat quiet and dark, and China was already scowling as she approached. She banged her fist on the passenger side window. She doubted it would give Gallow a scare, but she had to at least make the effort after walking all this way. She opened the door and stooped to get in, froze when she realised Gallow wasn’t moving. She took a breath, bent lower. Gallow’s chin was resting on his chest. The upper half of his head was sitting on his lap.

There was a note on the dashboard, illuminated by a strip of moonlight. Too late, sweetie.

China stayed where she was. If anyone was sneaking up behind her, they weren’t making a sound. If anyone was watching from the trees, they weren’t making a move. She straightened up slowly. If this was a trap, then she was already at a disadvantage, and she wasn’t going to make things any better by losing her composure.

Her heart was beating so fast and so loud she swore it was audible. Resisting the urge to spin round, she smoothed down her dress and turned. No one jumped out at her. Back through the trees, back the way she had come, she could see the lights of the house. A house filled with sorcerers who didn’t exactly trust her, perhaps, but it was still a refuge. Skulduggery and Valkyrie were there, and Ghastly and Ravel. She would be safe there. At least she’d be able to see who was going to attack.

But if the roles had been reversed and it had been China who had planned this trap, then she would be lying in wait somewhere along that trail. Lure the prey in, scare the prey, and attack when the prey tries to run to safety. An ambush as simple as it was effective. Her options were clear. Take the quickest route out of the woods and probably run right into the attack, or turn and go the other way. Deeper into the woods.

Neither option appealed to her, but as much as she despised the idea of walking for an hour in these shoes to get away from an attacker who may not even be there, she despised the idea of having her head cut off even more.

So she quelled her pride, turned, and stalked away through the trees.





Chapter 51
Flirting Disastrously

[image: logo]eople were dancing and chatting, talking business and politics and history, drinking wine and champagne and toasting fallen comrades. The house had been transformed from the quiet, safe place that Valkyrie came to when she needed respite to a glamorous ballroom of extravagance. As much as she appreciated the change, there was a part of her that couldn’t wait for the people to clear out and normality to return.

She waited until Gordon’s latest audience had moved away, and then she approached him before anyone else had a chance. “Enjoying yourself ?” she asked.

“Immensely,” Gordon said, beaming when he saw her. “I’d never met most of these people when I was alive, but I’d heard about them. I’d heard all the stories, all the legends. Some of these people, quite literally, saved the world.”

“Pretty impressive.”

He arched an eyebrow at her. “Don’t be sarcastic.”

“I’m not,” she laughed.

“For someone like you, who actually has saved the world, such a feat might lose some of its romance. But for me, a dead writer who just wrote about these things? It is still quite remarkable.”

“And humbling?”

“Well, maybe not humbling. I’d like to see any of these people write a best-selling novel. Then I’d be impressed.”

“Are you getting any ideas for more books?”

“My head is filled with ideas. If I weren’t hosting this shindig, I’d be composing words right this second. I swear, I haven’t talked to this many fascinating people since I made a surprise appearance at my fan club meeting. Do you think they’re enjoying it? Is there enough wine?”

“There’s plenty of wine, and those little canopies are lovely.”

“Canapés, my dear.”

“They’re a bit small, though.”

“They’re meant to be small.”

“They’d be more satisfying if they were bigger.”

“I think you’re slightly missing the point of canapés.”

“But all in all, yeah, everyone seems to be enjoying themselves.”

“I thought I’d find you here,” Skulduggery said, walking over. “I assume your detective instincts kicked in and you were going to ask your uncle about those men with the guns…?”

“Of course,” Valkyrie nodded. “Gordon. The morons in the masks. How did they get in?”

“Ah,” Gordon said, his face clouding, “now that I do not know. As you can imagine, there aren’t many catering companies who specialise in events like this, but I was assured every person working tonight was discreet and had experience. I’ve had someone trying to get through to the planner, but no luck so far.”

Valkyrie shrugged at Skulduggery. “I have been unable to find a clue.”

“You’re a wonderful detective,” he sighed. “Are you ready for Round Two? There are still plenty of people who want to meet you.”

“There’s more?” she whined. “But my face is tired from smiling.”

“I never said you had to smile. I never smile.”

“You’re a skeleton. You’re always smiling.”

“Not inside. Inside it’s a scowl. I think there are also one or two young men who would like to ask you to dance. And now that you’re not with Fletcher any more…”

She narrowed her eyes. “What young men?”

“You were talking to both of them a few minutes ago. Hidalgo Bolt and Geraint Mizzle.”

“Really? Hidalgo? He’s kind of cute, I suppose. And when you say young men… what ages are they?”

“Hidalgo is, I don’t know… He might be in his fifties.”

She stepped back. “Oh gross!”

Skulduggery’s head tilted. “Charming. Geraint’s younger, if that’s any use to you. He’s in his twenties.”

“That the lanky guy with the frizzy hair? He didn’t exactly come across as overly confident, did he? Or co-ordinated. How’d he get an invitation?”

“He didn’t. His mother brought him. She wants me to help set you up with him.”

Valkyrie glared. “Don’t you dare.”

“I happen to think that you’d get on very well with Geraint. I doubt he’d speak much, which would suit you down to the ground because then you can just talk without fear of interruption.”

“Oh, I’m not denying that, on paper, he sounds like my perfect man, but there is no way in hell that’s going to happen. Tell his mummy no.”

“She’ll be heartbroken.”

“I don’t care.”

“She had such high hopes for you two.”

“Stop joking about this, I swear to God.”

“Gordon, what do you think? You think she should at least dance with Geraint?”

“What harm could it do?” Gordon asked.

“Great harm,” Valkyrie said. “Huge harm. Let’s face it, if he dances with me when I’m wearing this dress and looking like this, he’s going to fall in love with me.”

Gordon laughed, and clapped his hands. “Yes, he is, my dear.”

“I don’t mean to be cocky,” she said, “but it’s inevitable, right?”

Skulduggery nodded. “Can’t argue with you there.”

“And the fact is, I don’t need another guy telling me how great I am. I know how great I am. I’m me. And, to be honest, I’m finding it fairly weird that you’re suggesting this so casually when the guy is, like, ten years older than I am. Aren’t you supposed to be advising me against older men?”

“This is very true,” Gordon said. “And you’re absolutely right. This Geraint is far too old. You’re to stay away from that boy.”

Valkyrie frowned. “And now suddenly he seems so much hotter.”

“Typical teenage girl,” Skulduggery said, “wanting what she can’t have.”

“So now you’re saying I can’t have him? My God, Geraint Mizzle is the hottest guy I’ve ever known.”

Skulduggery swept his hand towards the crowd. “Then go to him. Dance and fall in love.”

“Ah,” she said, shrugging, “maybe later.”

Hansard Kray came over, nodding to all of them. Valkyrie found herself standing a little straighter. “Pardon the interruption,” he said.

“Not at all,” Gordon replied, grinning. “Having a good night, are we? Do you like the music? It’s certainly music made to be danced to, isn’t it?”

Valkyrie glared at Gordon, but he ignored her.

“It is,” Hansard said, “and the night has been wonderful, thank you very much for inviting us. I was wondering, though, if any of you had seen my father.”

Gordon looked more disappointed than Valkyrie actually felt. “Oh,” he said. “No, I’m sorry, I haven’t.”

“He’s had too much to drink,” Hansard said, blushing slightly. “I’m afraid he might be wandering the house, insulting anyone he meets.” He looked at Valkyrie. “I do apologise for the things he said. Please know that if you had hit him, I would have understood.”

She smiled. “That’s good to know. I could help you look for him, if you want.”

“You would?” he said, relieved. “Oh, thank you very much. If you could search those rooms over there, I’ll search these rooms over here, and between us we should find him.”

He smiled again, and hurried off. Valkyrie frowned.

“I never thought I’d see the day,” Skulduggery said. “A boy who can resist the charms of Valkyrie Cain.”

“Shut up,” she growled, walking off. He followed.

“He’s seventeen, you know,” he said. “From what I can gather, a thoroughly nice lad.”

“I don’t care.”

“I don’t know much about him, not really. His family keeps to themselves.”

“That’s nice.” They walked from room to room.

“From what little I do know, however, he does like girls, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“I’m not worried about it. Why should I be worried about it? I don’t even care. I don’t even know the guy. Why are you so intent on setting me up with someone all of a sudden? Haven’t I made enough of a mess of this kind of thing already?”

“You have,” Skulduggery conceded. “But everyone needs a hobby.”

They moved towards raised voices, sliding through the gathered onlookers to see Arthur Dagan pinned to the ground by a small man with glasses.

“Caste,” Skulduggery said, “let him up.”

The small man shook his head. “Every time I let him up he flings himself at someone else.”

“I’ll kill you!” Arthur warbled, his face smushed into the floor. “I’ll kill you all!”

“I’ll take responsibility for him,” Skulduggery said. “Let him up, if you would.”

Caste sighed, and stood away. Arthur struggled to his hands and knees.

“Before you stand,” Skulduggery said, “know this. If you attack anyone, I’ll call in the Rippers. They’ll lock you up for the night and they won’t be gentle about it. When you stand, we will escort you to your car, and then your son can drive you home. If you agree to this, stand. If you don’t, you may as well lie back down.”

Arthur glared, then stood. “Very well,” he said. “But I can walk to my car without your assistance.” He swayed dangerously, and Skulduggery took his arm before he fell. “Unhand me!”

“Don’t be stupid,” Skulduggery said. Valkyrie walked on Arthur’s other side as they moved to the front of the house, but didn’t help. She didn’t think he’d appreciate it.

“The Requiem Ball,” Arthur said, spitting out the words. “Just another excuse to meet up and be smug and superior. If we had won, we wouldn’t hold a gloating party.”

“If you had won,” said Skulduggery, “we’d all be dead, yourself included.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re a heathen.”

“I was closer to the Faceless Ones than you could ever hope to be, Arthur. I was trapped with them for almost a year, and do you know what I learned in that year? That your gods are just as petty and spiteful and small as anyone I’ve ever met.”

“Your bones will burn for your insolence!” Arthur said, outraged. He tugged his arm free, would have toppled were it not for Valkyrie. He recoiled from her touch, and sneered. “And you, the god-killer. How do you think you’d fare against the Faceless Ones without the Sceptre of the Ancients, eh? Do you think it would be quite so easy to murder them now that your weapon has been destroyed?”

“No,” she said, frowning at him. “Obviously not.”

“The Dark Gods shall rise again,” Arthur promised loudly, and vomited. Both Valkyrie and Skulduggery pulled away instantly.

“Aw,” Arthur said, looking down at himself.

“You’re disgusting,” Valkyrie told him.

“I don’t feel well,” Arthur said, and burped.

Skulduggery’s hand closed around Arthur’s upper arm, and he shepherded him out into the night air.

“You found him!” Hansard said, running up behind.

The valet brought the car round, and Skulduggery and Hansard managed to bundle Arthur in. “We will have our revenge,” Arthur vowed from the back seat.

“Not tonight you won’t,” Skulduggery said, slamming the door.

Hansard stood and shook his head. “I knew it would be a mistake coming here,” he said. “But my father said it was important. He said we had to attend. It’s probably an honour thing or something. Although he doesn’t look very honourable right now.”

Valkyrie peered at Arthur through the window, and winced. “I think he threw up again.”

“Typical,” Hansard said. “Well, thank you both for your help.” He shook Skulduggery’s hand, then Valkyrie’s. “I hope to see you again.”

“I’d like that,” Valkyrie smiled.

“Until next time,” Hansard said, “when hopefully, you won’t have my father’s vomit in your hair.”

Valkyrie’s eyes widened and she dropped her head forward, saw a strand of hair with something dripping off it, and shrieked. Skulduggery quickly passed her a handkerchief. She wrapped it around the strand and scrubbed, then she flung the handkerchief to the ground and flicked her hair away from her face. When she looked up, Hansard was already driving away.

She glared at Skulduggery. “You could have told me!”

“I was waiting for a good time.”

“There is never a good time to tell a girl she has sick in her hair!”

“And that is what I learned tonight,” he said, nodding.

Valkyrie looked at the departing tail lights. “Whenever he thinks of me,” she moaned, “this is what he’ll think of. He won’t think of me totally owning this dress. He’ll think of me with sick in my hair.”

“What does it matter to you?” Skulduggery asked. “You don’t care, do you? You don’t even know him.”

“Don’t use my words against me,” she grumbled. “I hate when you do that.”





Chapter 52
All Fall Down
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Craven took a moment to appear serene, and nodded. “Kill them without pain,” he said gently. “They are not our enemies, not really. They are merely ignorant. Kill them, take their lives, grow ever stronger. Then the Passage can begin.”

She lowered her head. Craven made sure that when he stepped behind another Necromancer, he did so very discreetly. If the others thought that he was even the slightest bit wary of Melancholia’s new ability, they could lose faith in his leadership.

“I can feel them above us,” Melancholia murmured. “Almost three hundred lives. So, so bright.”

Craven managed to get to the far side of the cellar, and stayed by the steps. If he saw any Necromancer in this room fall, he was ready to bolt.

“There are others outside,” Melancholia continued, “but I’m leaving them for now.”

“Focus on taking the lives of the people in the house,” Craven called over. “And try not to kill our own people upstairs.” He said that with a smile, but his insides were fluttering.

Melancholia took a deep breath.

Ghastly saw someone in the crowd and frowned. He moved to her, took hold of her arm, turned her so he could see her face. “What are you doing here?”

“Mingling,” Eliza Scorn replied, smiling. “I’m not allowed to mingle?”

“I wasn’t aware you were on the guest list.”

“I’m owed favours,” she said. “And I have friends. I have so many friends. I even have friends that you think are your friends. Are you having a good night?”

“You should leave.”

“But the party’s just getting…”

She stopped talking, frowned and swayed, and Ghastly’s vision dimmed. All around him people were dropping. Scorn fell and Ghastly’s strength left him, the ground came up to meet him and then everything went dark.

Melancholia sighed. She kept her eyes closed and didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. Craven and everyone else in the room could feel the death seeping down towards them.

“Magnificent,” somebody breathed, and Craven had to agree. To experience the sudden death of that many people in the same instant was a rare treat – but one that would soon be dwarfed into insignificance by the death of half of the world’s population.

“Now,” Craven said, “we’re ready for the Passage.”

Broad smiles broke out, and laughter. Hands were shaken and backs were slapped. A joyous occasion, indeed. The culmination of everything they had worked for their entire lives. Craven barged through them, back to Melancholia. It was important to be seen close to her at a time like this. Such things are remembered, after all. Who was standing next to whom. Who gave the orders. Who took the credit.

Before he got to her, he heard running footsteps, then one of the Necromancers he had posted outside the door appeared at the top of the stairs. “Rippers!” he cried. “They’re coming!”

“Hold them off !” Craven shouted, chopping an invisible line across the basement with his hand, then sweeping it forward. “Go! Hold them off !”

The Necromancers on the losing side of the invisible line stared at him, wide-eyed.

“I command it!” he roared.

They looked at each other, and then one of them moved, and then another, and then they were rushing up the stairs to their deaths.

Once they were out, he slammed the door after them, catching a glimpse of his brethren, their shadows hesitant and wavering, stumbling towards the sickle-waving Rippers. He locked the door to their screams, and half-stumbled down the steps.

Six Necromancers remained down here, plus the White Cleaver and Craven himself, all looking towards Melancholia, who sat with her head down, the hood covering her face, making it impossible for Craven to judge her mood. If any kind of a pattern had emerged, her mental instability would have grown along with her power, and he didn’t want to be on the receiving end the next time she lashed out. He motioned to the Necromancer nearest him.

“Solus,” he said. “Make sure the Death Bringer is able to stand.” Solus stared at him. “Me?”

“Do not make me repeat my instructions,” Craven said tartly, making sure he stood beside the White Cleaver.

Solus hesitated, then took a step, and another, until he stood before Melancholia.

“Um,” he said. “Death Bringer? Are you, uh… Are you OK? Do you need anything?”

Melancholia didn’t look up. Outside the door, there were more screams and howls of pain.

“Only,” Solus continued, “we don’t have an awful lot of time, and… and we really need you to initiate the Passage at your earliest convenience.”

“Are you telling me what to do?” came Melancholia’s soft voice from beneath the hood.

Craven watched Solus go pale. “No,” he whispered. “I’d never presume to…” His words failed him, and he stood there, and a tear actually rolled down his cheek.

Melancholia’s shoulders rose and fell in a weary sigh. “Oh, Solus,” she said.

“Please don’t kill me,” Solus said.

Melancholia stood up slowly. “But your death will add to my strength.”

“Please, I want to stay alive.”

“You’re a Necromancer. You’re meant to embrace death.”

“I… I don’t embrace it… I’m scared of it…”

“I know you are. I know you all are. Which tells me that none of you truly understands.” She took her hood down, and when she opened her eyes to look at the gathered Necromancers, they were glowing red. “You’re hypocrites. All of you. You talk of the stream of life and death, you talk of the beauty of it. But the true beauty is to become part of it, to flow from this existence into the next. Yet the Passage is meant to block the stream. Why?”

Craven forced himself to step forward and inject some authority into his voice. “Melancholia,” he said, hoping no one noticed how high-pitched he sounded, “these are philosophical discussions best left to the scholars in the classrooms. You have fulfilled your potential at such a young age that you have not yet had the opportunity to see these arguments resolved. Therefore, you must trust in our judgement and wisdom that this course of action is best for everyone.”

Melancholia smiled at him. “And yet, Cleric Craven, I do not trust in your judgement or your wisdom.”

The strength flowed from Craven’s legs, but by some miracle he remained upright.

“The Passage is an idea concocted by the small-minded,” Melancholia continued. “The great irony is that the sorcerers who fear death the most are the sorcerers who claim to understand it the fullest. The Necromancer Order is an Order of hypocrisy and fear and ignorance. You have no right to speak of death the way you do, because you so obviously cling to stale ideas of immortality. Truly, I feel sad for you.”

Craven felt the eyes of every Necromancer on him, but he couldn’t speak. His mouth was dry and his tongue was far too thick to form words.

“Which leaves me with a problem,” Melancholia said. “I have all this power, but nothing to do with it.”

“You must initiate the Passage,” Solus said. A shadow snaked up behind him and skewered him through the neck. He fell, gurgling blood. Melancholia didn’t even look round.

“The Passage will destroy the stream,” she said, “and I have no wish to banish death. All I want to do is share it with as many people as I can.”

Craven frowned. “What?”

“Once you experience it, you will understand. This is not something you can learn about in old books. It’s not something you can comprehend through philosophical debate. You need to become part of the stream. All of you.”

Craven backed away. “Us?”

“You. Everyone for miles around. Maybe even the whole country. And when this country is dead, I’ll move to the next. I’ll bring death to everyone. Then you’ll see how beautiful it really is.”

Craven was so scared that he was actually relieved when the door burst open and the Rippers stormed in.

Three Necromancers panicked so much they found themselves charging towards the sickle-wielding maniacs. Swift swishes of those long blades cut them down mid-step, with only one of them having the time to make a sound. Craven grabbed the White Cleaver, pushed him towards them.

“Save me!” he screeched. “Protect me!”

The White Cleaver needed no further instruction. He dived into their midst, his scythe flashing.

Craven stumbled back with Adrienna Shade, doing his best to keep her in front of him. Melancholia strode across the floor to them, smiling.

“Shall we depart?” she asked, her hands on their arms, and the shadows swirled around them and then they were in darkness and gloom, away from the sounds of fighting. They were down below, in the caves. Shade tore herself from Melancholia’s touch, turned and ran. Melancholia laughed and sent a shadow to slice through her back. Shade collapsed and Melancholia smiled at Craven. “You’re not going to run from me, are you?”

“No,” Craven managed to say.

“I need somewhere quiet if I want to kill a country, and I need someone to look out for me while I do it.”

“I’d… I’d be honoured. But we need to keep moving. There are creatures down here who feed on magic, and if the Rippers find us…”

“I wouldn’t worry about the Rippers or the monsters,” she laughed. “If I were you, I’d worry about Skulduggery Pleasant.”

Craven stared at her. “He isn’t dead?”

“Oh, he’s dead, but it’s the same dead as always. He and Valkyrie weren’t in the crowd when I took all those lives. I’d say they’re looking for us as we speak. Come.”

She turned, led the way through the tunnel.

She was going to kill him. There was no way round it – Melancholia was going to kill him, and she wasn’t trying to hide it. Craven knew what his options were. He could run, but he doubted he’d get very far, or he could fight, but that option scared him even more than running. He knew what Solomon Wreath would do in his place. He would bide his time, wait until Melancholia was distracted, and then he’d attack. It would be short, sharp and brutal. She’d be dead before she knew what had happened. That’s what Wreath would do, and he wouldn’t hesitate, either. He’d have that assurance he was always so good at wielding.

Craven didn’t have that level of assurance, though. He was afraid he’d panic, misjudge the attack, or miss the moment. And then what would happen? She’d turn to him, laugh at his pathetic attempt, and with a casual flick of the wrist, she’d tear him apart.

His eyes came to rest on the back of Melancholia’s head as she walked. If Wreath was with him, it would have been over by now. Melancholia would be lying dead on the ground, and they’d go back to looking for a Death Bringer they could control. But Craven was alone, and it was up to him to save himself. He raised his hands, feeling the power in his amulet ready to burst forth. His tongue slid over his dry lips. The ground levelled off and Melancholia walked in a straight line, like she was inviting him to try it.

What if she was inviting him? And what if he missed?

Head pounding in his chest, Craven lowered his trembling hands. He couldn’t risk it. He couldn’t risk making the attempt and failing. He couldn’t risk angering her. For all he knew, maybe she’d decided that she needed him around to look out for her. Maybe she wasn’t going to kill him after all.

Melancholia looked at him over her shoulder, and he saw the smile on her lips and in her eyes, which were still glowing with that deep, deep red.





Chapter 53
The Death Bringer Rises

    [image: logo]hey had come when they’d heard Gordon shouting for help. Skulduggery had leaped over fallen bodies, Valkyrie right behind him. They burst into the ballroom. All around them, the guests lay on the floor, silent and unmoving.

The ring was so cold on Valkyrie’s finger that it almost burned. “They’re dead,” she whispered.

“They just fell,” Gordon said, from the far side of the room. His eyes were wide, his voice hollow. “They were standing and talking and laughing and then they… they stiffened, and breathed out, and fell.”

Valkyrie frowned. “Melancholia?”

“She’s not dead,” Skulduggery murmured, and then his head tilted to the people around them. “Which means neither are they.”

“What?”

“She sucked their lives from them, drank those lives in, used them to make her stronger. If we can get to her before she wastes that strength, we can force her to return those lives to their owners.”

“That’ll work?”

Skulduggery raised his hands, fingers flexing. “In theory.”

Valkyrie’s breath became a cloud in the air. “What are you doing?”

“Cooling things down,” Skulduggery said. “Their life forces won’t do them a whole lot of good if we allow their brains to die. You have a change of clothes, I expect?”

She hugged herself as the temperature plummeted. Particles of frost began to glisten on the faces around her. “In the Bentley.”

He threw her the keys. “You might want to hurry.”

She nodded, backed off, turned and ran.

There was a commotion. Rippers had run in from outside, congregating at the door to the basement. Valkyrie ran past, out of the house, kicking off her shoes and unlocking the Bentley with a beep. The boot opened and she grabbed her trousers from her bag, pulled them on under her dress, buckled them, pulled on her socks and boots. She searched for the zip on her dress, cursing, yanking the whole thing round her body till she found it. She whipped the dress off, stuffed it into the trunk, couldn’t find her T-shirt so she just grabbed her jacket, put it on as she ran back to the house. It was freezing in there, so cold it actually made her hesitate. She zipped up her jacket as Skulduggery walked from the room beside her, and he joined her as she ran for the basement.

They passed three bloodied bodies, and Skulduggery went first down the steps. Dead Necromancers and Rippers covered the floor like a carpet. The White Cleaver stood half-crouched, his back to the wall, his scythe swinging. The remaining Rippers had him surrounded.

“A girl,” Skulduggery said, ignoring the Cleaver situation as he started turning over bodies, “blonde, scars on her face. Is she here?”

The Rippers didn’t answer.

“She’s not here,” Valkyrie said, running her eyes over the upturned faces. “Neither is Craven. If she shadow-walked, she could be anywhere up to two kilometres in any direction.”

Skulduggery picked a stone up off the floor. He was quiet for a moment. “They’re in the caves,” he said, dropping it. “They had someone down there already, searching for the other side of the entrance. If they shadow-walked anywhere, they’d have shadow-walked down there.” He went to the wall, removed the brick and twisted the key behind it. A section of the floor rumbled and opened. Valkyrie followed him to the stone steps, looked back at the Rippers.

“Any of you coming?” she asked, but they didn’t move.

“They’re not Cleavers,” Skulduggery said, already halfway down the steps. “They’re mercenaries. They were paid to provide security, not chase after people. Their job is everything above ground – which means the White Cleaver.”

The Rippers paid her no attention. They started to close in on the White Cleaver, and Valkyrie left them to it. She hurried down the steps as the floor closed above. “They didn’t do a very good job at providing security,” she pointed out to the back of Skulduggery’s head. “Everyone’s dead.”

“True enough,” he said.

They emerged into the caves. A Necromancer woman lay dead before them – proof, if any was needed, that they were on the right track. They summoned flames into their hands and ran.

Valkyrie had been down here before, and each time she’d been lucky to escape with her life. The tunnels twisted into each other, opened out into vast, empty spaces and closed down into the narrowest of gaps. Travellers needed to respect the caves as much as any adversary – a wrong turn could lead to a step off a precipice and a long fall into cold darkness. And that was before the creatures down here were taken into account.

Skulduggery slowed, and she did the same. They extinguished their flames, letting their way be lit by the shafts of silver light that worked their way down from the surface.

“We’re waiting,” called a voice, echoing playfully towards them.

Skulduggery grunted, and they stood up straight and walked forward. They emerged from the tunnel to stand atop a gentle slope that led ten feet down to the cavern floor. On the other side of the cavern stood Melancholia and Vandameer Craven.

“Now this is funny,” Melancholia continued. Her eyes were red. “We were hurrying along, Vandameer and I, and a thought struck me. Why am I doing this? Why am I running? I can understand why Vandameer runs – he’s a weakling who’s afraid of practically everything you’d care to mention. But me? Who do I have to run from? So I stopped running, and turned, and look who appears…”

“Melancholia,” Skulduggery said, “we don’t want to hurt you.”

Melancholia laughed. Her laugh echoed. “You actually believe you can stop me? The two of you? I killed three hundred of the world’s most powerful sorcerers in the blink of an uncaring eye. What makes you think, even for a moment, that I won’t snuff out your weak, flickering flames just as quickly?”

“Because,” Skulduggery said, “to do that, you need a moment or two of concentration. And we don’t plan on giving you that.”

Melancholia laughed again. “You seem to know a lot about my powers, skeleton.”

“Well, I should. I was the Death Bringer before you were even born.”

“I’m not sure I get the joke.”

“No joke,” Skulduggery said. “I was Lord Vile.”

Valkyrie could see Craven’s frown from where she stood. “What are you talking about? We saw you and Vile in the same room!”

“That wasn’t Vile,” Valkyrie told them. “That was Vile’s armour.”

“I’m the real thing,” Skulduggery said. “So I know exactly what I’m talking about, Melancholia, because my powers were just like yours – except I came by mine naturally.”

“You’re lying.”

“You can reach out with your mind, can’t you? You can sense the life around you, and you can reach for it. It’s like a bubble that keeps expanding and then, when you release, the bubble withdraws and drags all that life back to you, leaving the bodies to fall behind.”

“It’s a death bubble,” Valkyrie said.

“Don’t call it that,” said Skulduggery.

She frowned at him. “Well, what do you call it?”

Skulduggery hesitated.

“See?” Valkyrie said. “Death bubble.”

“Shut up,” Melancholia said. She narrowed her red eyes at Skulduggery. “You were Vile? But you’re an Elemental.”

“As it turned out, I was what some people call magically ambidextrous. It’s rare. It’s exceedingly rare, in fact, and I didn’t even know it myself until after it happened. But during the war I got… lost. I was consumed by the endless battles and bloodshed, the terrible things I saw and the terrible things I did. I waded in blood and I emerged as… something different. Someone different. I put on the armour and found I had a real flair for Necromancy.

“I shouldn’t have been surprised, I suppose. I had always been good with death. Pretty soon, they were proclaiming me to be the Death Bringer – and yet they wouldn’t tell me what the Passage actually entailed, other than it would save the world. They were talking about immortality. But I had no interest in saving the world. I had no interest in helping weak men and women live for ever. I wanted sudden and violent death for everyone. That’s why I joined Mevolent. Finally, I thought, someone who shares my appetite for destruction. I didn’t believe that the Faceless Ones were real, and even if they were I certainly didn’t believe he’d be able to bring them back, but a part of me hoped that he would. Because then I’d be able to kill an entire race of gods, after I was finished with people.”

“You,” Melancholia said, “are a dark, dark man.”

“Aren’t I just?”

“So why didn’t you kill us all?” Craven asked.

“I simply came to my senses. Do you know, do you have any idea, how many people I killed when I called myself Lord Vile? I don’t. But it was a lot. I killed whole battlefields. All that violent death, so tinged with fear and panic… it made me so, so strong. I could have cracked this world wide open. But I didn’t. One day, I just stopped. I walked deep inside a mountain, took off the armour, and I’ve been trying to make up for it ever since. I never will, of course. Such redemption is well beyond me at this stage. But I try. And stopping people like you, Melancholia, is how I try.”

“So you do think you can stop me.”

“I don’t want to fight you. I want you to give the people above us back their lives.”

“I’m the Death Bringer, not the Life Giver.”

“You’re neither, actually. You’re not even close to being as strong as I was. But you can still release the energy you stole from them.”

Melancholia smirked. “And they’ll just return to life as if nothing happened?”

“Their energy will seek them out, yes.”

“You’re sure of this?”

“Relatively sure.”

“And why would I ever want to release this energy?”

“Because if you don’t, we will fight you and we will kill you, and then the energy will return to them anyway.”

Melancholia shrugged. “Then let’s fight and see what happens.”

“You can still do the right thing.”

“Do you want to attack first, or will I?”

Skulduggery held up a finger. “Do you mind if I confer with my colleague for a moment?”

“By all means.”

Skulduggery leaned in towards Valkyrie. “Damn,” he whispered. “She’s not going to do the right thing.”

“Did you really think she would?”

“I was really hoping.”

“Can we beat her?” Valkyrie asked.

“I don’t like our chances.”

“What are our chances?”

“We don’t have any,” Skulduggery admitted. “Do you think you can take Craven on your own?”

“No.”

“Me neither. Do you want to leave him to me, then, and you can take her?”

“I like that idea even less.”

“I don’t blame you.”

She sighed. “We’re going to get killed, aren’t we?”

“It looks likely. Our only hope is a surprise attack.”

“They’re looking right at us.”

“Dammit.”

Skulduggery straightened up. “We have discussed the situation,” he said to them, “and decided that it would be in everyone’s best interests for me to fight you, Melancholia, and for both Cleric Craven and Valkyrie to stand back and cheer or boo as they see fit.”

Valkyrie grabbed his arm. “What are you doing?”

“We can’t win this,” he said softly. “And I would rather not watch you getting killed alongside me.”

“Well, I’m not going to watch you getting killed, either!”

“And yet I’m the one who said it first, so there’s precious little you can do about it.”

“Who made up that rule?”

“I did, just now.”

“We accept your proposal,” Melancholia called across to them. “But after I kill you, I reserve the right to kill her.”

“By which time I shall be past caring,” Skulduggery said. He slipped off his jacket. His gun hung heavy in the shoulder holster, but he didn’t reach for it. He folded the jacket, pressed it into Valkyrie’s arms. “Keep this as something to remember me by.”

“I’m not going to just stand by and do nothing,” she said through gritted teeth.

“You can, as I said, cheer my name, if you want.”

“You must have some kind of plan, even a really bad one.”

“Plans are like buses,” he said. “Sometimes they just don’t turn up when you need one.”

He started down towards the cavern floor. “I’ve enjoyed our time together, Valkyrie,” he said over his shoulder. “You are quite a remarkable girl.”

There were a hundred things she needed to say to him, needed to tell him, needed him to know. There were a thousand words she needed to speak, needed to whisper, needed him to hear. But she stayed quiet, and watched him descend. She’d tell him afterwards. When all this was done, when they’d saved the day and were joking about it on the drive home, that’s when she’d tell him. They had time. No matter how scared she was for him right now, they always had time.

He reached the cavern floor, and Melancholia floated down on a gentle wave of shadows. They faced each other.

“I’m going to enjoy this,” she said.

“I dare say I’m not,” Skulduggery responded.

He strode towards her and she smiled, and her eyes glowed brighter, and he stiffened. His gloved hands fell from his wrists, and the bones of his arms slipped through his shirtsleeves to clatter to the rock floor. His knees buckled, his legs parting from his shoes as his body collapsed on to itself. His ribcage bulged against his shirt and his head hit the ground and rolled, the jawbone spinning away.

Valkyrie breathed out, the air emptying from her lungs. She was still and quiet and cold. She was calm. Melancholia had taken Skulduggery’s soul. Without his soul, there was no magic to keep his body together. Now it was just a skeleton, just a heap of old bones. He was gone. He was gone and Melancholia had taken him from her.

Melancholia smiled. “That was easy,” she said.

Valkyrie breathed in, breathed in all her pain and anger and fury. She breathed in all those things she wanted to tell him, but now never could, all those words she wanted to say, but now never would. She breathed in her strength and her horror and her loss, let it fill her, let it fill every inch of her, and then she screamed, threw Skulduggery’s jacket to one side and jumped, using the air to propel her down towards Melancholia like a bullet. Melancholia laughed and flicked a hand, and the shadows rose to slam Valkyrie into the cavern ceiling. They vanished and she fell, trying to use the air to cushion her landing, but another shadow wrapped itself around her waist and yanked her sideways. A second flick of Melancholia’s wrist and Valkyrie was hurled into the wall. The impact forced the breath out of her, and she dropped and lay there, gasping.

A shadow tightened around her ankle, and she groaned as she was lifted off the ground. She dangled, swaying, trying to breathe, upside down and at eye level with Melancholia.

“Such an anti-climax,” Melancholia said. “Isn’t it? Can’t you feel it? With all the animosity between us, all those jibes, all that history… And here, right at the end, we have our final showdown and you… you are found wanting, as they say.” Melancholia leaned in. “Goodnight, Valkyrie. It’s been irrelevant.”

The shadows rose around them, turned sharp, and Valkyrie snarled, grabbed Melancholia’s hair and slammed her forehead into that smirking face. White light exploded behind her eyes, the shadows vanished and Valkyrie fell as Melancholia stumbled back, howling in pain. Valkyrie blinked, struggling to get her bearings. She managed to get to her feet, but she was so dazed she fell to one knee again. Melancholia cursed and staggered around, blood pumping from her nose. She stumbled right in front of Valkyrie and Valkyrie lunged, smashed into her, taking her to the ground. She dropped elbows and palm shots, barely able to focus, only knowing that she couldn’t let up, not even to catch her breath.

“Craven!” Melancholia cried. “Get her off me!”

And still Valkyrie hit her, trying to get through the arms that Melancholia held up to protect her head. Not one thought was given to Craven. Craven wasn’t important. The only important thing was to smash Melancholia into unconsciousness.

“Craven!” Melancholia screamed.

A fist of shadows collided with Valkyrie, shunting her off, sending her sprawling. Melancholia clambered to her feet as Craven hurried over.

“Are you OK?” he asked. “Is there anything I can—”

Melancholia reached out, and a tendril of darkness coiled around Craven’s neck and tightened. “You were going to leave me,” she snarled, spitting blood. “You were going to let her kill me.”

“No,” Craven gasped.

“You wanted her to kill me, so that you wouldn’t have to try and do it yourself, didn’t you?”

Craven dropped to his knees, his face red, his eyes bulging.

Melancholia stood over him. “But you’re too much of a coward even for that, aren’t you? You couldn’t take the risk that she wouldn’t be able to finish me. You were terrified of what I’d do to you.”

Craven was unable to speak. The only thing he could do was nod. The tendril released him and he fell forward, sucking in air.

“You’d do well to remember that fear,” Melancholia said, as she turned back to Valkyrie. Blood covered her face. Her lips were split and her nose appeared to be broken.

Valkyrie got up slowly, fists clenched. She suddenly flicked her hand, grabbing shadows of her own, but Melancholia brushed them aside. Darkness curled around Valkyrie’s arm and yanked the ring from her finger. It dropped to the ground and bounced, and Melancholia slammed her heel down on to it. The ring shattered, blackness flowing back into Valkyrie.

“And that,” Melancholia said, “is the main flaw with Necromancy. Destroy the object and you have all that magic, but nothing to focus it with. Look at me. Do you see any reliance on an object for me? No. I am beyond all that. My body is all I need to focus my power.”

“Congratulations,” Valkyrie said. “But you’re still going to die.”

“And how do you think that’s going to happen? Are you going to try hitting me, like a barbarian? That won’t happen again, little girl. I underestimated your savagery, and you spoiled my good mood.”

Valkyrie smiled. “You think I’ve spoiled your good mood? Then you’re really going to hate him.”

Melancholia frowned and turned, and saw Lord Vile striding towards her.





Chapter 54
Monster, Murderer
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Craven stood with his mouth open, his feet stuck to the floor. Melancholia fell to her knees while Vile pummelled her. “Craven! Help me! Or I’ll kill you!”

Craven raised his hands and Valkyrie pushed at the air, flinging him back. He went rolling across the floor and she ran in, aiming a kick at his head. He saw her coming at the last moment, covered up, taking the boot along his arms. He howled in pain and lashed out, a shard of darkness sliding uselessly across her jacket. Flame flared in her hand and she flicked it on to him. He shrieked as his robes caught fire. He tore the robes off and hurled them away, turning to face her wearing faded thermal long johns, his amulet bouncing on his chest.

“I never liked you,” he sneered. “And now finally I get to—”

She flicked her hand and his amulet flew from around his neck. He cried out and reached up for it as she stepped in and rammed her elbow into his chin. His head rocked back and he was unconscious even as he was falling.

Valkyrie let the amulet drop and looked back as Vile stumbled. The shadows coiled and lashed around Melancholia’s feet. She wiped the blood from her face.

“I’m not scared of you,” Melancholia said. “You’re only his armour, after all. You’re not the real Lord Vile. I killed the real Lord Vile.”

Vile sprang, but a wave caught him, sent him spinning into the wall. That little victory boosted Melancholia’s confidence.

“I’m curious as to how you’re still functioning without the skeleton, though,” Melancholia said. “I thought he was controlling you with his mind or something. No? That’s not it? You’re a little more independent than that?”

Vile flung his shadows at her but she batted them down.

“Oh well,” she continued, actually starting to smile now. “I suppose we’ll never know. You will remain a mystery.”

Shadows detached themselves from the cavern ceiling and fell like javelins. Vile didn’t even see them coming. The first missed, but the second one caught him in his shoulder and kept going through his armour, impaling him to the floor. The third caught the calf of his leg. He stood there, trying to move away, trying to free himself, but the shadows were solid.

Instead of gloating, as Valkyrie fully expected her to do, Melancholia doubled over, like she was trying to catch her breath. The shadows flexed suddenly and she grimaced.

Valkyrie narrowed her eyes. “You feeling OK, Mel? You don’t look too good. Do you want to lie down?”

“Stop,” Melancholia hissed, “talking.”

Darkness sprang from Melancholia and Valkyrie flinched, but it retracted before it hit her – retracted so violently that Melancholia stumbled.

“It’s all a bit much, isn’t it?” Valkyrie said. “All those powerful sorcerers you killed, their energy speeding around inside you. I bet you can feel Skulduggery, can’t you? I bet you can feel him whirling around in there.”

“He’s gone,” Melancholia said. “They’re all gone.”

“I think you’re lying. You can feel him, can’t you? Buzzing in your ear? He wants to be let out.”

Darkness rammed into Valkyrie and she went backwards, barely avoiding the slashes that followed, and then the shadows snapped back to Melancholia. The Death Bringer’s hands went to her head.

“Let him out,” Valkyrie said.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sure I do. You have his energy inside you. It’s hurting you. So let it out.”

Despite her obvious pain, Melancholia laughed. “What do you expect will happen if I do that? You expect the skeleton to sit up?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact I do.”

Melancholia straightened, her jaw clenching. She swayed for a moment. “And what,” she said tightly, “is to stop that energy from just floating away?”

“I haven’t a clue,” Valkyrie told her. “This is Skulduggery’s idea, not mine. Once you release the energy, it all flows back to its source. He should know, right? He was Death Bringer before you, after all.”

She shook her head. “You’re not getting him back.”

“Sure I am.”

“You’re not!” Melancholia screeched, and the shadows went wild, thrashing so hard they cracked the rocks around them.

Valkyrie smiled. “He’s about to break free.”

“Don’t be stupid.”

“You lose control one more time and he’s gone.”

“Don’t be…”

“Skulduggery,” she called. “Be right with you.”

Melancholia charged forward and Valkyrie stepped back, allowing her eyes to widen, allowing fear to show. She stumbled over Skulduggery’s leg, falling to the ground and Melancholia swept her arms wide, gathering shadows, and then the shadows swooped down and Valkyrie used the air to shoot sideways. The shadows hit Skulduggery’s ribcage and Melancholia shrieked, ripped them away and fell back. The darkness contorted around her as she staggered.

And Skulduggery’s body sat up.

Valkyrie ran over, grabbed his skull and his jawbone, tried to fix them back together. “How do I do this? How does it work?” The skull didn’t answer. “Here, you do it.”

She held it out, then realised his arms weren’t attached. Cursing, she dropped to her knees, found his right humerus bone through his shirt and lifted it until it clicked into his shoulder. Working quickly, she attached the rest of his arm, then carefully added his gloved hand to the wrist. Two fingers and his thumb suddenly flexed. The other two fingers hung crooked. She picked up his skull and he guided her hands to the top of his spine. It cracked as it attached.

“Ow,” Skulduggery moaned. “How on earth did you do that?”

“I just got her thinking about you,” Valkyrie said, helping him attach his other arm. “Put the idea in her head that you were waiting to pop out. I figured she’s that unstable, all she has to do is think something will happen, and it’ll happen. Then I got her to touch you. Easy, really.”

“You are magnificent,” he said.

“Yeah,” she grinned. “I know.”

“I’m astonished that worked.”

“Yeah,” she grinned. “I know. Do you need help with your legs?”

He suddenly shoved her to one side and rolled to the other as a great blade of darkness sliced through the space between them. She saw Craven, his face a frozen mask of desperation, about to send another blade towards them. Skulduggery propped himself up into a sitting position, his gun in his hand. His forefinger was bent backwards so he pulled the trigger with his middle finger.

The shot rang out and Craven flipped backwards, a bullet between the eyes.

Skulduggery swivelled, emptied his gun at Melancholia, but the shadows looked like they were obeying her again. They caught the bullets and she stood there, twenty paces away, seething with anger. “You tricked me.”

“That’s what the smart do to the stupid,” Valkyrie said, getting up while Skulduggery dropped the gun and worked at reattaching his legs.

“So now what are you going to do? Team up? I’m going to kill you from here the moment you do something to annoy me.”

“Well, then,” Valkyrie smirked, “I guess we won’t do anything to annoy you, you moron.”

Melancholia immediately raised her arms.

“Wait!” Skulduggery said from the ground. “Now, just wait a moment. Melancholia, Valkyrie is very sorry that she annoyed you.”

“No I’m not.”

Skulduggery got up, swaying a little. “Valkyrie, please, let me handle this. Melancholia, I know you’re very confused right now.”

“I’m not confused at all,” Melancholia answered.

He clicked his bent fingers back into place, hissing slightly with each one. “Are you sure? Not even the slightest bit? You still want to kill everyone?”

“More than ever. And I want to thank you, by the way, for the opportunity to kill you in front of Valkyrie for a second time. That’s just… delicious.”

“I’m afraid that’s not going to happen,” Skulduggery said, and waved a hand. His tuxedo jacket floated over to him. He put it on, and straightened his bow tie. “If I get lost,” he said to Valkyrie, “you need to find a way to stop me.”

She frowned at him, but he was already looking back at Melancholia.

“You think you can beat me?” Melancholia said with a laugh. “I killed you with a thought, you ridiculous thing. I killed you, I defeated Lord Vile… what else do you have to throw at me?”

“That wasn’t Lord Vile.”

“It certainly looks like him,” Melancholia said, glancing behind her to the spot where Vile had been impaled. Her smile faded. He wasn’t there any more.

Skulduggery fixed his cuffs. “As I said, that wasn’t Lord Vile.” He raised his head. “This is Lord Vile.”

Darkness leaked from Skulduggery’s shirt. It wrapped around his body like a bandage, growing thicker, forming armour, covering him from head to foot. Valkyrie stepped back, found herself retreating as fast as she could.

And then Skulduggery was gone, and in his place stood Lord Vile.

Melancholia didn’t move for a few seconds, then she shook her head, as if to wake herself up. “You don’t scare me,” she said before whipping up the shadows and lashing them at Vile. A wall arose in front of him, absorbed the shadows and then melted away.

Melancholia snarled. The shadows behind her grew and writhed, then swooped in through her back and burst from her chest. The stream of darkness slammed into Vile, drove him backwards a single step. Melancholia started to curse him as more shadows poured through her. At Vile’s nod, a sliver of darkness severed the stream and Vile absorbed the rest of it into his armour.

He swept his arm wide, firing a salvo of black arrows, three of which got through Melancholia’s shield as she stumbled away.

“Stop!” she shouted, like a child who didn’t like how the game was being played.

Vile shadow-walked the space between them, appearing behind her. Instinctively, the darkness around her swelled, keeping him at bay, and Melancholia tried to use this as her chance to escape. But Vile sent his shadows after her. One shard nicked the back of her leg and she cried out, and the next slashed across her forearm. Blood sprayed and she shrieked, clutched her arm to her and fell to the ground. She curled up, moaning and sobbing and howling in pain while the shadows around her went nuts. Vile strolled up, stood over her. So absorbed was she in her own distress that she didn’t even notice him.

Valkyrie ran forward. “Skulduggery! Don’t do it!”

Vile ignored her, reached down to take hold of Melancholia’s head. A shadow rippled across her skin, exploding in a dark burst above her that sent Vile flying. Melancholia started crawling away, and Valkyrie grabbed her, hauled her to her feet.

“I’ll kill you,” Melancholia snarled.

“I’m helping you, you moron. Run!”





Chapter 55
Tunnel Vision
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“Shut up!” Melancholia snapped, shoving Valkyrie away. “I don’t need your help! I killed him once, I can do it again.”

She turned back the way they had come, and took a deep breath. “He’s up,” she said. “On his feet. I can feel him. I can feel his energy. It’s not like the others. But it’s strong. I… there’s something… there’s something blocking me…”

“What are you trying to do?”

“I’m trying to take his soul.”

Valkyrie punched her, right across the jaw. “I’m not going to let you kill him, you nutcase. You think I’d ever choose you over him?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Melancholia said, her voice quiet. “I can’t do it. He’s cocooned himself away, I can’t… I can’t kill him.”

“Good.”

Melancholia glared up at her. “If I can’t kill him, how are we going to stop him?”

“We’re not,” Valkyrie said. “We’re going to run and hide, that’s what we’re going to do. What the hell is wrong with you, anyway?”

“I’m covered in blood and you’re still going to ask me that?”

“No, I mean what did he do to you? That isn’t just a cut he gave you.”

“These symbols,” Melancholia said reluctantly. “They’re designed to take the power of my Surge and loop it around my body continuously.”

“I know,” Valkyrie said. “Craven turned you into a self-charging battery. So what?”

Grimacing, Melancholia held her wounded arm up. The gash cut diagonally across her flesh, splitting symbols. “Vile’s damaged me. The power isn’t looping like it should. I’m not recharging like I should. It’s going wrong.”

Valkyrie knelt by her. “Release the energy you stole.”

“Get us out of here.”

“Release the energy, then I’ll help you.”

“He’s after us!” Melancholia snapped. “If he catches us, I’ll need all the strength I can find! And you want me to just release half of it?”

“Yes.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“Release it now, at once, immediately, or I walk away and leave you here.”

“You wouldn’t do that.”

“It’s you or my friends, and I’m always going to pick my friends.”

“Help me up before he comes. We can argue about this later.”

Valkyrie stood back. Leave her here, said the voice in her head. Vile will kill her, the energy will return on its own. Leave her. She’s not worth it.

Valkyrie gave Melancholia another few moments, then she turned and started to walk away.

“You can’t be serious,” Melancholia said. “You’re really going to abandon me?”

Keep walking.

“You’re really going to let him murder me?”

Don’t look back.

“Fine!” Melancholia shouted. “Fine! I’ll release it!”

Valkyrie turned, and waited.

Melancholia glared at her then shut her eyes. Her breathing became strained and she winced. Something like steam rose from her, drifting up and disappearing into the tunnel wall. She opened her eyes. They were no longer red. She was sweating. “There,” she said, panting. “Happy?”

“That was it?” Valkyrie asked dubiously. “That was the energy of three hundred people? A little bit of steam?”

“What were you expecting? Sparkling lights? A ray of sunshine? It is what it is. Now help me up.”

Valkyrie took out her phone, dialled Ghastly’s number. Even though her phone was magically enhanced, she barely had a single bar down here in the caves. Even so, it was enough for the call to go through, and enough for her to hear Ghastly’s tired voice, like he had just woken from a deep sleep.

“Ghastly?” she said. “Can you hear me? Can you—?”

She lost the signal, and put the phone away.

“Satisfied?” Melancholia asked.

“Very.”

“I hope you’re this smug when Vile catches up with us and I can’t do a thing to stop him.”

“Me too.”

They moved on, struggling to maintain a decent pace. More and more of Melancholia’s weight pressed down on to Valkyrie, and with every step her injured leg took, the Necromancer’s face would screw up in pain. She wasn’t going to last long in here, that much was obvious.

The ground dipped ahead of them and Valkyrie stopped, looked back, looked around.

“What are you waiting for?” Melancholia said. “Come on. Keep going.”

Valkyrie ignored her, looked up, saw a ledge. “There,” she said. “Climb.”

“What? Why? We’ll be faster going downhill.”

“We can’t go deeper. We have to stay as close to the surface as we can.” She tried pulling Melancholia to the ledge, but Melancholia yanked her arm from Valkyrie’s grip.

“I’m injured, you silly little girl. I can’t go around climbing everything for no reason at all. I say we vote on it.”

“We’re not voting. You’re going to do what I tell you.”

“And why would I do that?”

“Because I’ve been down here before. If we go deeper, we’re going to get lost. If we do manage to avoid Vile, we’ll either die of thirst or get killed by one of the things that live here. Either way, we end up dead.”

“I’d rather take my chances with rats and creepy-crawlies than with Lord Vile.”

“There are monsters down here, Melancholia, and they’re immune to magic.”

“Rubbish,” Melancholia said. “Nothing is immune to magic.”

“Well they are, and they’re a lot bigger than rats, believe me.”

Melancholia looked up at the ledge, and scowled. “Give me a leg-up.”

Valkyrie interlaced her fingers and crouched. Melancholia steadied herself on her wounded leg, placed one foot in Valkyrie’s hands, and straightened as Valkyrie heaved. Melancholia grunted and cursed, but eventually hauled herself over. Valkyrie used the air to give herself a little boost, and she joined Melancholia.

“There,” she said, nodding to a gap in the rocks ahead of them. She led the way, and Melancholia followed.

“Why?” Melancholia asked as they moved.

“Why what?”

“You know what. Why didn’t you let him kill me? Why are you doing all this for me?”

Valkyrie frowned back at her. “I don’t… I don’t really know. I’m sick of people dying, I suppose.”

“Even your enemies?” Melancholia said. Her eyebrow rose. “That’s ridiculous. The only point in having enemies is so you can defeat them, kill them, brush them aside.”

“Or give them a chance to redeem themselves.”

Melancholia smiled. “You honestly think I’m going to change my ways? I want to kill you. I want to kill everyone. I finally understand what death is. I understand its beauty, but I’m not stupid. I know very few people will share this view. You want to stop me from spreading the beauty of death. You think I’m the villain, don’t you?”

Valkyrie shrugged as she walked. “One of them.”

“And I think you’re the villain for trying to stop me. I have nothing to redeem myself for, because I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“You’re something of a sociopath, then.”

“No, I’ve just moved beyond what living people think of as important. Living is not important. It’s just not. Neither is dying, for that matter. But the two of them together, this wonderful stream of existence… Wait till you see it. You’ll wonder why you ever tried to stop me.”

Valkyrie stopped, and turned. “See, you’re talking, and in theory your words are linking up and making sense, but I still haven’t a clue what you’re on about. And even if you do have a deeper understanding of life and death than the rest of us, which I doubt, that’s still no reason to start killing millions of people.”

“I’m going to kill them because I can kill them, that’s all. Lives are meaningless.”

“I don’t think you believe that.”

Melancholia laughed. “Oh really?”

Valkyrie resumed walking. “I think, OK, for a moment, you glimpsed a great truth about life and death. Maybe your power surged in such a way that it pushed you a little further, opened your mind a little wider. OK, I can accept that. But that’s not how you feel now.”

“How would you know what I feel now?”

“Because you are running from Lord Vile, just like I am.”

She heard Melancholia’s smile fade from her voice. “I don’t fear death,” she said. “I just don’t want the inconvenience of it right now.”

“You can look at it like this, if it helps. For a few moments, your power drove you insane, made you a sociopath with glowing red eyes who wanted to kill millions of people. But you got better.”

“I wasn’t insane.”

“You were a little.”

“I think I’d feel OK about killing you.”

“Don’t worry,” Valkyrie said, looking back, “that’ll pass.”

“My eyes were really glowing red?”

“Yep.”

Melancholia nodded to herself. “Cool.”

They walked on for another ten minutes, until Melancholia’s leg buckled under her and she fell against the wall of the tunnel.

“I can’t go on,” she said. “I just can’t.”

“You’re sure?” Valkyrie frowned.

“Of course I’m bloody sure.”

Melancholia was pale and sweating, and her hands were shaking. Valkyrie took a leaf from her jacket pocket, and handed it over. “Chew this. It’ll numb the pain.”

Melancholia stared at it. “You had this? You had this in your pocket the whole time and you waited until now to give it to me?”

“It’s the only one I have, and it wouldn’t have lasted for the whole journey.”

“I’ve been in agony!”

“So get chewing.”

Melancholia stuffed the leaf into her mouth, and staggered back against the wall. Valkyrie sat on a pile of small rocks.

“I hate you,” Melancholia said, still chewing.

“I know.”

“I’ve never hated anyone so much.”

“Is it working yet?”

“Yes,” Melancholia snapped. “But I still hate you.”

“You’re allowed,” said Valkyrie. The pile of rocks shifted beneath her, and when she put her hand down to steady herself, they scattered and she slid to the ground. Her first instinct was to laugh, but the rocks swarmed her, a chattering mass of legs and teeth, dozens of them. She swiped three of them off her chest, realised she was moving, they were carrying her, and she tried to gain some purchase, tried to get up, but there was nothing to hold on to.

“Help!” she shouted to Melancholia, who stood there, open-mouthed. “Help me!”

Valkyrie twisted, glanced at where the things were taking her, saw nothing but the tunnel wall with another pile of rocks at its base. That pile came alive too, and parted, revealing a dark hole, and they carried her through. She clicked her fingers, summoned a flame, saw smooth rock passing above. The creatures, whatever they were, remained unaffected by the light. All she saw were legs and teeth beneath those rock-like shells, no eyes. They didn’t need eyes down here.

The tunnel got narrower and her claustrophobia kicked in. She kept her arms bent, hands at her chest. Her shoulders scraped the tunnel walls. A sudden fear flashed through her, that she’d get jammed in here, unable to move. She let the fire go out and covered her face with her hands. She was sweating. Breathing fast. Close to panic. Her progress slowed, the creatures working to get her through. The tunnel walls were tight against her shoulders. Her arms were forced down by her sides. It was too small. The space was too small. Too narrow and too low. She wanted to scream and lash out, flail and kick, but there was no room for that. She had to keep it together. She had to. She had to remain calm. She had to keep control.

The creatures were all over her. All she could hear were their scuttling legs and her own breathing. Another sound escaped her. A sob. Was she crying? No, not yet. But close. Very close.

“Please,” she whispered. “Please please please please.”

The creatures gave another determined shunt, and her head banged painfully off the tunnel ceiling and her shoulders jammed and she came to a sudden, jarring halt.

She was stuck.

Her arms were trapped by her sides. She could open and close her hands, and she could kick her feet a few inches, but that was all.

Valkyrie opened her eyes to complete blackness. She heard the creatures scuttling away to either side, which meant the tunnel had opened to something wider. She just had to get her shoulders through this last narrow bit, and she’d have room.

She started wriggling. She couldn’t bend her knees much, but she tried her best, tried to gain a foothold and push off from it. Her fingers scraped the rock. Her hips squirmed as much as they could.

Her shoulders wouldn’t budge, though. Nothing she was doing was moving her further on.

Closing her eyes, she forced herself to take deep breaths. Her hands were slick with sweat, and the air felt cold against her skin. She could feel the air against her feet, too, even through the boots. It was faint, very faint, but it was there, that space where it all connected. All she had to do was push off from it, then fly like a torpedo from a launch tube. Easy. It was going to be easy.

Her heartbeat slowed. She took another breath. Let it out. In control again. In control.

She pushed off hard, felt the air rushing around her body, felt it shoot up through the gaps and blow her hair off her face. But she didn’t move. She didn’t move, not one inch.

She tried to kick, banged her knee. She clawed at the rock, felt a fingernail break. The fear and panic and fury built up inside her, rose from her belly and swelled in her chest and burst from her mouth in a long, raw scream tinged with terror.

A shaft of light appeared overhead.

“Help!” she shouted. “Help! I’m down here! I’m stuck!”

She got no shout in return, save for her own echo. Another shaft of light hit the rounded wall of the small chamber. It was like a chimney, leading up, and she was at the bottom.

“Hey!” she shouted. “I need help!”

Another shaft of light, and another. Another patch of light, and another. Salvation, slowly being revealed. But it wasn’t like an escape route being uncovered, with rocks and debris being cleared away from the other side. Instead, it was like there was something on this side of the escape route, slowly uncurling. Something that had been blocking it, maybe sleeping beneath it. Something that she had woken up with her screams.

Something that those rock creatures had maybe been feeding.





Chapter 56
Panic

    [image: logo]he could move her right shoulder slightly. She tried forcing it down, but it was just too tight. She scraped her left hand across her belly, fingers scrabbling for the sleeve of her right arm. She grabbed it, tugged as hard as she could. A few flecks of rock fell on to her neck as a reward. She tried again, snarling as she did so. Her shoulder popped free. She could move it now. Not much, but she could move it. She squirmed into the newfound space until she could move her left shoulder. Both hands pressed against the top of the tunnel and her heels dug in. More shafts of light were revealed, and others were momentarily blocked off as whatever it was made its way down towards her. Valkyrie gritted her teeth, fingers and legs straining, and heaved herself a few inches back inside the tunnel.

Her fingers flattened, her heels dug in and she heaved. Another few inches, this time. And then another few more. Her chin was almost inside the tunnel now. Her feet kicked around until she found a good place of purchase. Heaved again.

Inch by inch, with agonising slowness, Valkyrie got her whole body back inside the tunnel. Sweat stung her eyes and she couldn’t wipe it away. She kept going. She had to. She didn’t know if the thing behind her had arms or tentacles, but she couldn’t stop.

She had more space now. She could heave herself a greater distance.

There was a sound above her. She cracked open an eye against the sweat, saw a blurry shape filling the tunnel behind her head.

She didn’t waste her breath cursing. She just went faster, splintering another nail, banging her head. More space above. She squeezed one hand past her face, wiping her eyes as she did so, grunting in exertion. Finally, it broke through, and then she did the other. It got stuck halfway and Valkyrie suddenly started crying. She twisted and squirmed, felt the rock rip the skin on the back of her hand as it burst through to join the other. Now both hands were over her head, and she felt the air, felt the creature closing in, and she pushed.

She shot away from the creature, yelling in pain. Her jacket rode up over her chest, leaving her back bare against the sharp rocks beneath. She stopped and screamed, but didn’t let herself pause. She pushed again, cracking her head against the wall, feeling the skin rip all the way up her back.

She had space now, space to hug herself, space to bend her legs and raise her head. The exit was in sight.

“Melancholia!” she shouted. “Hey!”

There was no movement out there in the larger tunnel, and Valkyrie screamed her curses. She brought her legs in towards her, twisted sideways, cursing and grunting and sobbing, and managed to turn her body so that she could crawl the rest of the way.

She got out, got to her hands and knees, tried to stand, but she was trembling so much she collapsed. All she wanted to do was stay curled up like this. But she couldn’t stop. She couldn’t even rest. She opened her eyes, looked around. Melancholia wasn’t even there to help her up.

Her hands were cut raw, fingernails on both hands cracked and broken. The back of her jacket was soaked with blood. Every movement made her whimper.

She got up. At least her legs were OK. She could still run.

Holding her hands close to her chest, her fingers curled protectively, Valkyrie hurried on. Melancholia wouldn’t have been able to get that far, not with how badly she was limping. Valkyrie didn’t know what she was going to do when she caught up with her. Melancholia hadn’t even helped. She’d just stood there while Valkyrie was carried away. Valkyrie had half a mind to throw her to Vile and run on without her.

Valkyrie faltered when she heard a roar up ahead. Grimacing, she sneaked to the end of the tunnel, peeked round.

Melancholia was trying to climb to a higher ledge while three rat-monkeys attacked Lord Vile.

Valkyrie looked closer, trying to come up with a better description than rat-monkey. But no, rat-monkey was exactly what they were. They were humanoid, as tall as she was, covered in patches of dirty brown fur. Their faces were long and their mouths were small but packed with sharp teeth. Vile threw shadows, but they dissipated on impact. The rat-monkeys leaped on him, shrieking, bringing him down.

Above it all, Melancholia was halfway to the ledge.

Vile kicked the first rat-monkey away, slammed an elbow into the second. The third fell on him and they rolled. The rat-monkey was up first, dancing and chattering. Vile got to his feet, lunging, his hands closing around the creature’s throat. The rat-monkey squawked, its hands and feet flailing as Vile’s arms straightened and he lifted. They may have been immune to magic, but Vile had hundreds of ways to take a life. Even from where she stood, Valkyrie heard the snap of the creature’s neck, and then Vile threw it to one side and turned to face the other two.

They snarled and shrieked their rage. Vile sent a shadow up to the ceiling. It wrapped around a stalactite and snapped it off, then swooped down and drove it through the smaller rat-monkey’s chest.

The remaining creature howled in anguish and went straight for Vile. It leaped for him but he moved, got behind it, wrapped an arm around its neck. He held it struggling against him while he strangled it, then let it fall.

Vile nudged the creature with his foot, while a shadow rose through the air after Melancholia. It lazily wrapped around her ankle and tugged, and she fell to the cavern floor, cursing. Vile lost interest in the rat-monkey, strode over to Melancholia as she did her best to stand.

“Stay away from me!” she roared.

Valkyrie took a breath, and sprinted from cover.

Melancholia tried to sweep Vile away in a wave of shadows, but something went wrong and she cried out, fell to her knees. Darkness pulsed through her skin.

Vile shadow-walked to her side, but just as he reappeared, the darkness pulsed again and he was gone.

Valkyrie skidded to a halt. “Where’d he go?”

“Thought you were dead,” Melancholia murmured.

“Where’s Vile? What did you do?”

Melancholia grimaced, and got up. “I don’t know. I think I redirected his shadow-walk.”

“Where?”

“Not sure. I don’t know how this works.”

“Is he far away? Are we safe?”

Melancholia hesitated, then shook her head. “I can feel him. He’s still down here. Still after us.”

Valkyrie looked up to the ledge. “You were going to climb up there? Let’s go.”

Melancholia scowled, and they started climbing. Valkyrie’s bloody fingers made climbing difficult, but she hissed through the pain, letting it make her angry, letting it reinforce her strength. She got to the top, turned and helped Melancholia up. They straightened just as someone stepped from the darkness beside them, and the White Cleaver swung his scythe at Valkyrie’s neck.

“Stop!” Melancholia yelled.

The blade halted, a hair’s breadth from Valkyrie’s skin.

“We need her to get out of here,” Melancholia said, wincing. “We can throw her to Vile as a decoy, or something. We have to keep going. You understand?”

The Cleaver nodded, slid the scythe into its fixture on his back, and scooped Melancholia into his arms. Then he took off running, and Valkyrie did her best to keep up.





Chapter 57
Beheaded
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Valkyrie heard footsteps and turned as Vaurien Scapegrace charged out of the darkness, yelling a war cry. The White Cleaver suddenly thrust Melancholia into Valkyrie’s arms. His scythe glinted, and Scapegrace’s head popped off. Valkyrie stared as his body kept running and toppled into the water.

The White Cleaver swished his scythe into its fixture, then took Melancholia back from Valkyrie. There was another cry, this time a long, mournful wail, as Thrasher staggered towards them.

“What have you done?” he cried. “What have you done?”

“Don’t kill him,” Valkyrie told the White Cleaver. Melancholia nodded her agreement, and so when Thrasher was close enough, the White Cleaver merely kicked him. Thrasher went hurtling back into the shadows.

Valkyrie hesitated, then picked up Scapegrace’s head. She’d never liked him. The first time she’d met him, he’d tried to throw her off a building. Time and time again, he’d tried to kill her, until his failures actually started to endear him to her. She realised she had begun to view him as a dumb little puppy who would always turn up, sooner or later, to chew on her sock or poo in her shoe. She was going to miss him.

He swivelled his eyes to her and she yelped and dropped his head. He bounced, and landed on his ear.

“I’ll get you,” he wheezed. “All of you. You’re dead!”

Valkyrie didn’t know what to do. She glanced back. Even Melancholia’s eyes widened in surprise.

Valkyrie picked up the head again. “Sorry,” she said.

Scapegrace tried to bite her hand, and she slapped him lightly.

“Behave.”

“When my Master hears about this—”

“Scapegrace, what the hell are you doing down here?”

He sneered. “I’ll never tell!”

“Who’s your Master?”

“I’ll never tell you that, either!”

“How did you even get here?”

“Let me bite you. Just let me bite you.”

She slapped him again. “Scapegrace, listen to me. You’ve got a choice. Either tell me what I want to know, or I throw you into the lake.”

“I’m not afraid!” Scapegrace said defiantly.

“Are you sure about that? On the lake bed, all alone. Who knows how long it’ll take for you to rot away?”

“Go to hell!”

“I wonder what strange mutant monster fish they have down here. I bet they’ll start to nibble at you.”

“You can’t scare me!”

“You’ll go mad first, of course. Mad with despair. Mad with hopelessness. It could take years.”

“Shut up,” Scapegrace said feebly.

“Is your Master a man called Vandameer Craven?” Valkyrie asked.

“Yes!” Scapegrace wheezed proudly.

“He showed you another way into these caves?”

“Yes!”

“You need to tell us where you came in.”

“My Master will kill you all.”

“Craven’s dead,” Melancholia said.

His eyes swivelled to her. “What?”

“He’s dead, killed by Skulduggery Pleasant. But you’ll take orders from any Necromancer, won’t you? My name is Melancholia St Clair. I’m a Necromancer.”

“Mistress,” Scapegrace wheezed adoringly.

Valkyrie turned him back towards her. “You take your orders from us now, all right?”

Scapegrace looked at her for a long moment, then his face crumpled. “I can’t even nod! You took away my body, now I can’t even nod!”

“Were you trying to nod?”

“Yes!”

“Maybe you should tell us if you’re doing something like that.”

“Fine, I’m nodding, OK?”

“Good. Melancholia needs to find another way out of here.”

“Turn me round.” She did so. “See that tunnel up there? See the light? That’s a flashlight. Thrasher dropped it, like an idiot. There were a lot of us when we came in. Now there’s only two of us left.”

“Well,” Valkyrie said, “there’s one and a bit of you left.”

“Turn me round again.” She did so. He tried to bite her.

She held him by the few strands of hair that still clung to his burnt, rotten scalp. “When we get to that tunnel, where do we go?”

“Follow the flashlights the others dropped,” he snarled. “But there are monsters up there. Horrible, chattering monsters, and they’ll eat you. I hope they eat you. Not you, Mistress. But I hope they eat her.”

“I understand,” Melancholia said. “Can we get rid of him now?”

Valkyrie looked at Scapegrace. “I was actually going to miss you, you know that?”

“I hate you and I hope you die.”

“Right,” Valkyrie said, and drop-kicked the head as hard as she could. It shot past Melancholia and the Cleaver and was gaining height when Thrasher suddenly appeared from nowhere and leaped up, his hands closing around it. He landed and ran off, head under his arm, and they watched him go.

“I’ll get you!” they heard Scapegrace wheeze, as the two zombies vanished into the shadows. “I’ll get you, Valkyrie Cain!”

A couple of moments passed. “Well,” Valkyrie said eventually. “That’s something you don’t see every day.”

“He’s coming,” Melancholia said.

Valkyrie turned. The darkness writhed in the tunnel behind them.

“If we can ambush him—” Valkyrie began, but Melancholia shook her head.

“Are you insane? We can’t ambush him. And even if we could, then what? Are you going to talk to him? Try to get through to him? Your friend is gone, you stupid little girl. We have to run. We have to get out of here.” She turned to the Cleaver. “Delay. You understand? Do whatever it takes to delay him.”

The White Cleaver nodded, and took out his scythe.

Valkyrie wrapped Melancholia’s arm around her neck and they hurried to the base of the tunnel.

“Hold on to me,” Valkyrie muttered, sweeping the air in. It lifted them, but for a moment Valkyrie didn’t think it would be enough, so she reached out desperately for more. The air buffeted them up and over, and Melancholia cried out as they landed heavily.

Valkyrie pulled her to her feet, ignoring the curses, and they hobbled for the tunnel. Before they reached it, Valkyrie looked back and saw Lord Vile emerge. The White Cleaver stood in his way, blocking his path. Two dozen shadows surged from Vile’s armour and speared the Cleaver’s body. The Cleaver managed to remain upright for a few seconds before a spasm rippled through those shadows and tore him apart.

Valkyrie dragged Melancholia onwards.





Chapter 58
The Main Event
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“I don’t think we should go this way,” she said softly.

“You heard the zombie,” Melancholia responded. “This is the way out. What do you want to do? You want to go back?”

“There’s something up ahead.”

“There’s something behind us too. Throw a ball of fire at whatever it is and it’ll run off. Do I have to think of everything?”

“So far you haven’t thought of anything,” Valkyrie said, but resumed walking. “The creatures down here are not friendly, and they’re not easily stopped.”

“Maybe not by you, but I’m the Death Bringer.”

“You still believe that?”

“You saw what I can do.”

“You said it yourself, you’re a rechargeable battery.”

“You have no idea how powerful I am. I can take lives by reaching out with my mind.”

“And how’s that going for you?”

Melancholia glared. “This is your fault. You tricked me into giving the skeleton his life back. Without the skeleton, Vile would still only be an empty suit of armour, which I’d have destroyed by now.”

“And if you had destroyed it, then you’d have killed me, and then millions of others. Sorry Mel, you don’t get to paint yourself as the innocent victim here.”

“There’s something wrong with you, you know,” Melancholia said. “Twenty minutes ago I tried to kill you, and now you’re helping me run from your friend who is now trying to kill us both. That’s a very healthy relationship you have there, by the way.”

“At least Vile isn’t going to try to kill the world after this. All he wants to do is kill you and whoever might replace you.”

“Why do you keep calling him Vile? What happened to calling him Skulduggery?”

“When he wears that armour, he’s Lord Vile. That’s how I’ve got to think of him. It’s the only way we’re going to survive.”

Melancholia snapped her head around. “Did you hear that?”

Valkyrie disentangled herself from Melancholia, left her leaning against the tunnel wall. There was something up ahead. She could see it in the gloom. It leaped up, and charged.

Valkyrie pushed at the air and it came right through, barged into her and Valkyrie went down, getting tangled in its limbs, in its clutching hands. Its knee dropped to her belly and the breath rushed from her lungs. She latched on to it, wrapped her arms around its skinny frame and didn’t let go, burying her head into its shoulder. It snarled and bucked and she strained to hold on, even when it started rolling. She tucked her legs around its waist. If she lost her grip, her stomach muscles would cramp up, leaving her defenceless. Holding on was all she could do. Holding on was the only thing keeping her alive.

The creature, whatever it was, was shrieking now. They rolled to the edge and dropped a few feet. Valkyrie landed on her shoulder and her arms almost sprang apart. It pulled her hair and scraped her face. She kept her head down and her eyes tightly shut. She pulled in a sliver of air. When she was sure she wasn’t going to curl up the moment she released her grip, she raised her head and opened her mouth, snarled and sank her teeth into the creature’s neck.

It screamed, a sound of pure panic, and it struggled but Valkyrie didn’t let go. Blood washed into her mouth and she gagged and did her best not to swallow. They rolled sideways. Valkyrie used her hips to heave herself forward, and now she was on top, with the creature wriggling and squirming beneath her. Valkyrie’s jaw was aching, but she held on. Her mouth was filling with warm blood. It spilled over her face, down her neck, beneath her clothes. It spilled on to the ground, splashing into the dirt.

Gradually, the struggling weakened.

When enough feeling had returned to her, Valkyrie rolled away and immediately threw up. The creature lay still, mouth open and eyes closed. There was blood everywhere. Valkyrie spat and crawled further away, then collapsed.

The inside of her mouth tasted like blood and sick. She had meat between her teeth.

“Are you… OK?”

She looked back. Melancholia was staring at her. All Valkyrie wanted to do was curl up and cry.

Melancholia held out her hand, and helped her up on to the upper ledge.

“We have to keep going,” Valkyrie murmured.

“We can rest if you—”

“No,” Valkyrie said, and got to her feet. “We have to keep going.”

They walked on, Melancholia getting weaker and weaker. By the time the gloom began to brighten, she was practically unconscious. Valkyrie dragged her the last few hundred metres, finally emerging from the cave mouth into the moonlight. She laid Melancholia on the ground and stumbled to her knees. The cool breeze brushed the sweat on her face. Her back was on fire, the blood sticky on her skin. She didn’t even notice her cut hands or her broken fingernails any more.

There were a few vehicles parked nearby – two cars and a jeep and, for some reason, an ice-cream van. She didn’t wonder why there was an ice-cream van. Wondering was the luxury of the curious, and curiosity was a luxury she just didn’t have time for.

Groaning with the effort, Valkyrie stood on legs that were made of lead. Her muscles were thick, heavy things that couldn’t be trusted. She hobbled to the nearest car. The keys were still in it. She collapsed against the bonnet, eyes closed in relief. She really didn’t want to hobble back and drag Melancholia over.

“Hey,” she called to her, her voice croaky. She needed water. “Hey, Mel. Get up.”

Melancholia stayed passed out.

Valkyrie tried using the air to pull Melancholia closer, but her hand waved uselessly. She was too tired. She needed to rest, just for ten minutes, just to regain a little of her strength. That wasn’t too much to ask, not after coming all this way, not after going through all that. Just a little rest.

“You look dreadful.”

Valkyrie opened her eyes. Melancholia was looking at her from where she was lying. Valkyrie gave a short laugh. “Yeah,” she said, “because you look so good down there.”

Melancholia smiled weakly, and shuddered as a pulse of darkness passed through her. “I don’t know what’s happening…”

“We’ll get you to the Sanctuary,” Valkyrie told her. “There’s a doctor there. Her name is Nye. You’re going to love her.”

Melancholia tried to rise, then laid her head back on the ground. “You know,” she murmured, “I don’t think I want to kill millions of people any more.”

“That’s good.”

“Now I only want to kill you.”

Valkyrie grinned. “Well… it’s progress, I suppose.”

“Help me up, you lazy cow.”

Valkyrie laughed again, then she saw the shadows shifting in the tunnel and her heart plummeted. She pushed herself away from the car, forced her legs to run to Melancholia, but it was too late. The darkness reared up and held her back, and Lord Vile emerged into the night.

“Skulduggery!” she cried. “Please listen to me! She’s hurt! She’s damaged! She’s not the Death Bringer any more!”

Lord Vile ignored her. Melancholia started to crawl away, and a black claw grew from Vile’s fist.

Valkyrie pushed through the darkness, went stumbling, managed to fall beside Melancholia. She grabbed her. “Kill me,” she whispered. Melancholia tried to push her away, but Valkyrie gripped her tighter. “Kill me. It’s our only chance.”

“What are you—”

With the last ounce of her strength, Valkyrie punched. It wasn’t a good punch, and it wasn’t a strong punch, but it did the job, and Melancholia’s anger flared.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” she growled. Her eyes narrowed.

Valkyrie took a breath, immediately felt cold. She could sense Melancholia reaching out with her mind, using her last reserves to expand the death bubble around them both. Then the bubble retracted, and Valkyrie started to go with it, started to leave her body. As she was pulled gently closer to Melancholia, she paused a while to examine what was happening. Her body’s heartbeat slowed. Her brainwaves began to flatten. The bio-electricity in her body dampened. She was leaving her shell behind, and her thoughts were becoming clouded. She was about to lose who she was. Her identity was in her personality, and her personality rested in her body. Fascinating. The whole process was so very fascinating.

She couldn’t allow it to happen, of course. She pulled back, felt her synapses firing again, felt her heart quicken, felt her body around her. Melancholia’s eyes were closed. It was all too much for her, the poor thing. Still, she’d done her job. She’d endangered Valkyrie’s life, and awoken the beast within.

Darquesse stood up, and looked at Lord Vile. “Be honest,” she said. “You’ve been looking forward to this, haven’t you?”

Vile opened both hands, pulling shadows from the mouth of the cave. They curled and thrashed behind him, then rose in a giant wave that rolled towards her. Darquesse fell to one knee under the onslaught. It was a test. He was testing her, seeing how strong she was. When the wave was gone, she lunged. He ducked under the punch and grabbed her low, lifting her off her feet, taking her to the grass. His fists came down, battering her face. She tried to wrap her legs around his waist but his armour expanded, keeping her from locking her ankles together. His fists were hammers, driving her down into the ground, the earth giving way beneath her. An extraordinary sensation.

She reached up with one hand, her fingers gripping his armour, and she pulled him down to her as she rose up, slamming her forehead into his armour-plated face with enough force to break boulders. Vile swayed slightly and she heaved herself out of the depression she had made, flipping them both over, just like Skulduggery had taught her. Had taught Valkyrie. Whatever.

She pushed herself to her feet and kicked, her boot finding a perfect spot on Vile’s ribs. She kicked again, and again, shunting him along the ground. He tried to get up and she grabbed his head, started twisting, aiming to pull the whole thing right off. Shadows flew at her, covered her face, cutting off her oxygen. She felt Vile slip from her grip and lashed out blindly. Her left hand connected with him and the shadows went away as Vile stumbled back.

They observed each other, and Darquesse smiled, then quickly lifted off the ground. Vile followed her. It was as if the night reached down and raised him up. Darquesse laughed.

She flew high, and fast, and he gave chase. The sky was cloudless, the moon half-full, the stars out over the countryside that flashed beneath her. He was gaining and so she flew faster. She glanced back in time to see him give a burst of speed, and they collided, went spinning through the air, grappling. Everywhere Vile was in contact with her spikes would grow. They couldn’t get through her clothes but they cut her hands, her neck, her face. She hit him but his mask had turned sharp and jagged and it punctured her fist, breaking the knuckles.

She kicked away, swooped under his grab and veered towards the lights of the city, to where the sky turned orange and hid the stars. As she flew, she examined the pain she was feeling, then dampened it and healed herself. Healed her back and her fingernails too, all the little cuts and scratches and bruises. It was freezing up here, but she didn’t care about the cold. The wind in her face, her hair blown back, the trouble she was having taking a breath… It was all just a part of being alive. And Darquesse liked being alive.

She looked back. Vile flew like a bullet, arms down at his sides, streamlined and efficient. She laughed, holding her own arms out like Superman. All she needed now was a cape.

The night snatched Vile away. One moment he was behind her, the next he was gone. She looked round and he emerged from the dark ahead of her but she didn’t alter her course. She curled her hands into fists and flew straight into him, catching him in the gut, speeding on with him folded over her. His left hand grabbed her wrist, squeezed it so tightly her bones broke. She healed them instantly. He reached to her with his right hand, his armoured glove finding her face, his thumb seeking her eye. She turned her head but he had a good grip. If he burst her eyeball, how quickly would she be able to repair it?

She didn’t know, so she let him do it, and as an experiment she allowed the pain in. His thumb burst her eye and she shrieked. Her body convulsed and she twisted in mid-air. Vile’s momentum carried him onwards, but Darquesse didn’t care about him – all she cared about was the extraordinary pain she was experiencing. Her hands were covering her face, feeling the blood and the jelly leak down her cheek. She realised she was still screaming, screaming and roaring and crying, turning in circles in the air. When the pain was too much, she shut it off, and calmly pressed the remains of her eye back into its socket. An interesting experiment.

She opened her good eye, saw Vile coming for her. His shoulder slammed into her belly, his arm encircled her, and they hurtled downwards. She blinked. The vision in her bad eye turned from nothing to blurry to perfect. Better than her right eye, in fact. To compensate, she sharpened that eye as well, and then returned her attention to her current predicament. She tried to look down at what they were flying towards but the wind was blowing her hair in the way. She wrapped her legs around Vile’s waist, grabbed him where she could, and flipped, so that now she was the pilot forcing him down. And now that her hair was out of the way, she could see what they were heading towards. O’Connell Street, in the middle of Dublin.

“Oh,” she said, and then they crashed.





Chapter 59
Hero and Villain

    [image: logo]arquesse lay there in the broken road, looking up at the suddenly starless sky in the last few moments of life, and she managed a shaky laugh. Her body was smashed. Her lungs were burst and her heart wasn’t beating. Her limbs were twisted, her spine was pulverised, her head was cracked open. She could feel her brain starting to swell, so that was the first thing she healed. She wouldn’t be able to do much thinking without her brain.

It was somewhere between four and five on a Monday morning. She healed her spine and raised her head, looked around. No civilians were standing there, staring with open mouths. Pity. She’d have liked to have seen their faces when she stood up after a fall like that.

Lord Vile lay a few feet away. He wasn’t moving.

Darquesse repaired her internal organs, restarted her heart and drew air into her newly re-formed lungs. Next came her limbs. Her bones made cracking sounds as they realigned and knitted back together. She reached behind her head, made sure her hair didn’t get trapped in the fissure that healed in her skull. Her ruptured skin closed over. A lot of her blood covered the ground, so she made more, and stood up.

Headlights swept in and she turned. A taxi slowed to a stop, and the driver got out. He looked at her, looked at Vile, looked at the churned-up road. He didn’t ask any questions, he just stood there like he was waiting for an explanation. She didn’t like that. She didn’t like him. She stepped forward to tear him in two and then Vile grabbed her jacket from behind, lifted her off her feet and slammed her through the bonnet of the car.

Her face crunched into the engine block, and he hauled her out before she even knew what was happening, and hurled her through the window of a Burger King. She hit a table and flipped sideways to the floor, coming to a stop in the dark as an alarm started up, so loud that it pierced the world. She got to her hands and knees, spitting blood, and the shadows snaked out, seized her wrists, and she flew back out through the broken window, hitting the ruined taxi, denting the passenger-side door. Above the alarm, she heard the driver screaming as he ran away, and then Vile reached down, closed his fingers around her throat.

Her held her off the ground with his left hand and hit her with his right. His fist was a block of stone, showing her explosions of bright light every time it connected. She needed to stop him before he punched her brain out through her skull. She’d done that once. It was funnier when it happened to other people.

She took hold of his left wrist with both her hands, and squeezed. Vile’s head tilted. He reinforced the armour on his forearm, but Darquesse just squeezed harder. Finally, he had to release his grip, and she smacked him under the chin. He hurtled backwards off his feet and she launched herself into the air, smashed into him, flying low. The street whipped by underneath. She got a hand around his throat and dipped, smashed the back of his head into the steps that led up to Eason’s bookshop. The steps cracked under the impact and Darquesse smashed his head down again, and again. A pillar of darkness erupted from his chest like a piston, throwing her to the pavement. He stood and she waved an arm.

The energy that enveloped him would have turned rock to dust, but all it did to Vile was send him staggering to the metal shutter covering the shop window. The shutter melted, the glass shattered and another alarm rang out. Darquesse leaped to the top of the steps and barged into him, taking them both through the window into the shop.

The shadows converged, tried to wrap around her hands and feet. Darquesse snarled, cutting through them with her fingernails. She gagged suddenly, saw blood, took a moment to work out that her throat had been slashed. She healed it and saw Vile, conducting the shadows like an orchestra. She blurred to him, threw him back against the wall, spilling books and breaking shelves. She was on him again, holding him above her as she launched upwards. She smashed him through the ceiling into the floor above, smashed through into the floor above that, and the floor above that. There he broke free, elbowed her, impaled her cheek with the spike that grew from that elbow, and wrenched it out. She spat blood on to the eye-slit in his mask and he tried to push her away, but she grabbed him, spun, and hurled him to the line of windows overlooking the street. He smashed through and she saw the night swoop down and catch him.

She was breathing hard, covered in dust and blood and plaster. She was sweating, too, and starving. All this energy, all this magic, being used on someone who seemed to be just as tough as she was. Maybe even tougher. She healed her face and walked to the windows. Vile hovered in mid-air, looking at her. His armour was spiked, ready for round two.

Below, sirens wailed and blue lights flashed. Above, a police helicopter sped towards them, searchlight probing the streets. Darquesse smiled.

She ran for the window, jumped and took flight, the wind in her hair again. She flew up, away from Vile, towards the helicopter. She ducked the searchlight, coming around low, but before she could punch through the underside, Vile had his arms around her and was pulling her away. They tumbled out of the sky. For a moment it looked like they might smash into the fire engine speeding across O’Connell Bridge, but Vile changed their trajectory and they hit the water, went deep into the Liffey, and Vile lost his grip.

Darquesse powered through the dark river, Vile right behind, reaching out. He snagged her foot and she veered up, broke the surface, trying to shake him. He twisted in mid-air, threw her like a baseball. It was almost fun, the speed at which she was thrown. Another window smashed to smithereens around her. She hit a railing, tumbled down some stairs, came to rest against a shelf, comics falling on top of her. She saw a sign that said Forbidden Planet. A comic shop. How fitting.

She looked up. Vile stood at the top of the stairs.

“We should really stop throwing each other through windows,” she told him. She reached up to the counter, pulled herself to her feet. “You know what the funny thing is? I actually don’t care any more if you kill Melancholia. Isn’t that funny? In fact, if you’d be agreeable, maybe we could pop back for a moment and I’ll kill her myself. What do you say?”

He stood there, a dark shape, unmoving.

A shard of glass had managed to sneak into her belly, between her trousers and jacket. She gripped it with two fingers and pulled it out slowly. It was much longer than she’d expected. When it was out, she dropped it and pulled another shard from her forehead. “So that’s a no, then, is it? Pity.”

He walked down the steps.

“Does that mean you’ve changed your mind?” she asked. “Don’t you want to kill the Death Bringer? What about me? Do you want to kill me? I’m going to kill the world, after all. This might be your only chance to stop me.”

He reached the bottom and just stood there, looking at her.

“I’m only going to get stronger,” she said, “and you know it. This is your only chance. No? You’re not going to take it?” She laughed. “I’m disappointed. I’ve heard so much about the great Lord Vile, and now look at him. He’s not even going to kill his enemy when she’s right in front of him. What do I have to do? How do I provoke such a scary, scary man like you into doing what needs to be done? Do I go out there and kill someone? What about those cops? Do you need me to kill those cops? I’d like another go at that helicopter, actually. I’d like to see it crash and burn. Or maybe something else. What else could I do, I wonder?”

“Valkyrie,” Lord Vile said. His voice was a whisper.

Darquesse smiled. “I’m Valkyrie. Whatever you’ve got to say to her, you can say to me. What was it Skulduggery said earlier? I’m her bad mood.”

That whisper again. “Let her out.”

“But I’m not repressing her. I know you understand this. I am Valkyrie. I’m just embracing my potential. If my conscience never reasserted itself, I’d stay like this for ever. Just like you’d stay like that, Skulduggery.”

Vile tilted his head. Then his hands went to his mask and she heard the clasps open, one by one. Shadows leaked, dissipating in the air. He pulled the mask away, revealing the gleaming skull beneath.

“I wouldn’t stay like this,” Skulduggery said. “I like being me.”

Darquesse smiled. “Do you really? Do you really like carrying around all that shame and guilt? I doubt it. I bet you anything that being Lord Vile was the most fun you’ve had in years.”

“You’d be wrong.”

“I think you’re fibbing.”

He let the chest plate fall. Beneath it, his shirt was rumpled, and his bow tie was askew. “The most fun I’ve had recently was St Patrick’s Day last year. You remember it?”

Darquesse frowned. “Did we do anything on St Patrick’s Day?”

He continued to strip the armour away. “We were on a stake-out. It was you, me and Fletcher. For the first hour, he wouldn’t shut up. Then you started insulting him.”

“Oh,” Darquesse said. “I remember.”

“It was five hours with the three of us stuck in a room, and then another four hours with just the two of us, after Fletcher couldn’t take it any more.”

Darquesse laughed. “I’ve never seen him sulk so hard.”

“That was a good day for me,” Skulduggery said. “I didn’t have to hit anyone. I didn’t have to shoot anyone. I just sat around and talked to my good friend and partner, Valkyrie Cain.”

“And insulted her boyfriend,” Darquesse grinned.

“Indeed.”

Valkyrie shrugged. “Ex-boyfriend now, of course.”

“Fletcher was always going to be your ex-boyfriend, from the moment you met him. He’s just finally caught up with where he’s supposed to be.”

“What a nice way of looking at it.”

The last bit of Skulduggery’s armour joined the pile. “Maybe you should share that with him the next time you see him.”

“Maybe.” She looked round at the shattered glass and the mess. “I’m tired.”

“I don’t blame you.”

“People saw us. That taxi driver. He saw me.”

“That’s what people like Scrutinous are for.”

“I’m me again, by the way.”

“I know.”

Valkyrie let out a deep breath. “Did you see what I did? I was practically dead and I healed myself. How did I do that? I don’t even know what kind of magic it was. It certainly wasn’t Elemental, and it was like no Adept discipline I’ve ever heard of. It didn’t follow any of the rules.”

“I don’t know, Valkyrie.”

“I wonder what else I can do?” she said, and heat rose in her face. “I mean… I don’t want to know. I don’t want anything like that to happen again, I just…”

“I know,” Skulduggery said. “You’re just wondering.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Exactly. It was… amazing. I was flying, for God’s sake. Me. On my own. I was doing all these incredible things…”

Skulduggery held his hand over the armour, and the various sections melted into each other. He picked up what was left. “Power is intoxicating.”

“That’s a good word for it.”

“And like any intoxicant, it’s also addictive.”

She fell silent.

They climbed the stairs and stepped out through the window. Dawn was on its way. Valkyrie took out her phone to check the time. It fell to pieces the moment it left her pocket.

“Huh,” she said. “I think I need a more impact-resistant phone.”

Skulduggery took out his. “Three missed calls, all from Ghastly.”

“At least he’s alive.”

Skulduggery wrapped one arm around her waist, and they rose up off the pavement. “Thanks to you,” he said.

They flew over the city, the wind gently boosting them. The flashing lights and the sirens faded and Valkyrie looked to the approaching horizon, fighting the voice in her head. She used to love it when Skulduggery would take her into the air. The pure sensation of flying used to make her smile so, so wide. But now she wanted to pull away, to flatten out and go like a rocket. She wanted to do it herself. She wanted to feel that level of power again.

Soon, the voice in her head told her. Soon.





Chapter 60
Tattletale

    [image: logo]armth and sunshine never really seemed to reach Roarhaven. It was as if it had its own extra layer of atmosphere that kept out anything that could possibly lighten the mood of its citizens. The same dour faces peered at the Bentley as they passed, unimpressed with the activity that was making the Sanctuary hum.

The Bentley stopped right at the end of the main street, and Skulduggery and Valkyrie looked at all the sorcerers streaming in through the Sanctuary doors. Today, they were to be honoured by the guests and the Council of Elders for their work to prevent the Passage, and for their efforts to save the lives of the people who were gathering. Ravel had assured them it would be a quiet ceremony.

“It doesn’t look quiet,” Valkyrie said.

“Indeed it does not,” Skulduggery murmured.

“Are they going to give us medals, or something? Maybe vouchers? I could use some vouchers.”

“There’s going to be speeches. Everyone of importance will want to stand up and give a speech. I hate speeches. They’re only good when I give them.”

Valkyrie sighed. “How long before it starts?”

“Ten minutes.”

She opened the car door. “I’m going for a walk.”

“You better not be late.”

She grinned. “Would I do that to you?”

She got out, and the Bentley moved on. She crossed the street. There would be enough hand-shaking and polite smiles as it was – she didn’t need to turn up early and subject herself to more.

“Here she is,” said a voice from behind her, “the hero of the hour.”

She turned, watching warily as Solomon Wreath approached, his cane tapping the pavement. “Are we going to start fighting?”

“Why ever would we do that?” he asked, smiling.

“I’d say I’m not the Necromancers’ favourite person right now.”

“Oh,” he said, “that. That’ll pass, Valkyrie. You’ve got nothing to worry about – the Order poses no threat to you. Especially here in Ireland. The Temple is empty. The Elders say they’re going to tear it down, or convert it into something that could be used by the Sanctuary. I’d say such a move would be sacrilegious, but no one would care.”

“I certainly wouldn’t.”

“There you go.” He sighed, and looked at her. “How is our little Death Bringer, anyway?”

“Unconscious,” Valkyrie said, “and she’ll remain that way for a long time. Doctor Nye induced a coma. It was the safest thing to do, apparently. Her power was surging and looping and going nuts. She could have gone off at any time.”

“Gone off ?”

“Like a bomb, Nye said. Like a small nuke, in fact. All that uncontrolled magic just… exploding. Scary stuff. And all because of you and your friends.”

“Craven was not a friend.”

“I meant Necromancers in general.”

“Oh. Then yes, it was all our fault. But look on the bright side. Nobody died.”

Valkyrie frowned. “Lots of people died.”

“But nobody you like. Everyone at the Ball got up and walked away, didn’t they?”

“I suppose. Scapegrace got his head chopped off, though.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“You don’t have to. I don’t really like him, anyway.”

“See? Happy endings all round. Any word on Vile?”

Valkyrie shook her head. “He disappeared. Hasn’t been seen since.”

“Melancholia must have really thrown him about the place. O’Connell Street is in ruins.”

“Yeah,” Valkyrie said, “she must have.”

“Your friend Scrutinous has undoubtedly been working overtime to keep the truth of what happened out of the news reports.”

“Ruptured gas mains are terrible things.”

“Makes you wonder, though, with all that damage, why Vile didn’t just kill her.”

“He didn’t have to. He’d sabotaged her power. He didn’t need to do anything else.”

“But this is Lord Vile we’re talking about. He’s not the kind to leave jobs half done.”

Valkyrie shrugged. “Well, the next time I see him, I’ll ask him, OK? And what are you going to do now? Join a Temple in England? America?”

Wreath hesitated. “The Order isn’t too keen on taking me back, actually. Even though I’ve been exonerated of all wrongdoing, they feel my presence might tarnish their good standing in the rest of the world, or what there is of it. They’d rather everyone just forgot about the Passage for a few years. I don’t really see that happening, but Necromancers have a proud history of sticking their heads in the sand. No, Valkyrie, I’m basically going to walk the earth. Walk from place to place, meet people, get in adventures.”

“Like Jules, in Pulp Fiction.”

“Something like that, yes.”

“Cool.”

“Or I could stay here, and you could continue your lessons in Necromancy…?”

“I’ll keep practising on my own, thank you very much.”

“You might need this,” he said, and tossed her a black ring, identical to the one Melancholia had destroyed. “It’s empty, and waiting for you to pour your magic into.”

“Thank you.”

He smiled. “It’s hard, isn’t it? Giving up power like that?”

She looked away. “You have no idea.”

The Bentley pulled up beside them. Skulduggery got out.

“Detective Pleasant,” Wreath said. “All’s well that ends well, eh?”

“I don’t want to see you around for a while,” Skulduggery said. “Nothing personal, you understand.”

“I do, of course,” Wreath said, and bowed slightly. He looked at Valkyrie. “I’m expecting great things from you, my dear.”

She nodded, didn’t answer. The shadows swirled, and he was gone. She walked over to the Bentley. “Is it time?”

“Yes it is,” Skulduggery said. They got in the car, and slowly pulled away from the kerb.

Valkyrie frowned. “We’re going the wrong way.”

“Are we?”

“The Sanctuary’s behind us.”

“Oh dear.”

They kept going. Valkyrie smiled. “Are they going to be upset?”

“Probably,” he admitted. “But I just couldn’t subject you to an entire afternoon of people telling us how great we are. We don’t need people to tell us that. We know. If I were you, though, I’d turn off your phone.”

“Good idea,” she said. As she dug her new phone out of her pocket, she asked, “Where are we off to?”

“China’s library. She left me a message to come and see her as soon as we can. I think that takes priority over a needless ego boost, don’t you?”

“Absolutely.”

They left Roarhaven by the dusty road that linked it to the outside world.

They were lying, of course, and they both knew it. It wasn’t the speeches that kept them from the ceremony, or the hand-shaking or the polite smiles. It was the fact that they were being celebrated for actions they couldn’t be proud of. The only way to beat Melancholia had been for Skulduggery to become Lord Vile, and the only way to beat Lord Vile had been for Valkyrie to become Darquesse.

“There’s something wrong with us,” Valkyrie murmured as they drove.

“Yes, there is.”

“What are you going to do with the armour?”

“Seal it away. It’s the only thing I can do.”

“You might need it again.”

“Hopefully not.”

She turned her head to him. “If Darquesse comes out again and I can’t regain control, you’re going to need some way to stop me. You can’t let me kill my family, Skulduggery.”

He looked at her. “That’s not going to happen.”

“We saw it happen.”

“We saw a vision of one possible future.”

“You have to stop me,” she said, switching her gaze to the road ahead.

He was silent for a moment. “I will,” he promised, his voice soft. They drove the rest of the way in silence.

China and Eliza Scorn were fighting in the street when they reached the tenement building. The Bentley screeched to a halt and Skulduggery and Valkyrie leaped out.

“Hey!” Valkyrie roared. “Get away from her!”

Scorn rammed China into the side of the car. China staggered, caught a punch right on the hinge of the jaw that dropped her to her knees. Scorn kicked her full force in the belly and China folded.

Skulduggery’s gun was in his hand. Scorn crouched low, using China as a shield.

“Don’t shoot,” Scorn called.

“Stand up and move away,” Skulduggery ordered.

“So you have a clear shot? I don’t think so.”

China moaned as she sucked in air. “Kill her,” she managed. “She’s… got a… bomb.”

“I have a bombshell,” Scorn corrected, “of information.”

“What’s that in your hand?” Skulduggery asked.

Scorn smiled. She was holding a small black cylinder with a red button on top. “OK, fine, I do have an actual bomb too. A few bombs, in fact. Small ones, but you work with what you’ve got. They’re spread around the library, and there are a few in China’s apartment, too. Don’t worry, there’s nobody up there. No one’s going to get hurt.”

Skulduggery thumbed back the hammer of his gun. “Drop the switch.”

“I’m not going to do that.”

“If you press that button, you’ll end up in a cell.”

“I don’t think I will. I think, when I do press this button, you’re going to let me walk away.”

“And why would I do that?”

“Because I have information you’re going to find very interesting. I’ve been researching this over the last few months, actually. Do you remember the day your family died?”

“It’s always amusing,” Skulduggery said, “when someone tries to use that to goad me into doing something.”

“Oh, I’m not goading you. I’m genuinely asking.” Ever so slowly, Scorn stood up straight. “I wasn’t even in the country at the time. I think I was in Spain, doing a thing. Anyway, Nefarian Serpine – great guy, by the way – needed to throw you off balance, needed you distracted, needed you to get angry and stop thinking straight. So obviously, killing your wife and kid in front of you was the only reasonable way to do that. He wasn’t well, that man. He had issues, you know what I mean? He needed to distract you and the only thing he could come up with was to murder your family? Not have someone wave to you, or something? But that was him all over, wasn’t it? He went to extremes, and this was one of them.”

China suddenly moved, grabbing Scorn’s leg, but Scorn just leaned down and punched her. Skulduggery took a step forward, but Scorn held up the switch. “The thing is,” she continued, “Serpine was so busy organising a whole range of assassinations and murders that week that he just didn’t have the time to go out and round up your family himself. So he sent a group of people he knew he could count on. He sent the Diablerie.”

Valkyrie went cold, and saw China sag. Skulduggery’s gun didn’t waver.

“I’m sure you remember who was in the Diablerie back in those days,” Scorn said. “There was Vengeous – before he became one of Mevolent’s Generals, of course – Gruesome, Murder Rose – delightful lady – Jaron Gallow, may he rest in peace – a few others… and China. The leader of the pack, as it were. If I’m right, and I think I am, Rose went after your child. That wasn’t much of a problem. To be honest, from what I’ve read, the biggest danger there was whether Rose would go too far and kill the kid. But for once, she obeyed orders.

“China, because she enjoyed that kind of thing, went after your wife. By all accounts, it was a knock-down, drag-out fight. There was blood, sweat, tears, hair-pulling, even some name-calling. Things got pretty heated, but eventually China emerged triumphant, and she shackled your pretty little wife and hauled her all the way back to Serpine’s castle. Then she stood in the shadows, and watched you run in, saw you scream when they died. She was there while Serpine was torturing you. Apparently, different members of the Diablerie liked to stop by every now and then to watch. That’s pretty dark, isn’t it?”

Skulduggery lowered his gun.

“Of course,” Scorn said, “this probably makes no difference to you in the slightest, does it? I mean, you’re already friends with her. You’ve already forgiven her for the things she did during the war. This is just one more thing, am I right? Just one more thing to forgive her for.”

She held up the switch. Skulduggery didn’t move. Scorn smiled, and thumbed the little red button. The windows on the top floor of the tenement building exploded, spraying glass all the way across the street. Flames licked the air. Black smoke billowed. Burning pages rained down. China shook her head slowly and Valkyrie stared, but Scorn just smiled and Skulduggery still didn’t move.

China tried to get up and Scorn drove a knee into her face. She started kicking her, lashing her boot in. China gagged and curled up.

Skulduggery turned round, started walking back to the Bentley.

People were stumbling out on to the street, staring at the fire and calling the fire brigade, looking at Scorn beating China and calling the cops. Valkyrie ran over, shoved Scorn back. China lay gasping between them.

“You want to take her place?” Scorn asked, eyes narrowed.

“If you make one move towards me,” Valkyrie said, “Skulduggery will kill you. Leave. Now.”

Scorn observed her for another few moments, and then that smile returned. “Of course, Detective Cain. Whatever you say.”

She cast another glance down at China and her smile widened. Then she moved off, disappearing into the crowd.

China turned over on to her back. Her face was a mess. Swollen and cut and bloody. She held her arm against her ribs, and every breath seemed to hurt. She grimaced, forced herself to sit up. She didn’t raise her eyes. “I won’t blame you,” she said, her voice tight with pain, “if you walk away.”

“Good,” Valkyrie said, and she did just that.





Chapter 61
My Twilight

    [image: logo]he first time she’d met China, Skulduggery had warned Valkyrie not to trust her. She could only be relied upon to serve her own best interests, he had said, and people like that were the most dangerous kind.

But since then, even Skulduggery’s attitude towards China had softened. They’d all been through so much together. They’d fought side by side. They’d faced death and overcome certain destruction. China had been shifting, ever so slightly, from her throne of neutrality to being an ally who could be depended upon. And ever since Valkyrie had lost Tanith, China had become something even more – she’d become a friend.

But now all that was over. Because of his own past, Skulduggery could forgive a great many sins. But this? Being directly involved in the murder of his wife and child? Valkyrie feared that it would be asking too much of him to forgive a crime of that magnitude.

She hadn’t heard from him in two days. She kept expecting a call from Ghastly, informing her that Skulduggery was in custody, charged with the unlawful killing of China Sorrows. But as the darkness drew in on another day her phone, thankfully, remained silent.

She was in no mood for Caelan that night. He tapped on her window and she stared at him for the longest time, then pointed behind him, at the pier, and he nodded, and vanished. She got dressed, sneaked out.

“I’m sorry,” he said when she neared.

“For what?”

“For not being there when you needed me. You went through all of that without me.”

“It’s grand, OK? Forget about it.”

“But I failed you, Valkyrie.”

She sighed. “I can’t do this any more.”

“You can’t do what?”

“Caelan, whatever we have, it’s over, all right? We never went out, but we’re breaking up, even so.”

His beautiful eyes widened. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re way too intense for me. I mean, for God’s sake, every word out of your mouth is how much you love me and how we’re meant to be together. I don’t look forward to seeing you any more because I know exactly what I’ll be getting.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“Yes, Caelan, I do. We’re not Buffy and Angel, or Romeo and Juliet, or those two from West Side Story. We’re not even Edward and Bella, OK? You’re far too freaky for me.”

He looked at her. “We’re meant to be together…”

“And this is exactly what I mean.”

“Our love is written in the stars.”

“And there you go again.”

“I love you.”

“You bore me.”

He faltered. “What?”

“Seriously. You do. I hate to be so mean, but you’re just not hearing this. You bore the hell out of me. At first, you were cool. But my God, you got boring really fast. There’s only so much of this brooding loner thing a girl can take before she really just needs someone to make her laugh. You’re not a funny guy, Caelan.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You can’t tell jokes.”

“No, I mean I don’t understand why you’re saying these things.”

“And you just missed another joke. See?”

“It’s Fletcher, isn’t it?”

“Fletcher has nothing to do with this, other than I can’t believe I’ve had to break up with two guys in the space of a week.”

He grabbed her arm. “I can change,” he said. “That’s not going to do it.”

“Then you can change.”

“Excuse me?”

“You can do what I say for once. Have you never thought that the reason you are unhappy is because you never obey me?”

“Seriously? No, that thought never entered my head.”

“I only want what’s best for you.”

“Let go of my arm.”

“Why? Do you think I’d break it? I would never hurt you, Valkyrie. This? This isn’t pain.” He squeezed, and she grimaced. “This is nothing compared to the agony I feel in my heart. A bruise, a broken bone is paltry.”

“Caelan, let go of me right now.”

“Why?” he asked, a sneer on his lips. “So you can run away from me? So you can leave me, and fall into the arms of another? Who is he, Valkyrie?”

“There’s no one else, you psycho.”

“Stop lying to me!”

Valkyrie twisted her arm and yanked it from his grip and Caelan caught her across the jaw with his fist. She was halfway to the ground when his hand closed around her throat and suddenly he was slamming her against the wall on the far side of the road.

“Who is he?” he snarled. “Who are you with? Give me his name!”

She clutched at his hand, but couldn’t prise it off, and her head was pounding and lights danced before her eyes.

Suddenly the grip was released, and Valkyrie slumped to a sitting position. A moment passed, and then a hand stroked her face tenderly.

“I’m sorry,” Caelan said. “I’m sorry, Valkyrie. I didn’t mean to strike you. I would never hurt you, you know that. But sometimes… sometimes you just have to listen to me, and do what I say. Now, if you tell me there is no one else, then I believe you. Of course I do. Because I love you. Do you understand me?”

She nodded. He smiled, took her hands, and raised her slowly to her feet.

“Are you all right?” he asked gently.

“I’m OK,” she said.

“I love you,” he smiled.

She snapped her palms and the space between them rippled and Caelan flew backwards. He managed to land in a crouch, and leaped at her, but she sent the shadows to intercept, pulling him from the air and driving him head first into the ground. He got to his hands and knees, dazed, and Valkyrie ran up, went to kick, but he batted her foot away and his fist crunched into her belly. She doubled over with a cry of pain that turned into a strangled wheeze.

“Why do you do this?” he raged. “Why do you defy me? I love you, Valkyrie! Do you know what that means?”

She dropped to her knees.

“I love you,” he said in her ear. “We’re meant for each other. Can’t you understand that? I’ve tried to be patient. I’ve tried so hard. But you just don’t get it. You continue to fight.”

His hand closed around her jaw, and lifted her face to him.

“You think it’s easy for me?” he asked, tears in his eyes. “You think it’s easy to give my love? I’ve tried, in the past. Girls, women, so many, they each stole my heart. But each time it ended I lost a piece of myself.”

Her hand went to her pocket, fumbled with the phone.

“But you,” Caelan said, “you’re different. The others, they couldn’t keep the monster away. As much as I loved them, our love just wasn’t strong enough to keep them alive. Sooner or later, the monster would emerge. That’s when Dusk found me.” He sneered. “He said I was endangering everyone with the things I did. He tried to stop me, but he couldn’t kill me. He was living by the code. We don’t kill our own kind. The vampire he had with him, he was even worse than Dusk. He talked about living in darkness, in solitude, keeping away from the mortals. One day I’d had enough of his lectures, and I slit his throat and took his head. And because of that, I was exiled, cast out to an existence of loneliness. Until I found you. We’re meant for each other. And if you can’t understand that, I’ll have to make you.”

Moonlight made the sweat on his brow glisten. He opened his mouth, his fangs growing.

“Caelan.”

Caelan snarled, and turned. Fletcher stood there.

“Get away from my ex-girlfriend, you moany little whinge-bag.”

Caelan took a breath, like he was in pain, and straightened up. His voice was low, guttural. “I was hoping I’d get the chance to kill you.”

“You won’t be killing anyone, you sad little emo git.”

“You’ve stood in the way of our love for long enough.”

“Just listening to you makes me want to top myself, you self-pitying Paranormal Romance reject.”

Caelan glared. “Stop insulting me.”

“Why? If you cry, will your mascara run?”

“You’re just making me angrier. And I really should have taken my serum tonight.”

Caelan’s fingers dug into his shirt, into his flesh, and he ripped it off, revealing the bone-white skin beneath. A suddenly clawed hand went to his face, tore it from his head, taking the hair with it. The vampire shook off the ragged remains of its human form, its black eyes gleaming as it advanced.

Fletcher licked his lips nervously and backed off. Valkyrie did her best to sit up, watching the muscles move beneath the vampire’s pale skin. A creature made for killing. She wanted to shout out, to warn Fletcher, to tell him to go and get Skulduggery, but all she managed was a moan.

Fletcher teleported, reappearing a moment later with a baseball bat in his hands. He teleported behind the vampire, swung, but the vampire was too quick, and twisted out of the way. Fletcher barely had time to vanish before a claw lashed through him.

Fletcher appeared, regarding the vampire warily. The vampire snarled. They circled each other. Fletcher teleported again, appearing behind his foe, then teleported to the other side as those claws came for him again. He swung for the head, but the bat was knocked from his hands. Fletcher stumbled, the vampire lunged, found nothing but empty space.

It wasn’t working. The vampire was just too fast.

Fletcher picked up the fallen bat. He held it in a tight grip, brought it up over his shoulder, settled into his stance, like he was expecting the vampire to oblige him by charging across the ten metres that separated them. Then he swung, solid and vicious, and for a heartbeat he was beside the vampire, the bat crashing into that snarling face, and then he was back out of range, the bat recoiling after the impact. The vampire roared, and Fletcher smiled.

He swung again, teleported behind the vampire just at the point of impact and then teleported away. Again and again he did it, and the vampire twisted and slashed and snapped, but Fletcher was only in range for the length of an eyeblink before he was gone again. The vampire stumbled to one knee. The bat cracked against the vampire’s ribs. The bat cracked against the vampire’s back. The bat cracked against the vampire’s head, and it splintered.

Fletcher was gone for a moment, and returned with an axe. He swung, teleported, and the axe blade dug into the vampire’s shoulder. But when Fletcher teleported away he took the vampire with him. He cursed when he realised what he’d done, tried to release the axe but the vampire’s hand closed around Fletcher’s arm and Fletcher screamed as nails perforated his flesh. Fletcher was sent rolling across the ground, clutching his arm and screaming. The vampire reached up, dislodged the axe and threw it away.

Fletcher scrambled up, fell, scrambled up again, running on to the pier to get some distance between them, to get some time to focus and teleport. It wasn’t going to happen. Valkyrie could see that. The pain was too intense. The panic had set in. The vampire moved after him.

Fletcher tripped and fell, tried to crawl on, leaving a trail of blood. The vampire hissed and snarled, but followed slowly, the way a cat would follow an injured mouse. It kicked Fletcher over on to his back, looked down at him, claws flexing. It dropped to its knees, straddling him. It wasn’t going to bite him. It wasn’t going to give him the chance of living as a monster. It was going to rip him open, from chest to throat. Its claws lifted.

Valkyrie dived at it, hooked her arm around its neck, hauling it off Fletcher and bringing it to the ground. They rolled and it struggled, but she held on, still rolling, and suddenly there was nothing beneath them and they were falling.

They hit the water. Valkyrie’s leg banged against the rocks and she screamed through gritted teeth. The vampire thrashed but she held it down in the darkness beneath the surface. It managed to shake her off and she swam backwards against the current. The waves brought the vampire in towards the rocks and it grabbed them, started to haul itself out. For one terrifying moment, Valkyrie thought the salt water hadn’t worked. But then the vampire’s movements grew weaker, and its hands went to its throat. It turned its head to her, black eyes open wide, mouth gagging gently. Then it stopped.

Valkyrie swam over, pulled herself on to the rocks, moaning in pain. She reached the rusted ladder set into the side of the pier and climbed slowly. Fletcher lay on his back, his breathing shallow and quick. He looked at her as she crawled over.

“With one exception,” he managed to say, “you’ve got terrible taste in men.”

She lay beside him, too tired and sore to answer.

“You’re going to have to take me off speed dial,” he said. “I don’t want to waste time being mad with you, but you’re still not my favourite person in the world right now. I’m not going to be jumping back here every time you get yourself in trouble.”

“I know,” she said. “Fletch? Thank you.”

He nodded, and grimaced. “I am really bleeding a lot here. You might want to hang on. I think we’re in need of some medical assistance.”

Valkyrie moved her hand till she found his. “I was an idiot for the way I treated you,” she said.

“At last,” he said, “something we can both agree on.”

And they vanished.





Chapter 62
They Walk Among Us

    [image: logo]enny lowered his camera as Valkyrie Cain disappeared into thin air. His hands were shaking. He didn’t know who the kid with the stupid hair was, but he’d find out. And that monster…

This was bigger than he’d ever dared imagine. He stood up on shaking legs, and decided, then and there, that Valkyrie was the name he was going to use for her in the article. It was a good name. Certainly a name that deserved to be spoken aloud alongside Skulduggery Pleasant. But as far as the book was concerned…

He could see it now. A story like this was too big for a mere newspaper article. Much too big. He’d use the article to alert the world, but the full story needed something grander to contain it. It needed a book and an accompanying TV special. He already had a provisional title picked out: “They Walk Among Us: The Sorcerers In Our Midst”. A world-changing exposé on the secret magical subculture that exists in every country around the planet.

He decided now that it would be in the book where he would focus on Valkyrie Cain. She was the perfect figure for the audience to identify with, to root for. A normal girl, thrust into a life of danger and excitement, taken under the wing of an honest-to-goodness living skeleton. It was like Peter Parker being bitten by that radioactive spider – a normal kid given extraordinary powers. It was beautiful. It was perfect. It would make him a household name and a billionaire, all in one go.

But it would be in the TV special, not the book and not the article, where Kenny would reveal to the world that badass sorcerer Valkyrie Cain had really been mild-mannered teenager Stephanie Edgley all along.

Because if there was one thing the public was going to love more than a superhero, it was a superhero unmasked – live on air.




If you enjoyed Skulduggery Pleasant Books 4-6, check out these other great Derek Landy titles.
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Magic is a disease. Across the land, normal people are suddenly developing wild and unstable powers. Infected by a rare strain of magic, they are unwittingly endangering their own lives and the lives of the people around them. Terrified and confused, their only hope lies with the Sanctuary. Skulduggery Pleasant and Valkyrie Cain are need now more than ever.

And then there’s the small matter of Kitana. A normal teenage girl who, along with her normal teenage friends, becomes infected. Becomes powerful. Becomes corrupted. Wielding the magic of gods, they’re set to tear the city apart unless someone stands up against them. Looks like it’s going to be another one of those days ...

 Buy the ebook here
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War has finally come. But it's not a war between good and evil, or light and dark – it's a war between Sanctuaries. For too long, the Irish Sanctuary has teetered on the brink of world-ending disaster, and the other Sanctuaries around the world have had enough. Allies turn to enemies, friends turn to foes, and Skulduggery and Valkyrie must team up with the rest of the Dead Men if they're going to have any chance at all of maintaining the balance of power and getting to the root of a vast conspiracy that has been years in the making.

But while this war is only beginning, another war rages within Valkyrie herself. Her own dark side, the insanely powerful being known as Darquesse, is on the verge of rising to the surface. And if Valkyrie slips, even for a moment, then Darquesse will burn the world and everyone in it.

 Buy the ebook here



[image: ]

Valkerie. Darquesse. Stephanie. The world ain’t big enough for the three of them. The end will come ... The War of the Sanctuaries has been won, but it was not without its casualties. Following the loss of Valkyrie Cain, Skulduggery Pleasant must use any and all means to track down and stop Darquesse before she turns the world into a charred, lifeless cinder.

And so he draws together a team of soldiers, monster hunters, killers, criminals ... and Valkyrie’s own murderous reflection. The war may be over, but the final battle is about to begin. And not everyone gets out of here alive…

 Buy the ebook here
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This time, the bad guys take the stage. Tanith Low, now possessed by a remnant, recruits a gang of villains – many of whom will be familiar from previous Skulduggery adventures – in order to track down and steal the four God-Killer level weapons that could hurt Darquesse when she eventually emerges. Also on the trail of the weapons is a secret group of Sanctuary sorcerers, and doing his best to keep up and keep Tanith alive is one Mister Ghastly Bespoke.

When the villains around her are lying and scheming and plotting, Tanith needs to stay two steps ahead of her teammates and her enemies. After all, she's got her own double-crosses to plan – and she’s a villain herself ...

 Buy the ebook here
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For anyone who ever thought their parents were monsters… Amber Lamont is a normal sixteen-year-old. Smart but insecure, she spends most of her time online, where she can avoid her beautiful, aloof parents and their weird friends.

But when a shocking encounter reveals a horrifying secret, Amber is forced to go on the run. Killer cars, vampires, undead serial killers and red-skinned, horned demons – Amber hurtles from one threat to the next, revealing the terror woven into the very fabric of her life. As her parents close in behind her, Amber’s only chance rests with her fellow travellers, who are not at all what they appear to be ... Witty, action-packed and heart-stoppingly thrilling, Demon Road will take you on an epic road-trip across the supernatural landscape of America.

 Buy the ebook here
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Reeling from their bloody encounter in New York City at the end of Demon Road, Amber and Milo flee north. On their trail are the Hounds of Hell – five demonic bikers who will stop at nothing to drag their quarries back to their unholy master.

Amber and Milo’s only hope lies within Desolation Hill – a small town with a big secret; a town with a darkness to it, where evil seeps through the very floorboards. Until, on one night every year, it spills over onto the streets and all hell breaks loose. And that night is coming ...

 Buy the ebook here
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About the Author

DEREK LANDY lives near Dublin. Before writing his children's story about a sharply-dressed skeleton detective, he wrote the screenplays for a zombie movie and a murderous horror film. "I think my career-guidance teacher is spinning in her grave," he says, "or she would be if she were dead."
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