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Dedication

To my fiancée.

I’m not saying you killed the others.

I’m not saying you chopped, hacked, sliced and bludgeoned until that engagement ring was yours and yours alone. 

All I am saying, sweetheart, is that I’m glad it’s you.
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The scar ran from Tanith’s hairline diagonally down, almost to the hinge of her jaw. Every mirrored surface she passed, her eyes were drawn to her reflection, to the scar, to the wound that almost killed her. It was, without a doubt, the coolest thing she’d ever seen.

Cooler than a new haircut. Cooler than a dozen piercings. Cooler than a fresh tattoo. Chicks dig scars, she’d always reckoned, and as a chick, she dug the hell out of this one.

Yes, it was fading, and yes, in another few months, it would probably have disappeared from view entirely, but right now it gave her something to match with the scarred man in her life. His scars, of course, were perfectly symmetrical, running all the way over his head, and she could never hope to attain that level of beauty – but she was determined to take what she could and be happy about it.

She sat up with him, in bed, and they talked about their relationship and where things were heading, and they were finally getting to the issues that mattered when the door burst open and three members of the security team swarmed into the room, rifles up.

“Grand Mage, apologies, there’s been a breach,” Sergeant Reticle said, striding in after them, his automatic weapon dangling from its shoulder strap. “We have to get you to a more secure location.”

“More secure than this?” asked Ghastly, who hadn’t even flinched when they’d entered.

“We need to get you to the safe room, sir.”

“Where’s the breach?” Tanith asked. She had flinched when they’d entered, had sprung and flipped to the ceiling where she now stood, upside down.

Reticle glanced up. “Multiple locations along the Inner Zone.”

She frowned. “The intruders bypassed the Outer Zone without setting off an alarm?”

“It would seem so, commander. Now, if you please, we need to leave.”

Ghastly sighed, got out of bed, and Tanith shifted her gravity and let herself drop and flip to the floor.

“Be ready to move in thirty seconds,” Reticle said, and at a hand signal the team gathered in the corridor outside.

They dressed quickly – Ghastly in trousers, T-shirt, work boots, and a casual grey cardigan – and Tanith in brown-leather trousers and waistcoat. She pulled on her boots and grabbed her sword, slapped it on to her back where the scabbard clung in position. They left the room and the security team surrounded them, weapons up, and they moved off at a fast walk.

Tanith had only been in here twice before – once while it was being built, and once as it became operational – but she’d been a part of the design process and so she knew exactly where they were going. This entire facility was a state-of-the-art bunker outfitted like a private hotel for, at most, half a dozen VIPs plus support staff. If they needed to, Ghastly and his fellow Elders could both run the Sanctuary and conduct a war from down here and no one – no one – would be able to get to them.

In theory.

“Do we have footage?” Tanith asked as they marched. Reticle and Elapid were beside them, Gowk was taking point, and Wanchancy covered the rear.

Reticle shook his head. “The camera feed has been corrupted.”

“How is that possible? The cameras aren’t on any other network but their own. That’s the entire point of this place.”

“I understand that, commander.”

“So we have no idea how many intruders there are?”

“As soon as we find out, we’ll pass that information on to you.”

“OK, stop,” Ghastly said. “Everyone stop.”

Everyone stopped, but Reticle did not look happy. “Grand Mage, it is not safe to remain in the open.”

“We’re not in the open,” Ghastly responded. “We’re in, supposedly, the most secure building in the world – and if we’re not safe in these corridors, we won’t be safe in the safe room. How many people are on your team?”

“Six, sir.”

“So you six, and us two, and that’s it? No other staff?”

“We couldn’t risk it, sir.”

“There’s meant to be a squad of Cleavers down here,” said Tanith.

Reticle hesitated. “The threats to the Grand Mage’s life, plus the three attempts so far, have led us to believe that the danger might be a little closer to home than previously anticipated.”

Ghastly frowned. “You think someone on my staff is trying to kill me.”

“But why send the Cleavers away?” asked Tanith. “They’re incorruptible.”

“We have reason to believe that the threat is coming from the Cleavers.”

“I’m sorry?”

“There are, excuse me for saying this, a lot of Cleavers unhappy with the changes that you’re making to the way they train and operate. They think these changes will leave us vulnerable.”

“And they want to kill Ghastly for the changes that I’m making?”

“That does seem very unfair,” Ghastly muttered.

“Well,” said Reticle, “from what we’ve seen, Commander Low, they also want to kill you. If, uh, if that makes you feel any better.”

She folded her arms, glared, then shrugged. “It does, actually. Thank you.”

“So if we can get you both to the safe room, we can deal with whatever—”

“If they got as far as the Inner Zone before they triggered an alarm,” Ghastly said, “then they’ll be ready for the safe room. The fact is, there are eight of us and there is an unknown number of the enemy. We cannot afford to sit and wait.”

Tanith nodded. “We take the fight to them.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Reticle said.

Ghastly loomed over him. “I might be the Grand Mage, sergeant, but I’ve been a soldier for most of my life, and Commander Low here could take out your entire team before they knew they were being hit.”

“I am aware of how formidable you both are, but with all due respect, you do not know this facility or how to operate within it. This entire structure has been designed to be a deathtrap that only we can operate.”

Tanith raised an eyebrow. “It’s not much of a deathtrap if our intruders can get so close undetected.”

“Believe me, we’re going to find out what went—” He stopped, listening to something over his earpiece, and the entire team relaxed. “The intruder has been apprehended.”

“Intruder singular?” Tanith asked.

“It would appear so. My people are bringing him in now.”

“Who is it?” asked Ghastly, but Tanith already knew who it was. She could tell by the look of annoyance on Reticle’s face.

Reinforced doors slid open and Skulduggery Pleasant came through, flanked by the remaining members of the security team.

“This person shot my hat,” Skulduggery said, pointing to Izzat, the woman on his left.

“He failed to identify himself,” she growled.

His suit was a dark navy two-piece and he held his hat in his gloved hands, poking a finger through the hole in the crown. “I was in the process of identifying myself when she opened fire. I wish to lodge a complaint.”

“I’m Izzat’s commanding officer,” said Reticle. “Whatever complaints you have to make, you can make them to me.”

“Very well,” said Skulduggery. “Complaint number one: she shot my hat. Complaint number two: she has yet to apologise. Complaint number three: if my head had been in the hat at the time of the shooting, I could have died.”

“Aren’t you already dead?”

“That’s hardly the point.”

Izzat narrowed her eyes. “I will repeat what I said a few moments ago, Detective: if you break into a secure facility and jump out at someone who has a gun in their hands, you run the risk of being shot.”

“I hardly jumped out at you.”

“You literally jumped from the shadows, screaming and waving your hat in the air.”

“I stepped gingerly from a dimly lit corner, loudly announcing my presence by calmly waving my hat in the air.”

“Skulduggery,” Ghastly said, cutting off the argument, “what are you doing here? Why did you break in?”

“I heard about the latest attempt on your life but could not contact you, so assumed that you had been transferred to a secret location for your own safety, and I thought to myself, what could be more safe than being with me? So I tracked you down to offer my assistance.”

“How?” asked Reticle. “This is a top-secret installation. Who told you where we were?”

Skulduggery’s head tilted. “Nobody. I guessed.”

“You guessed?”

“The facility could have been built anywhere in the world, absolutely, and so I divided the world into sections, divided those sections into sections and those sections into sub-sections, then eliminated the unlikeliest locations, section by section, until I was left with one hundred and eighty-four of the likeliest sections, at which point I narrowed the parameters of the search and came up with eleven possibilities. This was the likeliest of the likely and so this was my first stop.”

Reticle stared. “And how long did this take you?”

“The drive over.”

“Sorry?”

“The drive over. It took forty minutes.”

“While you were driving? You did all this in your head while you were driving?”

“Yes. May I say, building this facility a mere forty minutes away from Roarhaven was quite unexpectedly brilliant. I would have automatically assumed it would have been built at a considerable distance, if not in an entirely different country, purely for safety reasons. I would never have guessed it would have been built so close.”

“But you did.”

“Sorry?”

“You did guess.”

“Oh,” Skulduggery said. “Yes, I suppose I did.”

“And you got down here unauthorised, which is supposed to be impossible, and got through three levels of impenetrable security before you tripped an alarm. At least tell us what alarm you tripped, just so we know which one of our security measures actually works.”

“Oh, I didn’t trip it. I started to wonder what the alarm sounded like, so I accessed the system to find out.”

“You... you only set off the alarm because you got bored?”

Skulduggery held up a finger in admonishment. “I wasn’t bored. I don’t get bored. I merely became curious.”

“Don’t suppose you’ve had time,” Tanith said, “during all of this showing off, to figure out who’s been planning to kill us, have you?”

“Actually, I have,” Skulduggery replied. “It looked, at least initially, like you were being targeted by a group opposed to the Cleaver reforms you’re bringing in. Not everyone is a fan of treating Cleavers like human beings, it seems. They’re afraid it will leave us weaker.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“At first, I thought they might try to disrupt the voting of the rank and file on whether or not to press ahead, but that went off without an issue.”

“And passed overwhelmingly,” Tanith said.

“And then I thought they might strike before the Council of Elders cast their deciding votes on Friday – but the more I pulled on that particular thread, the more the possibility unravelled.”

“So does it have anything to do with the Cleavers?” Ghastly asked.

“As far as I can tell? No. But the ruse did accomplish one very important thing: it did cast suspicion on our Cleaver friends.”

“To what end?”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “There aren’t any here tonight, are there?”

“They wanted the Cleavers pulled away from my security detail? Why?”

“Because of the path of the sparrows, I would think.”

“Sparrows?”

“Oh, you haven’t heard? The sparrows fly south for winter.”

Tanith spun, kicking Izzat in the neck as Ghastly caught Wanchancy with a right hook that buckled his knees and Skulduggery ripped the rifle out of Reticle’s hands and swung it into Gowk’s face. She ducked an energy stream, batted a gun to one side and hit another bad guy.

She wasn’t altogether sure why the security team were suddenly the bad guys, but Skulduggery had used what she generally referred to as the violence ahoy password, so she was determined to keep hitting them until she’d worked it out.

She flipped and whirled and kicked and Ghastly bobbed and weaved and punched and Skulduggery broke arms and wrists and jawbones and when they were done the security team was unconscious on the floor around them.

“Please tell me we beat up these people for a reason,” Ghastly said.

“Your security team has been behind the attempts on your lives,” Skulduggery responded, “or the apparent attempts on your lives, anyway. You see, they’re not actually here for you. They’ve just been staging murder attempts in order to lure their real target into an enclosed space.”

Tanith frowned. “Wait – you? You’re the target?”

“Rest assured,” he said, “I’m just as shocked and appalled as you are.”

Ghastly stared. “So why are you here? If they planned all of this just to draw you into a trap, then why would you come?”

“Because ingenuity must be rewarded,” said Skulduggery. “They’ve gone to a lot of trouble to kill me, and the least I could do was give them a genuine opportunity. As to why they want to do what they want to do, I have no idea. Sergeant Reticle here has been heading up your security detail since you became Grand Mage, and he went through an especially rigorous vetting process to uncover any political or religious leanings and nothing was found.”

“Something was obviously missed,” said Tanith.

“Perhaps,” Skulduggery said. “I have, as you know, a delightful array of enemies who would want me dead for any number of reasons.”

“It’s probably down to something recent, though. Maybe they’re secretly followers of Arava Kahann.”

“If that is the case, then I am very, very disappointed in him.”

“You’re disappointed in the Devil?”

“Indeed. I may have foiled various plans of his, but that’s no excuse to make this personal. It’s unprofessional, to be quite honest, and it reeks of favouritism.”

“Hold on, I don’t get that part. How is it favouritism?”

“Because he’s attacking me and not Valkyrie. Yes, I may have stopped Strickent Abhor from opening a portal to Hell, but Valkyrie was right there with me. In fact, it could be argued that she is far more deserving of Kahann’s wrath than I am. She’s the one who followed Abhor back through time. She encountered the Dead Men, and Sister Rapture, and a younger, slightly less dashing version of me. She stopped that portal from opening in 1703, and returned to our time triumphant. Why are you shaking your head?”

Tanith glowered. “It’s just too confusing. The fact that Valkyrie was able to tell us everything that happened to her but – from history’s point of view – none of it happened that way. So there’s a whole segment of history that has now been overwritten.”

“But that’s what happened in the Great Reset.”

“That’s different,” said Tanith. “That was Darquesse remaking the universe and just, like, rewinding a matter of weeks. There weren’t centuries of alternate history that now never happened.”

“You don’t like time-travel, do you?”

“Leaving that aside for the moment, how is any of this favouritism?”

Skulduggery adjusted his tie. “Simply the fact that, despite everything that Valkyrie has done to upset his plans, Kahann isn’t sending squads of killers after her, is he? Because the truth is that Kahann likes Valkyrie, and supports Valkyrie, and has mysterious and sinister plans revolving around Valkyrie – whereas his feelings towards me are decidedly less fuzzy. You see? Favouritism.”

Gowk groaned and tried to sit up. Ghastly watched him, waited, and then punched him back into unconsciousness.

“You,” he said to Skulduggery, “are an odd, odd man.”
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Day two of the siege was now officially underway and Winter was receiving updates on her phone while she waited for her parents to finish getting ready. The updates were coming via Transmit, an app that only certain phones could access, and even then the messages were encoded, requiring a special filter to translate.

Mortals were sneaky, especially when it came to technology. Mages had to stay one step ahead in order to stay out of sight.

The multiple layers of security meant that Transmit had a tendency to glitch and go down every few weeks, but it was still better than the Global Link. It got its news out quicker and you didn’t have to seclude yourself away to watch a dull newsreader relay whatever was going on in sorcerer society. A glance at the phone was all Winter needed to know that Gander Pace still hadn’t executed any of his hostages.

Weakling.

Not that she was surprised. Granted, all they’d heard so far were bits and pieces of some jumbled political nonsense, but he claimed to be an Isolationist – though no one knew what he was trying to achieve. Iota Tricks and her lot already had Insadoom – an entire island of Isolationists – up and running, and he wasn’t doing this in the name of the Conductors or any other terrorist organisation. It looked – to Winter, anyway – that all Gander Pace had managed to do was take a dozen mortals hostage and then panic.

But maybe she was just in a bad mood. She had, she figured, every right to be. Their visits to her sister were usually scheduled for Sundays but for whatever reason yesterday’s had been postponed so here she was on a Monday morning, sitting in the living room and listening to her parents hurry up and down the stairs instead of hanging out with her friends, even if it was in lessons.

Finally, her dad stepped in. “You ready?” he asked, like he’d been the one waiting for half an hour.

“Sure,” she replied, and stood. “You going like that?”

“What’s wrong with it?” he said, looking down at himself. He looked like he was going to a funeral.

“Nothing,” she said, tapping a message out on her phone. “I’ll let the Teleporter know we’re ready.”

She followed him out into the living room. Her mum was giving her hair a last-minute primp in the mirror.

“Is what I’m wearing OK?” her dad asked her mum, genuine concern in his voice.

“I told you,” her mum said. “It’s fine.”

They both looked like they were on their way to a funeral. God, they’d got old. Her mum had lost weight, anxiety picking at her, stretching her skin tighter round her bones. And however much Melissa had lost, Desmond had found. His doctor had him on half a dozen pills for blood pressure and whatever. He was almost fully grey now. Her mum would be, too, if she didn’t dye her hair.

The last six months had not been kind to them.

There was a knock on the back door and Winter’s parents stood to one side, waiting for her to pass, and followed her into the kitchen. They’d done this so many times before – every week – and yet they still needed her to take the lead. It jangled at her patience: their nervousness, their fear, their uncertainty about how they should even dress. She wanted to grab them both by the shoulders and scream at them to act like grown-ups – but she didn’t. They were out of their depth here.

She opened the back door and the Teleporter stepped inside. He held out an electronic pad that she signed, noting the time and location, and then put it away. He was wearing surgical gloves and they shook hands, and her parents put their hands on her arm, and they teleported to Coldheart Prison. With an average speed of a lazy 100 kilometres per hour and an average altitude of 45,000 feet, the prison’s exterior tended to be brisk, bracing, and cold — but the reception area, just inside the main doors, was surprisingly quiet and pleasantly warm. The woman sitting behind the desk, within the security cage, spoke quietly into her phone and then replaced the handset.

The Teleporter broke off the handshake and removed his gloves as he walked for the smaller door, a bit further on. When it opened to the harsh concrete corridor, that strange, alien hum immediately moved in to fill the space around them. But then the door closed and the hum was gone and it was quiet again.

Melissa did what she always did, sinking down to the edge of one of the uncomfortable chairs like her legs were about to give out. Desmond did what he always did – he went to the large, reinforced window and looked at the sky.

Winter tapped her phone, checked Transmit. All twelve of Gander Pace’s mortal hostages were still alive.

Coward.

They were waiting only a few minutes when a prison officer came to escort them. Other prisoner visits took place in a large room with row upon row of tables and chairs, all bolted down. They were watched by security cameras and supervised by Cleavers, and limited by both duration and frequency. Not every prisoner was eligible, and those that were could have the privilege stripped from them at the slightest infraction.

Valkyrie Cain, of course, was different.

Her visits took place in the warden’s office, a place of civility and culture, of wooden floors and bookcases and potted plants and good lighting. The chairs were comfortable, refreshments were always at hand, and there were no cameras nor Cleavers. The prison officer walked them to the door, then shut it once they’d passed through, allowing them their privacy.

Valkyrie had been perched on the edge of the desk, reading a report she probably shouldn’t have been reading. She dropped it when they entered and hurried to meet them, her smile bright. Her orange jumpsuit was undone to her waist, showing her arms and her shoulders. Most convicts had to wait their turn for the weights and work-out stuff, but the gym was cleared for Valkyrie. Winter’s eyes kept being drawn to the metal bracelet around her sister’s wrist, the one that kept her magic bound.

She hugged her folks one at a time and then both together and they were proper hugs, proper it’s-been-a-week-and-I’ve-missed-you hugs. Then she turned to Winter and her smile faltered almost imperceptibly – mainly around the corners of her mouth. They hugged, but it was purely to get it out of the way. At least, that’s how it was for Winter. Hugging Valkyrie reinforced the big-sister-little-sister dynamic in ways that Winter found aggravating. Valkyrie was bigger, Valkyrie was stronger, and Valkyrie was always just that little bit taller.

Was she prettier? The smile, the dimple, those eyes. She probably was. The only thing Winter had going for her that Valkyrie didn’t was the blonde hair – that, and the Spark.

“How’s it been?” Melissa asked, because that’s what she always asked.

Valkyrie steered them all over to the chairs, because that’s what Valkyrie did. She took charge even when no one asked her to. Everyone sat, apart from Winter, who made a point of walking around the bookcases, reading the titles.

“It’s been fine,” Valkyrie said, crossing her legs and looking like she ran the place. “Same as it was last week, and the week before. It’s the boredom that gets to you, more than anything.”

“Boring is good,” their mother said. “Boring is safe.”

Lot of biographies on these shelves. Lot of history. Some empty shelves, too, which was weird. Cadaver didn’t strike Winter as someone who rearranged his bookshelves.

“Did you get that leak fixed?” Desmond asked, getting straight to an issue he knew how to deal with. Most of the other Coldheart convicts were kept in cells cut into towers of rock, but Valkyrie was special, so she got one of the special cells. Her home from home was a spacious room of steel and glass. Apart from a leaky sink, it was warm and dry and private. She couldn’t be allowed to mingle with the general population, after all. She’d put more than a few of them in here.

“Cadaver sent someone over and now I have a brand-new sink,” she told them. “It’s kinda sad, but watching that sink get installed was the most excited I’ve been in weeks.”

“And the food?” Melissa asked.

“Still pretty good,” Valkyrie said, because of course Cadaver wouldn’t let her eat the same slop as her fellow prisoners. “But what have you guys been up to? I need information. I need gossip.” She looked up. “Winter, what about you? How’s school?”

Winter slid a book back on to the shelf. “It’s OK.”

“How’s Mia?”

“Yeah, she’s good.”

“Three whole words,” said Melissa, trying to sound light. “That’s more than we usually get.”

Her parents chuckled and Valkyrie smiled, and Winter hated when they did that. It was their little group on one side, making all the snide jokes and mocking comments and passive-aggressive remarks, and it was her on the other, trying not to show how it affected her.

“How’s the magic coming along?” Valkyrie asked, but that’s not what she was really asking.

She was really asking if Winter was noticing any side-effects from absorbing the Spark that had once been an entire race of supergods. She couldn’t say that out loud, of course. Their parents didn’t know about that, just like they didn’t know the truth about what Valkyrie did to get put in here.

They thought their firstborn daughter, their golden child, had simply killed a villainous mortal in a heated moment: terrible and regrettable but undoubtedly understandable. They had no idea that she’d murdered him in cold blood before Winter could do it herself.

“You know,” Winter said, shrugging. “Grand.”

Valkyrie gave another smile, a quieter one this time, signalling that she understood, that she was retreating to the conversation with their parents. It used to break Winter’s heart to see her sister’s heart break. Now she enjoyed it.

They talked about nothing for twenty minutes – Mum’s work, Dad’s health – by which time Winter had completed a circuit of the room. She’d read a few of the books on display, and had taken note of half a dozen others. History interested her, if only to learn from the mistakes of others. She would hate to do anything as pedestrian as repeat someone else’s mistakes, especially a mortal’s. She owed it to herself, she often thought, to ensure that her mistakes were as bright and shiny new as she could possibly make them.

The conversation wound down, and Valkyrie brought it to an effortless close. If Winter had tried anything like that, it would have surely crashed and burned and they’d have all had to stumble awkwardly from the wreckage, pretending the end had come naturally. But that was Valkyrie. Perfect in every way.

“Oh,” Valkyrie said, like it had just occurred to her, “there’s some news.”

“Good news?” Melissa said, her face brightening.

Valkyrie’s own face betrayed nothing. “Just news. I asked Cadaver if I could be the one to tell you this, but he’s leaving.”

“Who’s leaving?”

“Cadaver.”

Desmond frowned. “They’re letting him out?”

Valkyrie nodded. “His actions on Insadoom – y’know, swooping in to save us all – convinced the last few holdouts that he was genuine in his offer to help the Sanctuaries. It’s taken half a year for the Grand Mages to realise that they all agreed with each other, but hey – the wheels of bureaucracy turn slowly, even for sorcerers.”

Winter watched her parents watch her sister. They were doing their very best not to panic.

Valkyrie continued talking as if nothing was wrong. “He’s been asked to head up the task force assigned to the Viddu De. Did I ever mention the Viddu De?”

“Dead gods,” said Melissa dully.

“Gods from a dead universe, but yeah. Cadaver’s the one who actually advised the Sanctuaries that the task force be set up, and now he’s the one who’s going to lead it. A cynical person might think this is what he’s been working towards ever since he was first thrown in here.” She smiled and waited for them to respond, and when they didn’t she carried on. “But the fact is that the Viddu De is, technically, the greatest threat we currently face, and Cadaver’s the only one who has worked with them, so he’s the only one who knows what—”

“When?” Melissa asked.

“When what?”

“When is he getting out? When is he leaving?”

“The papers will come through later today.”

“Does Skulduggery know?”

“He’s been told.”

Desmond nodded. “Who’s taking over?”

“We don’t know yet.”

“But Cadaver is your friend. Cadaver protects you.”

“I don’t need protection, Dad.”

“Yes, you do, sweetheart. You’re in a prison where everyone hates you. Cadaver’s been keeping you alive.”

Valkyrie gave a little laugh at that, but said nothing.

“Is there anyone we can talk to? Maybe if we talk to Ghastly Bespoke, he’d be able to arrange something, or to rearrange something, or to put things in place where...” Winter’s dad ran out of things to say.

“I’ll be fine,” said Valkyrie, fidgeting with the bracelet. “Nothing is going to change for me. I’ll still be in my cell, away from everyone else. I’ll still be going to therapy. I’ll still be safe. I’ll still see you guys every week and Militsa twice a week and Skulduggery, like, four times a week. You don’t have to worry, OK? Now go on. Some of us have things to do.”

Valkyrie hugged her mum and hugged her dad, and when she hugged Winter she said “I love you” very softly in her ear. Winter nodded but didn’t say it back, and watched her sister’s heart break yet again.
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Valkyrie smiled fondly as her family left, and made sure to let them see it. When they were gone, and the door closed, her eyes filled with tears and she clamped a hand over her mouth to stop herself from screaming.

She whined to herself instead, high-pitched and panicking, and then counted down from five. At one, she dropped her hands to her sides. She was calm again. She blinked the tears away and rolled her shoulders. She cleared her throat. It was sore so she drank some water from a glass that was made to swill cognac, and turned when Cadaver Cain entered.

Shirt, trousers and combat boots – all in black. Skull – fractured and stapled to hold it together. He didn’t wear a tie and he wasn’t wearing his coat and he didn’t wear gloves, and he was the only person in history to be both convict and warden of a prison at the same time.

“How are you?” he asked.

She put the glass down. “Good. Thank you.”

Thank you for letting this happen. Thank you for the use of the office. Thank you for making this almost bearable.

Cadaver nodded. “Of course. Did Winter talk to you?”

Valkyrie allowed herself a smirk. “Still hates me too much.”

He didn’t try to make her feel better. He didn’t say anything about giving Winter more time. He just nodded, because he knew what she had done, and so did she.

“The new warden will be arriving tomorrow night. As you know, I tried to ensure that I would have the opportunity to properly vet him, but the paperwork never came through.”

“Those slow-turning wheels.”

“Indeed. His name is Difficult Grigoras.”

“Oh, hell.”

“You’ve heard of him?”

“No, but anyone who calls themselves Difficult has got to be a spanner.”

“I wish I could disagree, but from what I’ve been told, the name is apt. I had hoped to be here so I could take him through the procedures, but I have been advised, by Mr Grigoras, that such things are not necessary. I had pushed for a more progressive warden to replace me, but this is a high-stress appointment and he, apparently, was the best applicant they could find.”

“It’s a prison, Cadaver. No one’s expecting an easy ride.”

“I have left instructions on how you should be treated. Obelus is a good and dependable chief officer, but Grigoras seems like the kind of leader who sees immediate restructuring as the surest way to stamp his authority on a place. You might find your allies among the staff have been moved to other positions. The work you’ve been doing with Doctor Métier, however, came in a mandate from Grand Mage Bespoke, so that will continue. Métier says you’re making good progress.”

“I am? For the first two weeks I barely said anything to her.”

“And in the third week?”

“That week was spent mostly crying, if I remember correctly. By week five I was able to sit upright. That was a big moment for both of us.”

“You’ve improved since then – according to her, at least.”

“That’s good to know.”

He paused. “You know you did nothing wrong.”

“I shot a man in the head.”

“You executed an enemy soldier who had murdered your sister.”

“In a deleted timeline.”

He watched her. “I’d have done the same.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better,” she replied.

There was a knock on the door and a man poked his head in.

“Give me a moment,” Cadaver said, and the man left. “They’re eager to continue packing away my books.”

Valkyrie glanced at the few bookshelves that were already bare. “I don’t like it. I feel as though I’ve walked in on your shelves undressing.” She smiled at him. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me in here.”

“One more thing,” he said, reaching into his desk. “A new binding bracelet for you. Your one is faulty.”

“Is it?” she said, holding out her hand. He secured an identical bracelet around her wrist, then removed the first one by tapping a peculiar rhythm on to the sigil carved into a small metal rectangle. The bracelet opened and he removed it.

“I do hope this new one works properly,” he said. “I do hope that pressing here and here, simultaneously,” he indicated two sections of the bracelet, “will not remove you from the prison’s sensors.”

She arched an eyebrow. “So if I’m doing something I’m not supposed to do, in a place where I’m not supposed to do it, no one would know I was there?”

“If this new bracelet was faulty,” Cadaver said, nodding, “which, hopefully, it isn’t.” He paused, like there was something else he wanted to say. Instead, he shook her hand. “Good luck, Valkyrie.”

Officer Obelus was waiting for her outside the control room, the observation deck from where everything in Coldheart was managed and the prison itself was piloted. They fell into step and security doors clanked and opened and then clanked and slammed shut. The pipes that ran with magic hummed alongside those that ran with water, with electricity, with the wires and cables and fibres that kept Coldheart somewhere beyond the cutting edge. But a prison that was beyond the cutting edge was still a prison, and every part of this place was a reminder of what kind of place it was.

They passed through a final gate and a cold wind hit them, snatching at Valkyrie’s hair so violently she had to hold it down as they crossed the rocky, uneven ground. The wind howled up, twisting, from the cavern ahead, the cavern that opened to nothing but fresh air and a long drop. Obelus gestured to whoever was watching from the control room, calling for Valkyrie’s cell, and it rose up before they reached the edge. A section of the glass wall – impenetrable, unbreakable – folded back.

“I’ll do what I can to keep you safe,” Obelus said as Valkyrie stepped over the gap – and the plunge to certain death – into her cell. Before she could respond the wall sealed behind her, and Obelus was already walking away as a system of chains and pulleys lifted the cell and swung it round, moving on a dizzying yet utterly smooth path, dropping it until it slowed and slid backwards into the rockface. It settled with a satisfying clunk and Valkyrie looked down. The cavern opening was right beneath her, and the world below was clouds and seagulls and glistening distant water.

She rested her forehead against the glass, eyes on all that freedom just out of reach.

Her wall-mounted monitor beeped and she crossed to the bed, sat on the edge as she activated it. Her girlfriend’s face filled the screen, and Valkyrie smiled.

“Hey, baby,” she said.
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Roarhaven was still trying to adjust to thousands of its citizens leaving the First City of Magic and moving to Insadoom. The Chorus Wild attack may have dented the appeal of the mystical island for many, but that damage didn’t last as long as the experts had expected. By the middle of the following month, the weak breeze of blow-ins had increased to a steady wind.

The city’s society reshuffled itself to compensate. Both Ghastly and Mayor Graveside regularly appeared on the Global Link and spoke calmly and warmly, their words reassuring and good-humoured. They welcomed Insadoom’s emergence as a home for Isolationists, and looked forward to working towards a future of friendship and shared ideals.

Tanith was aware that the reaction on Transmit wasn’t quite so generous. There, Ghastly and Graveside were accused of losing control, of being outmanoeuvred by both the Conductors and Iota Tricks and whoever else happened to be around. Transmitters sounded the alarm over a rapidly emptying city. The grand experiment was over, they cried.

But the thing about Transmit, the thing Tanith had figured out early, was that it was just like the mortal internet, where nobody really knew what they were talking about. Every so often, however, a nugget of truth would slip through, and while Roarhaven was by no means empty, the exodus was noticeable.

The upside was that the traffic – never that bad to begin with – had thinned so much that the drive from the Cleaver training facility, tucked in against the southern wall of the city, back to the Circle Zone was so quick that they had time to stop off at a crime scene along the way. Tanith was fully aware that she was doing this more often, primarily because she was now driven everywhere instead of zipping through the city on a motorbike. Stopping off at crime scenes, diverting to take care of inconsequential bits of business, meant that she could fool herself into thinking she wasn’t ruled by timetables and schedules. Just so long as she didn’t think too much about it.

When the van pulled up she got out before it had technically stopped moving, taking her sword with her and slapping it across her back. Cleavers flanked her as she walked. The good people – and, being honest about it, the not-so-good people – of Roarhaven glanced at the Cleavers and then quickly averted their eyes, like they had any idea where they were looking behind those visors. Tanith understood. For hundreds of years, Cleavers were the implacable protectors and relentless enforcers of the magical world. So good were they at their job that it was quite easy to think of them as nothing more than unthinking, unfeeling robots.

And yet, with the changes that Tanith had helped usher in, that perception was rapidly changing. Sorcerers were now beginning to view the Cleavers as real, actual people – albeit highly trained and disciplined ones.

Tanith ducked under the cordon tape. Sanctuary detectives didn’t owe her briefings or even explanations – she wasn’t here to solve the crimes; she was just here to oversee the allocation of Cleaver resources – but whenever she spotted an opportunity to insert herself into an investigation, she seized it. Naturally, how this was received was all down to the detective on the case. In this instance, the detective – wearing a dark grey suit with a perfectly angled hat – was hunkered down, peering at the corpse on the pavement.

“Murder?” Tanith asked.

“None for me, thank you,” Skulduggery murmured, then looked up. “Ah, Tanith. Excellent.”

She raised a hopeful eyebrow. “You need my help?”

“Yes. Well, no,” Skulduggery said, straightening. “I just need someone to talk to. I tried to engage these people in conversation but no one seems interested. That man there, with the oddly shaped head, refuses to even answer my questions.”

One of the forensics team looked upset. “I don’t have an oddly shaped head,” he responded.

“If you don’t, then how did you know I was referring to you?”

“He’s got you there, Simon,” said one of his friends.

Skulduggery put his hands on his hips. “Gone are the days when you could investigate a suspicious death and make small talk, and the world is poorer for it. It’s a dying art.”

Tanith frowned. “I thought you hated small talk.”

“When have I ever said that? And even if I have said it, I am entitled to change my mind, am I not? Sometimes small talk is exactly what is required in order to loosen up one’s thoughts.”

“You’re really missing Valkyrie, huh?”

“I don’t know what that has to do with anything, but yes, as a matter of fact, I am,” Skulduggery said. He gestured, and the forensics team set to work while he and Tanith stepped aside.

“Any idea figuring out why those nice men and women made that attempt on your life?” she asked.

“You mean aside from simple poor taste? Not yet. These new laws regarding psychic interrogations are proving somewhat inconvenient.”

“You’re an Arbiter. Surely you can ignore them if you decide it’s warranted.”

“Oh, I can, yes – but the Sensitives I require for the interrogation are still bound by the regulations. So while that case stalls, I roam the streets and wander the alleys, searching for murders to solve.”

“So this is a murder?”

“It is, but it’s probably not the murder I was hoping for. This man was absolutely murdered, indeed he was, and quite brutally, but it appears that his murder was due to the usual mundanities that go into such crimes.”

“And you’re looking for something different?”

“I’m taking an interest in anything to do with Chorus Wild,” he responded. “This man was once a member of a small Isolationist terrorist group that was loosely affiliated with the Conductors. His murder might be completely unrelated, but until we find Mr Wild, I’m commandeering every investigation where his name might be mentioned.”

“That’s a lot of work.”

“I don’t have anything else to do while Valkyrie is in prison.” He tilted his head. “Speaking of which, what do you know of Difficult Grigoras?”

“Who?”

“Ah, you haven’t heard. Cadaver Cain is no longer warden of Coldheart.”

Tanith’s eyes widened. “What?”

“I thought Ghastly would have told you, but apparently not. It appears that Cadaver has simply been doing such an exemplary job that he has been issued a pardon. Warden Grigoras is in charge now.”

“Never heard of him,” she said, and made herself smile. “I’m sure it’ll be fine, though. Ghastly wouldn’t have done this without making sure the new guy understands the situation with Valkyrie.”

“You would think.”

Tanith’s phone buzzed and she sagged.

“You have somewhere to be?” Skulduggery asked.

“A meeting,” she said. “At the mayor’s office.”

“You’re not looking forward to it.”

“I’m just not built for meetings.”

“I understand the sentiment. When I set up the City Guard I was not prepared for the amount of meetings, paperwork, and procedure that I was suddenly required to pay attention to. I needed an outlet for my natural inclination for rule-breaking.”

“That’s it exactly,” said Tanith. “People are... They’re expecting me to not want to hit people.”

“A grievous assumption to make. I lay the blame for the fact that the City Guard crumbled into a pit of corruption on two factors: the first was leadership that became increasingly authoritarian, and the second was my own startling disinterest.”

“I don’t want the Cleavers to crumble into any kind of pit.”

“Then I shall rescue you from a fate worse than boredom by requiring your assistance with my investigation.”

“Your investigation into why those people wanted to kill you, or your investigation into the whereabouts of Chorus Wild?”

“Whichever progresses faster,” he said.

“I’m in. Call me with updates.”

She left him to it, got back in the van, and allowed herself to be driven to the mayor’s office without grumbling. The attempt on Skulduggery’s life had been the first bit of face-punching she’d engaged in in months, and it stirred the need for violent exertion within her. It was probably not the healthiest thing to admit, but she was much happier now that the prospect for further action was dangling in front of her.

Scintilla, the mayor’s aide, was waiting for her upon arrival. They passed Kearny Proper, Skulduggery’s greatest enemy because of that time he’d insisted that Skulduggery wear a lanyard, and Tanith entered Constance Graveside’s office alone.

“Madam Mayor?” said Tanith. The office appeared to be empty.

“Commander Low,” said Graveside. “I heard someone tried to kill you over the weekend.”

“Yes, but someone’s always trying to kill me,” Tanith answered, peering around the desk. The mayor lay on the floor behind it, staring straight up at the ceiling. “Whatcha doing?”

“Gathering my thoughts,” said Graveside. “I’ve just been in a three-hour meeting about Roarhaven’s toilets. Who knew that the sewage system of a city that was built in another dimension and then superimposed on to a tiny town in this one would not work perfectly fifteen years later? And who knew we’d have to pay maintenance workers we can’t afford? Not me, that’s who.”

“You want my advice? Magic toilets.”

Graveside stood up. “Brilliant,” she said. “Problem solved.”

“And not like the kind of magic toilets you used to get in those old prisons. We don’t want toilets that recycle the waste before it even leaves your body. Human beings need to poop, Constance. We need to.”

“Why do you think I’m arguing with you?” Graveside said, sinking into her chair. “But I did actually ask for this meeting to talk about something other than toilets. I want to talk to you about the Cleavers stationed here at City Hall.”

Tanith took a moment, removed her katana, in its scabbard, from her back and laid it across her knees as she sat. “Is there a problem with them?”

“Let me start off by saying that this isn’t about anything they have or have not done. These Cleavers are as professional as any Cleaver I’ve ever encountered – it’s just that we don’t want them.”

A frown flickered on Tanith’s brow. “You don’t want Cleavers in City Hall?”

“Not right now. I don’t like the politics of it. I don’t like the impression it gives.”

“And what impression is that?”

Graveside raised an eyebrow. “You’re getting annoyed.”

“No, I’m not. I’m just asking what impression the Cleavers give.”

“Well, you are getting annoyed, but moving on, the impression is one of... servitude.”

“Servitude.”

“You have done – you are doing – fantastic work as Cleaver Commander. You are ushering in astonishing changes for the benefit of magical society as a whole and I applaud you every step of the way.”

“But you don’t want them here.”

“That’s right. Can I be blunt?”

“I’ve never known you to be subtle.”

“We’ve always known that the process to produce Cleavers was not a happy one. Not a healthy one. But we were able to look away and distract ourselves with something else because it was so easy not to view them as... as...”

“As human,” said Tanith.

“Exactly. But since all this came out, since people started talking about it, we can’t look away. And that’s only right.”

“So you don’t want Cleavers in City Hall because it makes people uncomfortable?”

“Yes.”

“Constance...”

“I know, Tanith. I know how it looks and I know what you’re feeling right now, and I am sorry. In two or three years, once the changes you’ve made have been instigated, once society’s perception of Cleavers has shifted, we would love to welcome them back. There are no better soldiers.”

“And who are you going to have instead?”

“The Roarhaven Police Department will provide officers to start off with, but we’ll be hiring and training our own security staff.”

“You don’t have money to pay sewage workers, but you’ve got money to start a whole new branch of security?”

Graveside shrugged. “Money gets allocated from different areas to different areas. I thought you’d be pleased, quite honestly.”

“I am,” said Tanith, “I suppose. The fewer Cleavers we have on duty at any one time will, obviously, relieve the pressure and might even speed up our plans. I’m just not a fan of how it looks. It looks like City Hall – like the mayor – has lost faith in the Cleavers.”

“I’ll put out a statement,” said Graveside, “proclaiming my undying support for our brothers and sisters in grey. It won’t be as bad as you think.”

Tanith watched her, and sighed. “Man, politics sucks.”

“Yes,” said Graveside. “Yes, it does.”
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Principal Sorrows shuffled in, her glass cane swirling with light and colour.

“No, no,” she said to Winter, who was lounging in a chair with her legs crossed, “don’t get up.”

Despite herself, Winter liked China enormously, but she did her very best not to show it.

The principal grimaced slightly as she lowered herself into her own padded chair, leaning the cane against the desk as she did so. It was fascinating watching her. Her wrinkled skin, her hollow cheeks, her silver hair and her stooped, fragile body were not the result of her age, though she was well over four hundred years old, but rather the result of a good portion of her life force being sucked out of her in a single moment of apparently uncharacteristic heroism. Winter often tried to imagine how much China had regretted that selflessness since. She doubted her imagination ever came close.

“Once again,” she said, her faded blue eyes scanning the report in front of her, “you arrive at my office for punishment or, at the very least, admonishment.”

“Yes.”

“You know how I feel about disciplining students. It annoys me. It is up to each and every one of the students here at Corrival Academy to choose their own path. We value independence here. We’re not interested in churning out obedient little automatons, and as such I have very little interest in forcing students to obey a fixed set of rules.”

“Some might say that leaves you incredibly ill-suited to your job.”

“Some might say that, yes. You were sent here because you were arguing with a fellow student.”

“He was arguing,” said Winter. “I was winning.”

“And what was this argument about?”

“He didn’t like the fact that I’m the Child of the Faceless Ones and that I’m prophesied to battle the Child of the Ancients.”

“Are people still complaining about that? Uncultured swine.”

“That’s what I said.”

“According to this report, that’s not all you said.”

“I may have used some extra words.”

China sighed. “Winter Grieving, stop arguing with your fellow students.”

“Is...? I’m sorry, is that it?”

“That is the sum total of your admonishment, yes. Now then, on to something that actually matters: the Child of the Ancients has come forward.”

“When did this happen?”

“Yesterday. The High Sanctuary is finding out what they can – who he is, what he can do. I’m sure they’ll share it with you if they think it’s relevant.”

“Maybe.”

“You don’t think they will?”

Winter shrugged. “The Faceless Ones are the bad guys. Everyone wants the Child of the Ancients to win.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure. The Faceless Ones are gone. They saw Obsidian coming and abandoned most of their power in their eagerness to retreat. A few weak strands of DNA aside, you’re all that remains of them. When you defeat the Child of the Ancients, as I am confident you will, it won’t be their victory. It will be yours.”

“This whole thing is dumb. I have to fight this guy because my ancestor, lost to the mists of time, was once possessed by a god? That’s it? That’s the whole reason?”

“We don’t know why you’ll fight – the prophecy merely says that you will.”

“I could walk the other way.”

“You could certainly try. It’s your destiny, so it will be your decision.” China made a point of folding the report and putting it to one side, indicating that this conversation was done. Winter prepared herself for the inevitable question about Valkyrie. Instead, China raised an eyebrow. “You’re still here?”

Winter didn’t move for a few seconds, then got up, by which time China was already reaching for another file or another report, and so Winter turned for the door and left.

She walked the wide corridors of Corrival, less like a school and more like a courthouse or a parliament headquarters, all extravagant mouldings and ornate archways. She could have gone back to class but it was chemistry, a class she could have taught, so she sat on a bench and checked Transmit on her phone.

Gander Pace still had his hostages and was still issuing threats to Sanctuary negotiators. She wasn’t exactly sure what kind of outcome she was hoping for, if she was waiting for the Cleavers to storm the place and arrest him, or waiting for him to give up, or – and this is where things got dark – if she was waiting for him to start killing the hostages. They were only mortals, after all.

Mr Herringbone approached, laden down with books as usual. He stopped beside her.

“Miss Grieving,” he said, “dare I ask what you’re doing out here?”

“Wasting time until lunch,” she replied.

He looked at her, and nodded. “Carry on,” he said, and walked off.

Ten minutes later the bell rang and doors opened and students spilled out, and in the teeming mass Winter saw Mia Pizazz coming this way with her blazingly pink bag slung over one shoulder and Winter’s black bag dragging behind her.

“One goth school bag for the goth,” Mia said, passing it over.

“I’m not a goth,” said Winter.

The dumped both their bags – blazingly pink and not-goth – in their lockers, grabbed the essentials, and walked into the clamour of the dining hall. Mia guided her through the latest in classroom gossip as they lined up and got their food. By the time they were discussing Calliope’s weekend-long love affair with Tenacity Yates they were arriving at their usual table, where Tier Galling was sitting, his lunch untouched and a battered paperback in his hand.

“Tier,” Winter said.

He didn’t raise his eyes from the page. “Just give me another few...” He went quiet and they watched him read.

Winter leaned forward. “Hey. Nerd. Two hot chicks sitting across from you and your food’s getting cold.”

Another moment passed, and then Tier closed the book and looked up. “Yes, sorry. Now, where are these hot chicks you mentioned?”

“You’re funny,” said Winter.

“He’s funny,” said Mia.

“And I don’t know if you can get away with calling anyone a nerd,” Tier said, starting to eat. “I read a lot, this is true, but you consume. You devour. What book do you have with you now?”

“I don’t have a book with me now,” Winter replied, and Mia cleared her throat and she looked down and realised there was a book by her elbow. “Oh,” she said.

“What is it?” Tier asked. “A mystery? A horror? Something fancy and literary, perhaps?”

Winter was too busy eating to prevent Mia from turning the book round and reading the title. “Oh, look: A History of Grave Robbing. Some nice and normal lunchtime reading.”

Winter took another bite of her lunch. “Can we stop criticising my taste in really quite interesting books and talk about Calliope and Tenacity? Tier, did you hear about this?”

“They’re back together?”

“No, no,” said Mia. “I’m just catching Winter up on what she’s missed.”

“Wait,” said Winter, “so everyone knows about this but me? Where was I? Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

“You’ve had a lot on your mind,” Mia said kindly.

Mia was right, of course, but Winter quite liked keeping track of the soap opera of everybody else’s lives. It made her feel connected. It made her feel part of it all. If she no longer had even that, then her grip on the kind of life she wanted wasn’t what she thought it was.

She was saved from any further introspection by Aphotic Atramentous sitting at their table.

Winter narrowed her eyes. “What are you doing here?”

He didn’t sag, or whine, or run away. That was the old Aphotic, the annoying little wannabe-stalker, and this was the tough new Aphotic who had taken his place. “I’m here because I’m part of this group.”

“You’re not part of this group because this isn’t a group,” Winter told him. “This is me and Mia and sometimes Tier.”

Tier was already halfway through his lunch. “I’m only here because I have no other friends,” he said, which was too much of an outrageous lie for anyone to even point it out.

Aphotic tried lounging in his chair. He wasn’t very good at it. “You need me around,” he said. “With this prophecy coming up, I could do research or find out some things or fetch stuff or whatever.”

“And why would you want to do that?”

“Everyone else is on the side of the Child of the Ancients and you don’t have many people on yours, so I thought I’d volunteer.”

“Oh,” she said, caught off-guard. “Well... I mean, fine. Do what you want to do. I’m not your boss. But if you think this means that I’m going to stop insulting you—”

“I don’t, I promise.”

“Because the only reason I’m not insulting you right now is that I’ve run out of insults, but the moment I think of a new one, I’m using it. And I swear to God, you’d better not be getting obsessed with me.”

“I don’t do that any more,” he said, suddenly on the verge of a sulk. “I have friends now.”

“You do?” She frowned. “Who?”

Aphotic blinked. “You. The three of you. You’re my friends. You’re my best friends. We’re like the four hobbits in Lord of the Rings. Mia is Merry, Tier is Pippin, you’re Frodo, obviously, and I’m Sam. I can carry you, on my back, up Mount Doom.”

Elbows on the table, Mia leaned forward. “I haven’t seen the movies or read the books, but I know who Sam is and you, Aphotic, are not Sam.”

“Mia is Sam,” Tier said.

“I’m Sam,” said Mia. “You can be Gollum.”

“I don’t want to be Gollum.”

“You’re Gollum,” said Winter. “It’s decided. Boom. New insult unlocked.”

Aphotic sagged.
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A buzzer chimed and the cell shifted away from the rock and slid out of the darkness. Valkyrie put down her book as natural light flooded her space, and she put on her shoes as the cell rose out of the chasm. Chief Officer Obelus stood at the console at the edge, talking to her visitor.

The cell settled and the glass wall folded and Valkyrie stepped out on to the rocky ground.

“Good morning, Valkyrie,” Skulduggery said loudly.

She hugged him, even as the wind whipped her hair over her face. When they broke off she did her best to hold it down, and Obelus held out a hair tie.

“Thank you,” Valkyrie said, giving her a grin as she tied it back.

Obelus was one of the cooler prison guards, and she had a soft spot for Valkyrie on account of how she was a hot lesbian and also because Valkyrie had once saved her partner’s life. “You know where to go?” she asked.

Skulduggery nodded. “He’s still in Processing, yes? We know where to go.”

“OK,” Obelus said. “Valkyrie, no dawdling. The new warden’s arriving tonight, so we’ll need you back in your cell the moment you’re done.”

“Will do,” Valkyrie said, and Obelus nodded to them both, then she walked one way and they walked another.

Skulduggery said something that the wind snatched, and Valkyrie pointed to her ear.

“Cadaver’s gone, I take it?” he asked – louder, this time.

She nodded. “Left yesterday. How are you feeling about that?”

“Unhappy. While he was warden, you at least had someone in a position of power on your side.”

“Now take me out of the equation, and tell how you feel about that?”

He bristled. “I don’t like the fact that my future self is out in the world, but I’m not going to complain about it like a child.”

She pursed her lips to hide her smile. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

“No no, you were absolutely right. I was allowing my emotions to cloud my judgement and in doing so I was acting like a whiney little baby.”

“I never said ‘whiney little baby’.”

“Didn’t you? It sounded like you did, but I was probably being overly sensitive.”

“Are you going to be like this the whole time? Because as amusing as it is, it’s pretty transparent.”

He tilted his head at her. “In what way?”

They stopped walking. It was cold, and the wind was playing with her jumpsuit now that it couldn’t play with her hair. “I like your silliness,” she said. “I love the idea that I offended your delicate sensibilities and I’m appreciating the humour. I am. But you were like this last time, too. It’s like you’re trying to cheer me up every time you see me.”

“You’re in prison. I thought you might need cheering up.”

“Oh, I do. Prison sucks. I miss my family and my girlfriend and my dog and I miss you. But I get the feeling that you think you have to cheer me up because it’s your fault I’m here. But it’s not your fault. I pulled the trigger. I accept the consequences.”

He watched her. “Very well,” he said.

“So you’re good? You agree that I’m here because of my decisions, and not yours?”

“You are definitely here because of your decisions.”

“And not yours?”

“I’m afraid we cannot agree on that particular topic.”

The wind tugged a strand of hair loose and she tucked it behind her ear, then folded her arms against the cold. “In what ways are you responsible?”

“In all the ways that matter,” he responded. “I’m the one who led you by the hand into a world of magic and wonder, yes, but also stark, relentless danger. Ghastly told me this was reckless. Kenspeckle Grouse told me it was reckless. Many, many people told me it was reckless, but I did it anyway.”

“Because you believed in me.”

“Just because I saw something in you, and just because I’ve been proven right, does not excuse that fact.”

She narrowed her eyes, then nodded for him to follow. It was too cold to be standing out there like a pair of idiots. They passed into a corridor and a heavy gate slid shut behind them. Suddenly it was warm and the wind was gone and they didn’t have to shout.

“Do you agree with them now?” she asked, rubbing her arms.

“That it was reckless and irresponsible?” he said. “Yes.”

Valkyrie nodded. “OK. Let’s say it was. Can’t change anything now, can we?”

“But I haven’t learned my lesson,” he said. “You spent close to five years in Colorado and I dragged you back into it all.”

“I needed dragging.”

“You needed to emerge on your own timetable.”

“What do you think happened?” Valkyrie asked. “You think I was living in Colorado, having retreated from it all, and then you pop up one day and I suddenly remember that there’s a wider world out there? The wider world had already come for me. I was being dragged back whether I liked it or not.”

“You asked for more time.”

“So what?”

“I didn’t give it to you.”

“I would have taken it if I’d needed it,” she said. “You’re not in charge of me and you never were. I could have walked away from everything but the fact that I didn’t, as much as I love you, has nothing to do with you. Do we understand each other?”

“I understand you, and I accept what you’re saying, so long as you accept that I will always feel responsible for anything bad that happens to you because of the life I introduced you to.”

She nodded. “I can do that.”

“Then let us carry on.”

She tilted her head at him. “There’s something different about you.”

“Is there?”

“Are you wearing a new ribcage?”

He straightened proudly. “I’m actually wearing my old ribcage.”

“It’s repaired? Finally?”

“Repaired and reset and in perfect working order. I switched it out with the other one yesterday. I’m so glad you noticed.”

“Looks good. Looks really good. And the suit?”

His shoulders slumped. “Let’s not talk about that.”

“Oh.”

“I’m sorry. It’s still too raw.”

“No, no, that’s OK. I’ll be here when you need me.”

They arrived at the Processing rooms and the guard nodded to them both and allowed them in. Idoneous Goon sat at the table in handcuffs. He was a skinny man with a wide smile, and when he saw them he chuckled.

“And here you are!” he said.

The door closed behind them and they said nothing.

“Valkyrie Cain,” Idoneous continued. “What a life you’ve led! A life of derring-do and adventure, of bravery and sacrifice and nobility... It would be no exaggeration, would it, to say that you’ve saved the world?”

“It would not.”

“To be in your presence is an honour,” he said. “And yet... here you are. Standing before me in a prison jumpsuit, of all things! A fellow convict!”

Valkyrie gave a one-shouldered shrug. “That’s me.”

“Disgraced! Tarnished! Humbled!”

“It’s been quite a journey.”

“To plummet from such giddy heights must be the kind of degradation that I could only dream about.”

“Well,” she said, “let’s not get into that.”

“And Skulduggery Pleasant!” Idoneous cried. “We meet at last!”

Skulduggery nodded. “These last thirty seconds have been somewhat interminable, yes.”

Idoneous’s eyes glinted. “How does it feel to finally gaze upon your nemesis, I wonder? To finally gaze upon the only man to ever outsmart the great Skeleton Detective? Because that is what they will surely call me once I’m done with you.”

“Idoneous – can I call you Idoneous? You can call me Skulduggery, if you like.”

“By all means,” said Idoneous. “I like to be on a first-name basis with those I am about to vanquish.”

“Who else have you vanquished, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“You will be the first.”

Valkyrie grinned. “I love your ambition.”

“And if I may ask,” Skulduggery said, “how do you intend to outsmart me?”

“By simply being cleverer than you are. I must warn you, before we proceed, that I’ve been preparing for this moment for years.”

Skulduggery watched him, and nodded. “I don’t mind telling you – you intrigue me. I’ve had a lot on my mind lately. My partner, as you have pointed out, is in prison. Sinister forces are plotting against me. I’ve needed a distraction for quite a while and I’m glad it’s you.”

“You’re looking for Chorus Wild,” Idoneous said.

“We are.”

“You think I know where he is.”

“We do.”

“But I’m not going to tell you where he is,” Idoneous said. “Yes, you could bring a Sensitive in here and dig around for the information but I’ve got a formidable psychic defence. Reading my thoughts will not be easy. So you’re stuck, Skulduggery, playing the game on my terms. Do you accept my challenge?”

Skulduggery sat opposite him. “Without hesitation.”
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Valkyrie folded her arms and leaned back against the wall, enjoying the show.

“What are the rules of this game?” Skulduggery asked.

“We ask each other three questions,” said Idoneous. “Whoever answers the most right, wins, and his opponent answers whatever else he has to ask.”

“Ooh,” Valkyrie said. “Three questions on any topic?”

Idoneous smiled. “On a single topic of my choosing.”

“I see,” Skulduggery said.

“Daunting, is it not?”

“It’s so daunting it hardly seems fair.”

“And yet...”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“Exactly.”

“And what, may I ask, is the topic?”

Idoneous smiled. “Transformers.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Transformers.”

“Devices that transfer electrical energy from one circuit to another?”

“No.”

Valkyrie grinned. “The robots who turn into cars?”

“And other vehicles,” Idoneous said, grinning now, too. “And some dinosaurs.”

“That’s kind of a niche subject, Idoneous,” said Skulduggery.

“And it is one in which I am an expert. Have you ever even held a Transformer toy? Watched the cartoon? Seen the movies? Read the comics?”

“I have not.”

“Then prepare to be vanquished.”

“I really don’t see the point.”

“The point is I win!”

“And the point is I can’t,” Skulduggery said, “so playing the game becomes redundant.”

“But you must try, Skulduggery,” Idoneous said with a giggle. “You must try!”

“No.”

The smile slipped. “What?”

“If you’re not going to engage with us, I think we just send in the Sensitives,” Skulduggery said, and he stood up.

“But I know where Chorus Wild is hiding out,” said Idoneous. “I literally know exactly where he is. You can’t afford to let this opportunity pass you by! He’s a wanted fugitive!”

“As were you.”

Idoneous waved a hand. “Barely! I’ve never hurt anyone and I’ve never been a part of their plans! I fell into this whole thing!”

Valkyrie raised an eyebrow. “You fell into terrorism?”

“I didn’t start out as a terrorist,” Idoneous said, getting exasperated. “I started out as a Transformers enthusiast. Do you have any idea what it was like reading Target: 2006 and having my tiny eight-year-old mind blown by the death of Impactor? Then for the 1986 movie to kill Optimus Prime – to kill the one positive role model in my life? Is it any wonder, I ask you, that I started associating with the wrong crowd? What, you think Rodimus Prime was a worthy replacement for Optimus? You think Rodimus Prime was a role model?”

“I don’t know who Rodimus Prime is.”

“He turned into a truck.”

“Oh.”

“Nobody understood me. I didn’t fit into their world and they didn’t fit into mine. My world was Cybertron. My people were the Autobots. My life was the AllSpark. That is what I know.” His voice cracked. “That is all I know.”

“Not true,” said Skulduggery. “You also know where Chorus Wild is hiding out.”

“I was talking more in a metaphorical sense.”

“Why did you become a Conductor, Idoneous?” Valkyrie asked. “Was it because of the Transformers?”

“Yes,” he said. “In the face of tyranny, in the face of evil, those with the power to do so have a responsibility to fight injustice.”

“Mortals aren’t tyrants.”

Idoneous’s laugh was as loud as it was abrupt. “The greatest tyrants the world has ever known have been mortals!”

She nodded. “Mortals can be tyrants to each other, but they’re not tyrants to sorcerers. They can’t be. They don’t know we exist. So if we, as sorcerers, have not experienced tyranny by mortal hand, then why did you become a Conductor? Why even become an Isolationist?”

Idoneous went quiet.

“Do you agree with Chorus Wild?” Skulduggery asked, retaking his seat. “Do you think the Conductors should be killing mortals?”

Idoneous straightened. “I told you that Autobots are my people. They would never kill defenceless mortals – unlike the dastardly Decepticons.”

“I’m assuming Decepticons are the villains?”

“You would assume correctly, sir.”

Skulduggery steepled his fingers. “So you joined the Conductors, even though you never had any intention of hurting people. Were you looking for somewhere to belong?”

“Why would you say that?”

“That’s a very common reason to join a violent organisation. People need a tribe, it seems. Did you need a tribe, Idoneous? Did Chorus Wild offer that to you?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“But when they pushed for you to be part of their agenda, to actively hurt or kill innocent people, you stood up to them.”

“I don’t know if I stood up to them so much as stepped to one side and pretended not to hear them.”

“Inaction as action, Idoneous. You were part of a terrorist organisation where you were expected to spill blood and the very fact that you refused to take part in any of it is a testament to your character.”

“It is?”

“You got yourself arrested as a way to prevent your involvement in the deaths of others. You got yourself arrested so that you could pass on vital information that would lead to the capture of Chorus Wild.”

“I did?”

“You’re a brave man, Idoneous, and because of your bravery we can severely reduce the length of time you spend here.”

“Severely?”

“Drastically. You haven’t hurt anyone, have you?”

“Never!”

“We might even be able to get you out of here today.”

Idoneous stared. “Are you being serious?”

“If you can give credible information that will lead us to Chorus Wild, then yes, I am being completely serious. Are you brave enough to do that, though?”

“I mean... I mean...”

“You know, Idoneous, in a lot of ways, you have much in common with Optimus Prime, who sacrificed himself so that others may live.”

“That’s not actually how it happened.”

“It doesn’t matter how it happened, Idoneous. What matters is that Optimus Prime was the leader of the Autobots, and Chorus Wild is the leader of the Decepticons.”

“Chorus Wild is Megatron?”

“Is he? OK, then. So where is Megatron hiding out?”

Idoneous looked at Valkyrie. “He knows that I know that Chorus isn’t actually Megatron, doesn’t he? That Megatron is a fictional character?”

“He does.”

“I’m not saying you believe the Transformers are real,” said Skulduggery. “I’m saying that they’ve inspired you in your life and as such, they should be treated with the respect they deserve.”

“I... I agree.”

“If you tell us where Chorus is, we’ll see to it that the charges against you are reduced accordingly.”

“He’s staying at a weird old carnival. It’s been shut down for years so no one ever goes there. I can give you the address if you want.”

“Thank you, Idoneous,” Skulduggery said. “That would be most helpful.”

On the way back to her cell, Valkyrie convinced Skulduggery to take Tanith with him when he went to check out the carnival. He promised he would, and they hugged, and she stepped from the rocky ground into her home from home. Someone up in the control room pressed whatever buttons needed to be pressed and the cell shifted and moved back. She waved at Skulduggery and then the mechanism moved her smoothly down and now there was nothing but rock in front of her.

The cell turned, giving her a glimpse of the other recessed ports where solitary confinement cells like hers rested – and then Skulduggery dropped by the window and she burst out laughing as the cell spun. He appeared again, rising to stand on air, waving, and she kept laughing and waved back, and finally he let himself drop down through the bottom of the chasm, out of the prison, flying back to wherever he’d parked.

The cell slid into the rock wall.

A hatch opened and she took her food and she ate while she watched TV. She worked out for a bit – resistance training only in the cell, weights in the prison gym – and then she showered and read and then it was lights out.

She fell asleep to the distant sound of wind.

The lights came on and Valkyrie woke, squinting as her surroundings juddered and moved. Realising what was happening, she grabbed her clothes and pulled them on as the cell rose out of the pit. She glanced at the clock on the wall. It was barely five in the morning.

A man stood on the edge of the chasm, frowning at a Risk electronic tablet in his hands. Behind him stood a severe-looking man who shaved his receding hair, and behind him stood two Cleavers.

“I am Warden Difficult Grigoras,” the man with the Risk pad said, barely looking up. “You are Valkyrie Cain, Inmate K7X8, serving eighteen years for the murder of a mortal. You are housed in a solitary confinement cell, despite posing minimal security threat. Make that make sense to me.”

Now he looked up, and waited for her reply.

“I’m in solitary confinement for my own protection,” she said.

“We have dedicated wings for prisoners like you.”

She shook her head. “Not like me, Warden Grigoras.”

There was a hint of a smile there, and it wasn’t a nice one. “Are you trying to tell me how special you are, Inmate K7X8?”

“I’m just answering your question, Warden. Cadaver Cain thought it prudent—”

That was a mistake, she saw it instantly.

“Cadaver Cain is no longer in charge,” Grigoras said. “From what I can see, his treatment of you was, at best, indulgent, and, at worst, a dereliction of his duty. I am not at all surprised, of course, knowing, as we all do, your history. You will find me a different sort of warden. We will take no walks, you and I, and you will not pop by my office for the occasional chat. Those days are gone – as is this luxury to which you have undoubtedly grown accustomed. You will be moved to a new cell in the general population of the prison. You are a murderer, and you shall get no special treatment from me.”

A cold feeling spread quickly. “I won’t last long out there,” she said.

“You are an ordinary convict. You will last as long as the other ordinary convicts.”

“I have enemies who will want to kill me.”

“If that proves to be the case, we will, of course, put you in protective custody until the threat has passed.” A gesture, and the severe-looking man took over.

“The prisoner will step to the far wall and get to their knees with their fingers interlinked behind their head. The prisoner will not speak and will not move unless ordered to do so. Failure to comply with these instructions will result in the prisoner being forcibly restrained.”

Valkyrie hesitated, then did as she was told.




[image: Chapter 8.]

Tanith jumped the fence, landed in knee-high weeds, and went to meet Skulduggery by the ghost train.

The carnival was dead. Torn flyers skittered by on the breeze and the Ferris wheel creaked. There was a shopping centre and cinema – both closed for the night – on the other side of a row of trees, and the lights from the car park scraped through the moving branches. It didn’t do much more than give the shadows here a deeper black, though occasionally a tree would sway far enough to ruin Tanith’s night vision for a few moments. Which was lovely.

Skulduggery was reading a flyer and didn’t look round as she approached, and she knew that she hadn’t made a sound. Even so, he said, “We’re not alone,” before she even got a chance to announce her presence.

“How many?” she asked, keeping her voice low and her hand on the hilt of her sword.

“Maybe six,” he answered. “Did you bring Cleavers?”

“You told me not to.”

He looked at her. “You really didn’t bring any Cleavers?”

“You literally told me not to bring Cleavers with me.”

“But you’re the Cleaver Commander. I thought you’d bring some.”

“Then why did you tell me not to?”

“I didn’t want you to bring too many. Some Cleavers would have been good, though. We’re going up against anywhere between six to eighteen bad guys, so I wouldn’t have said no to some.”

“Eighteen? You said there’d be six.”

“I said there might be six, just like there might be eighteen.”

“I’m calling for backup,” she said, taking out her phone.

“That’s a good idea,” Skulduggery replied, watching her tap and swipe her screen. “But they’re blocking the signal.”

She paused, and put it away again. “I see.”

“It’s not easy blocking a sorcerer’s phone.”

“No, it isn’t. Do they know we’re here? Are we surrounded?”

He held up his hand and read the air. “Yes to both,” he said.

“So you let me walk into a trap?”

“It’s nothing we can’t handle.”

“I hope you know that if you get me killed, Ghastly won’t be your best friend any more.”

Skulduggery looked behind them. “I don’t think that’s true.”

In the darkness, near the merry-go-round, a hand glowed with burning energy. Tanith had been doing this long enough to know that once the enemy let you see them, an attack was not far behind. Her eyes picked out more bad guys emerging from the shadows to just stand there and look menacing.

“I only count thirteen,” she said. “That’s doable.”

Skulduggery turned and Tanith sighed, looked to where he was looking, and frowned.

Five figures stood there. Five leather-clad clowns with whips. Three men. Two women. All clowns. Their base make-up was white, their smiles and plastic noses black, their wigs a mix of black and white and grey. And their outfits were the most unsettling collection of tight leather she’d ever seen outside the internet.

And the whips. They all had whips.

“I don’t understand,” she whispered to Skulduggery.

The leader, a male with a grey and white wig of expansive curls, smiled beneath his smile.

“That’s Bobo,” Skulduggery said.

Tanith didn’t dare take her eyes off the clowns. “How could you possibly know that?”

He held up the flyer. “He’s Bobo. Flim-Flam’s the one with the three strips of black hair. Then there’s Lulu – she’s the one who’s bald on top with the long wisps of grey – and Poodle—”

“White pom-pom hair.”

“Exactly. And then there’s Doctor Chuckles. He’s the bald one.”

Also the biggest one, the one lurking in the back like a nightmare.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Chorus Wild said, his feet dangling off the side of the roof he was sitting on. “You don’t get the aesthetic. Am I right? A bunch of monochrome leather-clad clowns. Is it disturbing? Yes. Is it unsettling? Yes. Am I glad they’re on my side? No. I mean, look at them. I don’t want to be anywhere near them. But am I glad they’re on my side as opposed to your side? Very much so.”

“You’re under arrest, Mr Wild,” Skulduggery said.

“I understand why you’d think that,” Chorus replied, “but I’m about to make my escape. You found me, so fair dues. I thought I’d be good here for another few weeks. Instead, I have to grab my stuff and go. However, if you’re hoping to find any of my plans if and when you manage to search the place, I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. We’re taking all the plans with us, from the basic we might do this if we have the time light-hearted little plot, to the huge this’ll make the world sit up and take notice full-on diabolical scheme. I’d love to give you an example of what we’ve got coming up, just to gauge your reaction, but I think you deserve to see it unfold live. If you make it that long.”

“I still don’t understand the clowns,” Tanith said.

“You don’t have a fear of them, do you? That’s called coulrophobia, by the way. I looked it up.”

“Not scared of them,” Tanith said. “Just trying to figure out their deal.”

Chorus nodded. “OK, so, first of all, these clowns are not human. Maybe they were, once upon a time, but they’re not any more. You can’t kill them. I don’t know an awful lot about them, and if I had my way – no offence, clowns! – I would not be associating with them at all. But they’re going to be attacking you while me and my friends skedaddle, which will be interesting. I have heard awful things about what they do to people when they catch them, so if you want my advice, I’d run away. Like, now.”

“You’re not escaping,” Skulduggery said.

Chorus laughed, and got to his feet. “Even if I didn’t have the clowns raring to go, I’m surrounded by my Conductors. You’re not catching me today, skeleton.”

“Are you ready?” Skulduggery said to Tanith, his voice quiet, as he took out his gun.

“Always.” Tanith unsheathed her sword. “What’s the plan?”

“I’ll go after Chorus. You take the clowns.”

“Wait, what?”

But he was already leaping into the night sky, avoiding the crisscrossing energy streams, as Chorus Wild scrambled and ran – and Tanith had no choice but to approach Bobo and his buddies.

“Please don’t let my sword give you the wrong impression,” she said as shots were fired somewhere behind her. “I’m not here to fight you. My friend and I, once we have Chorus Wild in custody, we’ll leave. We have no argument with clowns.”

The clowns watched her and smiled, and Bobo took a step and lashed out his whip and she felt it snap right beside her cheek.

She jerked away, and laughed. “OK,” she said, “that was a good one. But seriously now. Someone’s going to get hurt if you carry on like this.”

“Good,” said Flim-Flam in the creepiest goddam voice she’d ever heard, and he cracked his whip at her, but Tanith was moving, dodging between whip cracks and leaping, spinning, her sword making the clowns scatter. She whirled, staying in the middle of their little group, too close for them to use the whips, her blade flashing, and then they all fell down.

Tanith spun, holding the sword one-handed.

The clowns lay where they’d dropped, eyes closed, mouths open. Like they were unconscious. But they weren’t. She knew they weren’t.

“This is uncool,” she told them. “Come on. Get back up.”

They didn’t. One of them started to snore.

“I don’t mind stabbing you,” she said. “I will stab you in the legs, all of you. OK, I’m going to do it. All right, then.”

She stepped over to Poodle and, without hesitation, stabbed her in the calf muscle.

Disturbingly, Poodle didn’t even wince.

Tanith shrugged. Let them lie here and pretend to sleep until morning. She took off running in the direction Skulduggery had disappeared in, and then a whip curled around her ankle.

She tumbled, rolled to her feet and went to cut herself free but another whip snatched the sword from her hand. More whips wrapped around her torso, pinning her arms to her sides, and they pulled her legs out from under her.

The clowns whispered among themselves and some of them giggled, and they started to walk, dragging her behind them. The Staff Only door to the ghost train opened as they approached and they went through, the darkness swallowing them one by one. Tanith struggled and cursed but there was nothing she could do, and she was pulled into the dark.

They went down cold, hard stairs, and the lights were green and red and purple. Across the ground she was dragged, and then Doctor Chuckles picked her up and dumped her in a coffin with a clear plastic covering that they closed over and locked. They peered in at her, their faces distorted by the plastic. A pink gas that smelled of candyfloss filled the coffin and Tanith tried to hold her breath, but she had to breathe eventually and when she did she breathed in Coco. Coco the clown.

And Coco giggled.
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They painted her face, because that was important, though they didn’t have time to find and fit a wig, so Coco went with her natural hair. They also didn’t have the opportunity to make a new outfit – Poodle showed her sketches, made in crayon, of a wonderful affair complete with corset and boots – so she stayed in her own brown leathers. The full transformation would come later, when tonight’s fun and games had ended, when they had retreated underground, and when she’d have a chance to breathe in more candyfloss gas. But right now, Coco understood that because Chorus Wild and the Conductors had brought an Arbiter straight to their front door, the arrangement they’d had was now null and void – which meant that the Conductors were on the menu.

As she followed the clowns to the stairs, she paused to admire her reflection in a cracked mirror. She was a sad clown, but she smiled anyway. In the reflection, she saw a doorway behind her, and the room within was lit with a sickly green light that showed the bricks on the far wall. Something sat in the darkness before those bricks, something in silhouette, something that waved.

Coco waved back, and then she followed the others.

Up on the surface, the clowns turned their heads towards the sounds of violence. The gunfire had ceased, but there were plenty of crashes and an abundance of shouting and a veritable plethora of cries of pain. Bobo giggled and Lulu giggled and Coco giggled.

They started walking. Coco passed a sword on the ground. It was familiar in a way that a lopped-off hand might be familiar, but she couldn’t place it. She picked it up, slipped it into a handy scabbard across her back, and smiled at the way the other clowns swished their whips. She’d never used a whip before, at least not professionally. She was looking forward to getting her own.

Flim-Flam went left and Lulu went right and Doctor Chuckles disappeared somewhere, and Coco could have carried on with Bobo and Poodle but decided no, she’d quite like a loftier view. So she jumped and she jumped and now she was halfway up the Ferris wheel, leaping and catching and swinging. She perched on the very top, the breeze kissing her painted face, and she watched Skulduggery Pleasant throw a Conductor over the counter into a snack kiosk.

“Kiosk,” she said, because she liked how the sound fitted inside her mouth.

She wondered if Skulduggery would have made a good clown, but decided probably not. It wasn’t his fault. Some people are better at being clowns than others. Coco was going to make a good clown because of her bounceability. Coco was very bouncy. Also, she had a whimsy that the other clowns had really responded to. This was important.

Skulduggery would have brought too much cunning to the equation, she reckoned. Clowns could be cunning – clowns could be anything they wanted to be – but Skulduggery was a different kind of cunning. Also, where would they put the make-up?

Valkyrie, however, would have made a great clown, but she’d have been very different from Coco. She would have been a serious and scary clown, like Doctor Chuckles except more so. She would probably have taken over from Bobo as the leader. Coco didn’t know how Bobo would have felt about that. Valkyrie would have probably had to kill him. The normal Valkyrie wouldn’t have wanted to kill anyone, but clown Valkyrie wouldn’t have minded.

When you’re a clown, you don’t mind a bit of murder.

Coco blinked. She’d got quite lost in her thoughts for a moment there. All this fresh air was doing strange things to her clown brain. She probably needed more of that candyfloss gas.

Down below, Skulduggery was closing in on Chorus Wild while the clowns were killing the Conductors that he’d left injured in his wake. Coco watched as the poor Conductors ran or limped or crawled from the happy, happy clowns as they stalked them and whipped them and hurled them and killed them in amusingly imaginative ways. There was gouging and cutting and stabbing and breaking, obviously, but there was also squashing and crushing and ripping and tearing, which was nice to see in this day and age. You just didn’t see that attention to detail any more.

These clowns were special and she was glad to be one of them.

A Conductor had slipped through and he scuttled from one shadow to the next on his way to the exit. Oh, no, no. An escape would ruin the perfect symmetry of the night. Coco could not have that.

She jumped and swung and flipped and fell and landed on one hand and the Conductor froze. He was breathing heavily, like he’d been exercising. He was all sweaty.

“Please let me go,” he said.

Slowly, slowly, oh-so-slowly, Coco completed the cartwheel and stood right way up. He saw now the sad clown make-up, and he put on a sad face, too.

“You’re one of them,” he said miserably, like a sad miserable person who was about to die.

Coco bit her lip to stop herself from giggling.

“I just wanted mages to be able to live their lives away from mortals,” he said, and then said some more, but Coco wasn’t listening. If she had a whip, she’d have been able to whip him in the face and that would have been cool, but she didn’t have a whip, so she walked over so that she could use her sword.

His hand lit up and a stream of energy burst from his palm. Coco bent over backwards, felt the energy sizzle by her face, and she turned it into a back handspring, kicking his chin as she went. He flopped on to the ground and she skipped over, pressing the tip of the blade to his throat.

Coco had killed before, but as the person she used to be. Never as Coco, because Coco was new. Coco was new and so she had never killed. It suddenly seemed like such a shame to ruin that.

“Coco.”

She looked up. Bobo stood there, looking disappointed, like she needed more candyfloss gas. The candyfloss gas was nice and sweet, but it was maybe too sweet and not that nice, not when she thought about it. Coco wasn’t sure that she wanted more. It made her think funny things.

Bobo came forward and Coco got off the gurgling Conductor and went to meet him.

The whip cracked, caught her just above the knee, and Coco howled.

She pressed her free hand to her thigh, blood running through her fingers, and limped a few steps until she was sure the leg would take her weight. Bobo mimed wiping away tears.

He moved and she dodged, and he whirled and she flipped, and the whip struck her arm and she stumbled and he caught her across the back.

Coco yelled and hopped with the pain.

Bobo laughed, giving the whip little flicks to make it move like it was a snake.

“Try that again,” said Tanith. “I dare you.”

The clown wriggled his eyebrows and then lunged, grinning when Tanith jumped back. She was already leaping by the time the whip reached for her. She got a foot to the corner of a hut and flipped backwards, her sword flashing, the katana blade slicing through the whip.

Bobo’s eyes flickered behind her and he backed off, disappearing into the shadows, and a moment later Skulduggery appeared, shoving Chorus Wild ahead of him. Chorus’s nose was bleeding and his hands were shackled. Tanith kept her sword in her hand as she joined them.

“Why do you have your face painted?” Skulduggery asked.

“I was a clown,” she said. “I’m over it now.” She wiped some of the paint away, her fingertips brushing reassuringly over the slightly raised scar, and gave the area one last visual sweep, and put her sword away. “Let’s get out of here.”

“You look good,” Chorus told her as they escorted him out of the carnival, “but then I’ve always had a thing for clowns.”

“No one has ever had a thing for clowns,” Tanith replied.
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Valkyrie didn’t much like her new cell.

It was cramped, and the back wall was rock, and instead of a front wall made of folding glass, all she had were iron bars and a clanking door. The bed was too small, the pillow too thin, the sheets too starched and the blanket too rough. The toilet had neither a seat nor privacy. There was a small built-in TV that she couldn’t turn on, and she didn’t have her books, her hairbrush, or her toiletries. And in the cells around her, there were people who called her name and made blood-chilling promises.

Valkyrie sat on her bed and did her very best not to cry.

Obelus stopped off on her way past before breakfast. “I’m being moved,” she said. “Not sure where. The new warden’s restructuring.”

Valkyrie stood close to her, only the bars separating them, rubbing her knuckles with her thumb, feeling how dry they were.

“Gen pop isn’t as bad as you think,” Obelus said. “Most of the cons here, they’re all talk. They know that if they do anything to Valkyrie Cain, then they are never getting out of here.” She hesitated. “But you will need to watch yourself.”

“I can handle it,” Valkyrie said with that old assurance.

Obelus didn’t look like she believed it. “Oh, one bit of good news. Your change of address is not the top news story of the day. Skulduggery and Tanith Low have taken Chorus Wild into custody. We expect him to be transferred here by midday.”

“Justice works quickly,” Valkyrie said.

“And it looks like he’ll be staying in your old cell.”

“Justice sucks. What about Idoneous Goon?”

“Released an hour ago. I took him to the Teleporter myself. Right before he left, he said something about making Optimus Prime proud. I didn’t know what that meant.”

“Wouldn’t worry about it.”

“Well,” said Obelus, “I’ll meet you on the second tier later to escort you to your therapy session. It’s outside the common area so you, uh, won’t be able to make your own way there any more, I’m afraid.”

“Suits me,” Valkyrie said. “I get more out of our talks than I do out of my therapist.”

They smiled at each other, and the sounds from the prison seemed to get louder and harsher at that precise moment. Valkyrie felt her pulse in her throat.

“Oh!” she said. “Here!” She took the hair tie from her wrist and held it out, but Obelus waved it away.

“Keep it.”

For some stupid reason that brought tears to Valkyrie’s eyes. “Thanks,” she said.

Obelus bit her lip, nodded, and walked away.

Breakfast was loud. The mess hall was a cavern of bolted-down tables and benches, where every surface had a sound, where trays clashed and voices carried. Valkyrie lined up with the others, her body tense. After a few minutes of hostile silence and stares, one of the convicts – a man with a cheap tattoo on his face – went out of his way to brush past her, slamming his shoulder into hers.

He spun to her, inviting an argument. Valkyrie would have happily broken his jaw if she wasn’t surrounded by people who were looking for an excuse to kick her to death. So instead she brushed the shoulder he’d barged, flicking imaginary lint, and turned away from him and kept on queuing.

The queue went on forever. Someone spat on her.

She got her tray – bizarrely, the convict who portioned out her food did so with a genuine smile – and she sat on her own and ate without enthusiasm.

The cons weren’t allowed back to their cells for the rest of the morning, and had to mingle in the common area. Valkyrie found a corner she could stand in, out of the way. She planned to stay where she was until it was time for therapy, but then nature started calling. She tried to ignore it, but the call just grew louder.

The toilets were a row of stalls in what was commonly referred to as the wet room. The wet room’s floor was a co-ordinated maze of sluices and grates and drains, built specially to accommodate the clogged toilets and overflowing sinks that prisoners used to protest or distract the guards. Valkyrie chose a middle stall. The toilet, like all the others, had no lid and no seat, but it was clean, so she didn’t much care. She sat, eyes drifting from one piece of graffiti to the next.

When the world tilts, dive for the door.

She frowned at that. She’d been seeing it a lot in the last few days, but hadn’t a clue what it meant.

She straightened at the sound of footsteps. Two – no, three – inmates entering. Not talking.

Valkyrie stood and quietly pulled up her jumpsuit. Faint shadows passed beneath the stall door and she stepped on to the toilet with both feet, her legs bent. She tied her hair back, then braced her hands against the walls.

As an afterthought, she pressed two fingers to her bracelet. If there was going to be violence, she preferred to be invisible to the sensors that could place her at the scene.

The door burst inwards, shattering the flimsy lock, and the woman behind it didn’t have time to even shout the war cry she was obviously building up to before Valkyrie sprang at her. The shiv, a sharpened plastic toothbrush with packed toilet paper for a handle, scraped harmlessly off her arm as her left hand closed around the woman’s jumpsuit and her right slammed into her face repeatedly. The other two women cursed and swore and reached for her, but their shiv-wielding friend was in their way, getting her nose broken and her teeth knocked out.

The woman’s hand, the one holding the shiv, came up to try and ward off the punches and Valkyrie immediately punched it, squashing it against the woman’s broken nose. The woman howled and her fingers sprang open and the shiv fell. Valkyrie grabbed her collar with both hands and started swinging her from side to side, slamming her head from one partition wall to the other. Then she put her shoulder to the shiv-woman’s chest and charged out of the stall, knocking the cursing friend to the left and the swearing friend to the right.

Grabbing her by the collar and crotch, Valkyrie picked the shiv-woman up off the ground and felt something wrench in her back as she did so, but she was too busy throwing her on to her swearing friend to care. The swearing friend swore as they went down.

The cursing friend grabbed Valkyrie by the ponytail and tried to yank her off balance, but Valkyrie turned and lunged, powering them both back into the stall. She bit down on the cursing friend’s cheek and the cursing friend screeched, diverting her energies to pushing this biting maniac away, and Valkyrie clocked her with an elbow. She grabbed her, knocked her legs out, and dunked her head-first into the toilet bowl.

Valkyrie reached for the fallen shiv but a hand shot out from the next stall and snatched it up. Growling to no one but herself, Valkyrie stepped out, giving the swearing friend a wide berth as she continued swearing. Valkyrie backed away, passing the original shiv-woman who was on her hands and knees and bleeding profusely from the face.

The swearing woman danced forward, slashing the air with the shiv, and then danced back. Without friends capable of standing without assistance, she suddenly wasn’t so brave.

“I haven’t hurt you yet,” said Valkyrie. “This one’s got some broken bones and I think the other may have drowned in my pee, but you can walk out of here without even a bruise if you’re smart.”

“You don’t scare me. Try some of that martial arts stuff on me, see where it gets you.”

“No one thinks martial arts will work on them until it works on them.”

The swearing woman snarled. Valkyrie waited for her to stop.

“I’m going to meet Chief Officer Obelus now,” she said. “I don’t want to keep her waiting. If you come after me, I’ll hurt you worse than I hurt your friends.”

The swearing woman snarled some more but didn’t move as Valkyrie stepped over the shiv-woman and backed away. When she was halfway to the door she turned and walked out.

There was a large group of inmates standing outside, and their expectant grins faded when she emerged. One of them, she recognised – the guy with the cheap tattoo on his face, from breakfast. She went to walk past him but swung, her right fist clunking solidly into his jaw. He flopped bonelessly sideways and the crowd quickly dispersed. An alarm went off when the guards noticed his unconscious form, but nobody seemed particularly worried.

Valkyrie pressed her fingers against the bracelet as she climbed the iron steps and waited a few minutes for Obelus on the second-tier walkway.

“Next time you knock someone out,” Obelus said when she arrived, “please do it away from the cameras.”

Valkyrie winced. “You saw that?”

“Not me,” Obelus said as they started walking. “One of my guys in the control room. Don’t worry, he’s erased the footage. Wouldn’t want you getting in trouble on the new warden’s first day, would we? Of course, erasing the footage wouldn’t have done a whole lot if your bracelet had been detected in the area, but thankfully it wasn’t. In fact, for a few minutes, we couldn’t detect you anywhere in the prison.”

“Must be a computer glitch,” Valkyrie said.

Obelus nodded. “Must be, but it’s a pretty serious one. Unless we’d gone searching for you, we wouldn’t have even known you’d dropped off the system. I know Cadaver Cain was worried about malfunctioning bracelets before he left, so I’ll try to remember to tell someone to run a diagnostic. In completely unrelated matters I just got a report, on my way here, of some other inmates who are currently being escorted to the infirmary. Would you know anything about that?”

“Other inmates?”

“A charming woman named Evanescent. Apparently, she’s mislaid some teeth and her septum has unexpectedly and dramatically deviated from the rest of her nose. We’re keeping her in for observation – hopefully she’ll have calmed down by the time she’s let go. Her friend, an equally charming woman named Cack, swallowed some toilet water and is not feeling well.”

“That’s very unfortunate.”

“People have accidents in prisons, this is true,” Obelus said, and glanced around. “We’re trying our best to keep an eye on you, Valkyrie. Grigoras has all Cadaver’s people, which is basically what we are, reassigned to other posts. I’ve met more insecure men in my time, though very few in such a position of power. But even the guards who aren’t your biggest fans are on the lookout. It’s barely halfway through the morning and there have already been four requests from staff to have you moved back to solitary confinement. So far, Grigoras is ignoring it all.”

They came to a door and stopped.

“This isn’t my usual therapy room,” Valkyrie said.

“Yeah,” said Obelus. “The new warden is messing around with that, too. Sorry.”

Valkyrie entered a small room with two chairs facing each other. A man stood waiting. His hair was neat and his orange jumpsuit looked pressed.

“Valkyrie,” he said, “it’s very good to meet you.”

The door closed behind her. “Where’s Doctor Métier?”

“Ah. You haven’t been informed. Warden Grigoras has cancelled Doctor Métier’s contract with the prison – as such, she will no longer be your therapist. My name is Doctor Tacent. I will be taking over, if that’s something you’d be comfortable with.”

Valkyrie frowned. “Ghastly Bespoke arranged these sessions.”

“Grand Mage Bespoke ordered and arranged them, yes,” Tacent responded, “and he did so with two objectives in mind. The first was to guide you through the trauma of killing a man. The second was to begin to get to the root of your seemingly ever-changing set of magical abilities. Cadaver Cain sought out Doctor Métier to help you. Unfortunately, Warden Grigoras can no longer justify the expenditure, and so he has, as they say, recruited from within.”

“You’re a psychiatrist?”

“Yes.”

“And an inmate?”

“I am.”

Valkyrie walked forward. “What did you do to get thrown in here, doctor?”

He raised his eyebrows a fraction as an admission of guilt. “I set up a small group of eight patients who needed specialised, somewhat intensive therapy. Sadly, this group later turned to murder.”

“You ran a cult?”

“That’s what they’re calling it now, yes.”

“Are you a serial killer, doctor?”

“Technically, yes, but I do not like to think of myself in such negative terms. I feel it reduces me, as a person.”

“How many people have you murdered?”

“To date? Four.”

“To date?”

“I wish I could state with absolute certainty that I will never kill another human being, but what I can say is that I am working on why I am driven to do the things I do. That understanding, I hope, will unlock the possibility of reining in my darker impulses in the future.”

“And what are your darker impulses telling you to do right now?”

“You are wondering if I want to kill you?”

“The thought is crossing my mind.”

“I believe it is my magic that compels me to take lives. In here, with the sigils on the walls and the bracelets on our wrists, I experience no such temptation.”

“Who have you killed?”

“Mortals, mostly – which is still wrong.”

“I’m glad we agree on that.”

She sat, and indicated that he sit opposite. He did so.

“Valkyrie, at any stage in this process, even as early as right now, you can choose to walk out that door and you need only see me from afar in the mess hall, if that’s what you want. But I think I can help you.”

“Why do you think that?”

“I am not privy to Doctor Métier’s notes. They are, and must remain, private and—”

“I murdered a man in cold blood,” said Valkyrie. “I murdered him so that my sister wouldn’t. I feel incredible guilt for what I did, and if I carry that guilt around with me for the rest of my life, I’m OK with that.”

Tacent nodded. “It sounds like—”

Valkyrie continued. “The magic thing is trickier. For years, my magic was what Métier called malleable – it changed to whatever I needed in that moment. But I’ve been noticing a gradual decrease in power.”

“And did Doctor Métier have any theories as to why this might be happening?”

“At first, she thought I could be losing my magic.”

“She changed her mind, didn’t she?”

“She did. Now she thinks I’ve been shutting it down, subconsciously.”

Tacent nodded. “From what little I know of the details of your case, I would agree with her assessment. I think you’ve been doing so out of self-preservation. Quite frankly, I don’t think the human body is designed to channel the kind of magic you have access to.”

“You think it’s damaging me?”

“Physically, you seem to be coping well. But I could see this taking a toll on you mentally.”

“And what do you think should be done?”

“Warden Grigoras acknowledges that the chances of you agreeing to take me on as a psychiatrist are slim. He acknowledges, also, that if you do decline my services, he will be forced to recruit from outside the prison – which would mean more expenditure. So he is, somewhat surprisingly, open to the prospect of certain concessions.” Tacent crossed his legs at the knees. “He has agreed to allow you to use your magic, in a controlled environment and under my supervision, to continue Doctor Métier’s work. I can guide you on your journey, if you will let me – though make no mistake, the work is yours to do, and you will be in full control the entire time.”

“He’ll let me use my magic? He’ll take the bracelet off?”

“He will allow it to be deactivated. Would you like to try?”

Valkyrie looked at the bracelet as she fiddled with it, turning it on her wrist. Then she raised her eyes to Tacent. “This’ll be interesting.”
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Winter got the morning off school so that she could go to the High Sanctuary and meet with one of their prophecy experts. Cerise was there to greet her and she rode up with her in the elevator, then led her through a steadily narrowing labyrinth of corridors until they came to an office. She said her farewells and let Winter enter on her own. A harried-looking man waved her in with one hand while he typed with the other.

“Thank you for coming, Winter,” he said. “My name is Tedgar Dogwatch, I’m a Sensitive here in the High Sanctuary. Won’t you sit down? Could I get you anything? Some fizzy lemonade? An apple juice?”

“I’m grand, thanks,” said Winter.

He typed for a few seconds more, then took his hands away from the keyboard and leaned back in his chair. He smiled. “How are you enjoying school?”

“It’s fine.”

“Do you know what discipline you’re going to specialise in for your Surge? I’m a Sensitive, myself, and while all the disciplines have their positives and negatives, I think being a Sensitive is probably the coolest power to have. But I might be biased!”

Winter waited for him to finish chuckling, and said, “This is about the fight?”

“It is, yes,” said Dogwatch, suddenly gravely serious. “The Grand Mage has asked me, personally, if I could fill you in on what we know so far, so as to best prepare you.” He referred to his desktop. “The Child of the Ancients has been revealed to be Koa Koa, a seventeen-year-old boy who can trace his roots back to both the early Polynesian settlers of Hawaii and also the Aboriginal people of the Adelaide Plains in South Australia. The Kaurna people, I believe they’re called. He was known to a select few, who kept his existence secret and began his training.”

“He’s been training for this?”

“Oh, yes. As you know, the prophecies foretell—”

“They aren’t prophecies.”

Dogwatch faltered. “I’m sorry?”

“They aren’t prophecies. They’re just some glimpses into what might happen.”

“This is true, yes,” said Dogwatch, “but dreams and visions of future events are, technically, prophecies, no matter how much we wish they weren’t. Your sister had one of the first such visions, nine years ago, when she saw you preparing to fight the Child of the Ancients. Since then we have learned so much about the battle you’ve got coming up.”

Winter folded her arms. “Have you given it a name? Have you gone for something needlessly dramatic and over-the-top, or have you decided on something low-key?”

“It is called the Reckoning.”

She nodded. “Needlessly dramatic it is, then. So tell me about it. When will the Reckoning take place?”

“Oh, uh, we don’t know yet.”

“Well, that’s embarrassing.”

“World events, even now, are aligning. Once everything is in place, we’ll be able to give you a time.”

“OK, then. Where will it be?”

A hesitation. “We’re not—”

“Here we go.”

“We’re not one hundred per cent sure,” Dogwatch said. “There might not even be a specific location in which it has to take place.”

“And what happens if I don’t turn up? Or if he doesn’t turn up?”

“The Sensitives have seen variations of what is coming. Most of them see you fighting. The majority of the visions that I, personally, had showed you fighting.”

“The majority? Not all?”

“No,” he admitted. “I had one dream in which the Reckoning passed without conflict.”

“That’s good. That’s great! OK, let’s do that one!”

“The vision didn’t end there, I’m afraid,” Dogwatch said. “We know, Winter, that your power is building towards confrontation. You’re stronger now than you were yesterday, yes? You’ll be stronger tomorrow than you are today. During the Reckoning, we estimate your power will increase yet again. But if you don’t fight, your power will keep growing.”

“Oh, no,” said Winter. “That’d be awful.”

“But I saw what will happen,” Dogwatch said, “in graphic detail.” He hesitated again. “In six months, your body begins to break down. A short time after that, your mind can’t take it any more. Both you and the Child of the Ancients die, babbling, in under twelve months, as your own magic liquifies your organs.”

She watched him, and chewed her lip. “Well, then, we’ll use the magic up some other way.”

Dogwatch shook his head. “Engaging your opposite number – Koa Koa – in battle seems to be the only way to disperse this power before it kills you.”

“Then we’ll fight just enough to use it up.”

“From what I’ve—”

“Oh, come on!” Winter snapped. “You’re not gonna tell me you’ve seen visions of us trying to do exactly what I just said!”

“Yes, I am,” said Dogwatch. “And it doesn’t work. One of you has to kill the other, or you both die. It’s the only way.”

“Why does everyone want this to happen? What do you think it’s going to decide? It’s two people fighting to the death because other people are telling them it’s their destiny. What do you expect it to change?”

“Nothing,” Dogwatch said.

She blinked. “Nothing? You don’t expect it to change anything?”

“It’s rather symbolic, at this stage,” he said, shifting in his seat, as he moved away from the grittiness of the visions and into the theoreticals of the situation. “I, personally, see this as the resolution to an argument that has been raging since the Ancients first rose up against the Faceless Ones. It sounds funny, but I think the universe, or Darquesse, or whatever Darquesse is these days, needs closure. The universe has decided that this needs to happen and so it’s going to happen and there’s nothing anyone can do to stop it.”

“You want us to fight to the death even though you know it’s pointless?”

He frowned. “It’s not pointless. The universe needs to know how it ends.”

“The Witch Mother doesn’t agree with you about it being symbolic, by the way.

“Ah, yes, the Witch Mother.”

“She says that if I win, nothing bad will happen because there are no more Faceless Ones to come in and take over. But if he wins, every sorcerer will go mad with power and basically destroy the world within eighteen months.”

Dogwatch shrugged. “That is one possibility, granted, but I would question your source. Someone passing herself off as a figure from myth is someone you can’t rely upon for the unvarnished truth. As far as we know, the only danger the Reckoning poses is to you and Mr Koa. If you do not engage in a physical confrontation, your powers will grow until they are unsustainable. This is a matter of your health, Winter.”

“The Witch Mother thinks it’s about the fate of the world.”

“This person, whoever she is, seems to have an agenda. As such, she can’t be trusted.”

“And you can?”

“We’re here to assist.”

“And yet, I have received no assistance.”

“Sanctuaries do their very best not to interfere with Chosen One prophecies. There are strict rules, I’m afraid.”

“So you’ll interfere with everything else but not the one thing I actually need some help with?”

“Well, no, Winter, let’s not become part of an Exaggeration Nation, what do you say? For example, the Sanctuaries don’t get involved in mortal affairs, do they? And as for Chosen Ones, we learned our lesson a long time ago.”

“Explain.”

Dogwatch hesitated. “Seeing as how you are a Chosen One, I suppose you have a right to know. We don’t talk about this, for obvious reasons, but in 1333, a Chosen One of Good and a Chosen One of Evil were destined to fight. Obviously, I’m simplifying a lot, but essentially, it was a good guy/bad guy situation. A group of other sorcerers got together and decided it would be in everyone’s best interests if the good guy won. So they killed the bad guy.”

“How noble of them.”

“It was 1333. They had different ideas about things. For exactly one year after that, destiny twisted. That’s the phrase they used. Everything that could go wrong, did, and the magical world was beset with misfortune, calamity, war, and strife. Prophecies and visions that had shown positive outcomes all turned out to be wrong and life, in general, took a startlingly dark turn.”

“So destiny sent out a warning.”

Dogwatch nodded. “That’s exactly it – and we think that it was a very light reprimand. Experts believe that if we were to do something similar today, the result would be catastrophic.”

“So I’m on my own.”

“Oh, not at all! Chosen Ones can be trained, and assisted, and given every possible advantage!”

“There you go again with this idea of assistance that I’ve never received. And what are the obvious reasons?”

“Sorry?”

“You said the Sanctuaries don’t talk about Chosen One stuff for obvious reasons. I want to know what they are.”

“Ah. Well. I don’t know if I can say.”

“I’m a Chosen One. I deserve to have all of the facts, don’t I? Forewarned is forearmed.”

Dogwatch shifted uncomfortably. “We don’t like to publicly entertain the idea that Chosen One prophecies could be interfered with, because that would raise questions about previous Chosen One prophecies.”

“Which prophecy in particular are you worried about?”

Dogwatch leaned forward and lowered his voice. “There was a prophecy, in the 1940s. Good Chosen One versus Bad Chosen One, battling for the fate of the world.”

“Fate does love its battles.”

“The Good Chosen One lost,” said Dogwatch.

“What does that mean? Does that mean we’re...? Are we in the darkest timeline?”

“We appear to be, yes.”

“What was the alternative? If the good guy had won, what would the world be like now?”

“A healthy climate, no famine, radical advancements in science, magic, and medicine, and no wars. But that information doesn’t leave this room, do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“I’m going to need your word.”

“You have my word, I will never tell that to anyone. I’m just not that cruel.” She stood. “Is there anything else?”

“Well, I mean, not really,” Dogwatch said, evidently surprised at her imminent departure. “But I’ll be sure to keep you updated.”

“Yeah,” said Winter, “you do that,” and left the office.

She exited the High Sanctuary, scowling at anyone who dared smile at her, and got on the first tram that stopped. At this time of day it was mostly empty, so she chose a seat at the back and glowered at nothing until somebody sat right beside her.

“Do you mind?” she said sharply, looking up.

“Not at all,” said Alter Veers.

It took her a moment to reorientate her brain. “What are you doing here? Are you following me?”

He smiled. “If I were I’d be doing a dreadful job of it, as we’re side by side right now. You look weird in that uniform. Do they make you wear that every day?”

“It’s a school uniform,” she said. “Yes.”

“Don’t misunderstand me, it’s lovely for what it is. It’s just... weird.”

“Well, it’s my last year of wearing it, so I don’t mind all that much. What do you want, Alter?”

He didn’t appear offended by her curtness. “A conversation? A chinwag? At the very least a chat? How have you been?”

“How do you think I’ve been? I was attacked, my sister’s in prison, and I’m expected to kill someone I’ve never even met. I’m great. So what is it you want?”

“You’re mad at me.”

“I’m nothing at you.”

“You’re mad.”

“Fine,” she said. “I’m mad.”

“Why?”

She folded her arms. “Because you dragged me into that whole Isolationist thing. Because I was one step away from joining up with the Conductors.”

“You blame me for that?”

“You dragged Brazen into it, too.”

“Didn’t she try to kill you?”

“Oh, she did. And then she, herself, was killed by Gestalt. Did you read about Gestalt? The lunatic with the mask and the machete?”

“And your sister’s ex, right? Yeah, I read about him. But why are you mad at me about what happened to Brazen? She hated you.”

“We were friends, once.”

“I can’t imagine you were that close.”

“This is my stop.” She got up as the tram slowed and stepped off, walking for the school gates.

“I don’t like you being mad at me,” Alter said from behind her. “I thought we were friends.”

“Like Brazen and I were friends?”

“But without the attempted murder, yeah. I thought we saw eye to eye.”

Winter looked around, made sure no one was close enough to overhear. “Alter, you got me involved with terrorists.”

“I didn’t get you involved with, or drag you into, anything,” he replied. “I asked if you’d like to have a conversation about it and you said yes. There was no dragging involved. You entered into it willingly. I mean, absolutely, you can put all the blame on me if that makes you feel better about yourself, but I wasn’t twisting your arm. Correct me if I’m wrong, but you don’t exactly like mortals, do you?”

She looked at him but didn’t answer.

“You don’t like them,” he continued, “and you found yourself agreeing with some of the Isolationist talking points that you were hearing. There’s no crime in that. In fact, it sounds pretty reasonable if you ask me. You were killed by mortals, weren’t you? You and your parents? Fine, all that may have been wiped away in the Deletion, then forgotten about in the Great Reset, but you remember it – just like thousands of mages remember the stuff the mortals did to them over those few weeks. The mortals get to go on with their little lives in blissful ignorance but not us. We remember everything.”

“Sure,” Winter said quietly, “I hate some of them. A lot of them. Maybe most of them, I don’t know. Bit by bit, I started agreeing with what the Isolationists were saying, and an island populated only by sorcerers, that could vanish for years on end, sounded like a great idea. But then I was caught on that island when Chorus Wild and his terrorists tried to kill everyone, and I changed my mind.”

His smile faded. “Yeah.”

“You’ve got nothing to say about that?”

He looked away for a bit, then back. “It was regrettable. I know that sounds weak, but that’s exactly what it was. The Conductors needed to get their point across and they needed to do something big and eye-catching. It’s horrible, it is sickening, but sometimes people have to die for other people to pay the right sort of attention.”

“I’m actually disgusted by every single word you just uttered,” she responded. “I can’t believe I ever found your argument compelling. I can’t believe I was ever close to joining.”

“There’s still a place for you,” Alter said, and she shoved him, both hands striking his chest. He went flying, and passers-by frowned but kept going.

She watched him get back up. Slowly. “I hope you know that I’d have already called the cops on you if your buddy hadn’t just been caught.”

“Ah. You heard about Chorus.”

“Did you know where he’d been hiding?”

“I knew. Hell, I arranged it.”

“You...? Jesus, Alter, how deep are you involved in this stuff?”

“They were running out of places to hide,” he said. “It’s not easy lying low when an entire world of sorcerers is looking for you. I stepped up.”

“You were protecting murderers.”

“They’re doing what they have to do. When the struggle is over, the Conductors will atone for their sins, but until then, they fight. We fight.”

She stared at him. “You don’t even sound like you any more. You know something? I’m glad. It’d be hard to turn down the old Alter. I liked him. Don’t much care for the new one, though. So for the third and final time: what do you want?”

Alter actually looked hurt. “I wanted to give you one last chance to stand with us.”

“Seriously? You thought you’d turn up again after all this time and act all mysterious and that’d be all it took to make me run away and join the terrorist circus? Is that what it took to make you join? Were you that easy? How did you join, as a matter of fact?”

“I looked around,” Alter said. “I saw the state of the world and I saw a solution.”

“What a wonderful non-answer,” she said, turning away. “Exactly what I’d expect from you.”

She was seven steps away when he spoke again.

“I was recruited,” he said.

She stopped.

“This was two years after the Great Reset,” he continued. “I’d started attending Isolationist meetings and going to rallies and volunteering but none of it... none of it was really working for me. I believed in it, I believed in the movement, but I didn’t have any faith in the people in charge. Then Kingmaker got in touch.”

She turned. “And Kingmaker is...?”

“I don’t know.”

“A mysterious figure gets in touch and you don’t question it?”

Alter shrugged. “Mysterious figures have been a big part of the Isolationist movement since the reset. It’s where they got their money.”

“So what was Kingmaker offering?”

“An alternative to the leaders who were starting to emerge. He wanted me, and others like me, to influence the organisations we were part of. I got the feeling he was in contact with Chorus Wild, too, and I think he was pushing him to do what he did on Insadoom.”

“It wasn’t Wild’s idea?”

“I don’t know. Kingmaker has a way of making you think his ideas are your ideas. I was told to stay away from Insadoom that night, though. To just, like, not turn up. So I didn’t. Thank God.”

She watched him. “You’re lost, aren’t you? You don’t know what to do next.”

“Yes, I do,” he argued. “That’s why I’m here. I want to start something. A movement of our own. Isolationist but not crazy. Chorus is in prison. The Conductors are on the run. Their numbers have been dropping off a cliff ever since Insadoom and all their money has dried up. Those shadowy benefactors who bankrolled everything – the hideouts, the weapons, the travel, the schemes – they’ve all disappeared.”

“Kingmaker, too?”

“I haven’t heard from him in months.”

“Looks like everyone’s scurrying back under their rocks.”

“It’s not just the Conductors that are floundering,” said Alter. “It’s Insadoom, too. That place started off with all these huge promises of complete independence and total self-sufficiency, and what are they doing now? Trying to instigate trade negotiations with Roarhaven and the Sanctuaries. You know who else they’re doing business with? Mortal companies. Mortal!”

“And you want to set up your own little movement, do you?”

“Our own little movement,” he said. “Winter, I told you this when we first met – you’re a leader. People will follow you. I can recruit, I can go out there and spread the word, but you... you can lead.”

“I’m seventeen, Alter. I’m not leading anything. I made a mistake with the Isolationists, but I want nothing to do with them any more, or with you.” She walked for the school gates. “I’ve got other things to worry about.”
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Tanith spent the first half of the morning going over budget reports and the second half discussing Cleaver/Ripper integration with Agaton Spry. The process of welcoming ex-Cleavers back into the fold was not going to be straightforward, but – so long as the measures she’d proposed were voted through in two days’ time – neither was it impossible. Then Ghastly had called and dropped yet another meeting into her lap, so she’d cancelled her afternoon plans, messaged Skulduggery, climbed out the window, jumped from rooftop to rooftop, and then walked into a quiet café she liked, and ordered a sandwich and a coffee. She had finished the sandwich and was halfway through the coffee when the Bentley pulled up outside.

Skulduggery took off his hat as he came over. Sat. “This is hardly fair,” he said.

“I agree.”

“I don’t even work for the Sanctuary, and this is not part of your purview, either.”

“I agree again,” said Tanith.

“Then why,” he said, “are we being tasked with this when we obviously have other things to be getting on with?”

“I can only tell you what Ghastly told me,” she said. “Iota Tricks and the lovely people who make up the government on Insadoom are objecting to our arrest of Chorus Wild.”

“And why is that worthy of discussion? People have objected to practically every arrest I’ve ever made. Granted, most of those were the people I was arresting, but even so.”

“They’re saying Chorus Wild should be held for trial at Insadoom.”

“And if they had been the ones to catch him, he undoubtedly would have been.”

“They’re kicking up a fuss, Skulduggery. Ghastly says it’s becoming a diplomatic affair.”

“Then he should send diplomats to deal with it, not us. We are far too rude.”

“And yet...”

He sighed. “And yet, we have been asked to serve in this role, and serve we shall. For Ghastly.”

“Thank you. He’s got a Teleporter waiting for us back at the High Sanctuary.”

“Then I suppose we’d better make our way over,” he said, picking up his hat.

She took a last sip of coffee, waved goodbye to the staff, and followed him out. A man stood by the Bentley.

“Can I help you?” Skulduggery asked.

The man – nervous-looking – shook his head. “No. No, thank you.”

“Very well,” Skulduggery said, and went to move past him.

The nervous man stepped into his path. They watched as he clicked his fingers a few times, trying to summon a spark. When it finally worked, the nervous man cultivated it into a fireball that he then went to throw, but Skulduggery waved a hand and a gust of strong wind extinguished the flames.

“Oh,” said the nervous man. He hesitated, then took two small steps and swung a horrible punch that missed.

“I see,” Skulduggery said as the man promptly backed off. “Why are you attacking me? Sir? Are you being mind-controlled? Have you recently come into possession of a cursed object, such as a porcelain doll or antique snuff box? If so, I will endeavour to take it easy on you. If, however, your mind is entirely your own, I will not be pleased.”

The nervous man bit his lip.

“I wouldn’t try again if I were you,” Tanith advised.

But the nervous man didn’t listen. He launched himself at Skulduggery and Skulduggery clipped his chin and when he dropped to his knees, his eyes glazing over, Skulduggery handcuffed him.

“Am I under arrest?” the man asked, his eyes refocusing.

“I’m afraid so.”

“I’ve... I’ve never been in trouble before. I have a job.”

“Congratulations.”

“No, you don’t understand. If you arrest me, I’m going to be late back. I already took a long lunch to attack you and I have a meeting scheduled for this afternoon.”

“In which case, let’s speed this along, shall we? First things first: your name?”

“Douglas. Douglas Daggerthorn.”

“What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a quantity surveyor.”

“Douglas Daggerthorn, quantity surveyor. Yes, it has a certain ring to it. Do you work primarily for sorcerers or—?”

“Mortals,” Douglas said. “Most of our work is for mortals. Um, I don’t mean to start making demands – I really don’t know how these things are supposed to go – but can you...? I’m very sorry about this, but can you possibly let me off with a warning? If not, I may have to get my lawyer involved.”

“Your lawyer,” said Skulduggery. “I see. That does sound serious. Is your lawyer close? I’m just worried, Douglas, that by the time your lawyer is contacted, and then arrives, and then we actually sit down in that cold, dark interview room, you’ll have been in our custody for eight, maybe ten hours – so you will definitely have missed your meeting.”

Douglas paled. “Can I take it back?”

“Take what back? Can you take back the attack? I’m afraid that’s not how it works.”

“But I didn’t even get to attack you properly. You were never in any actual danger. Surely you can let me off with a warning, or maybe a ticket? I’d be willing to pay a fine.”

“You didn’t really think this through, did you, Douglas?”

“I didn’t.”

“You merely sensed an opportunity. You saw my car and you thought, Oh, I know—”

“I’ll attack him,” finished Douglas. “Yes! That’s it! So you understand!”

“I do,” Skulduggery said, chuckling. “I do. It happens to the best of us, am I right? My only remaining question – and I hate to keep harping on about it – is the why of it all. Why would it even cross your mind to attack me? You are aware, I am sure, of the things I’ve done.”

“Oh, yes,” said Douglas. “And I’d actually like to take this opportunity to thank you for saving the world.”

“Think nothing of it. Just doing my job! But you know what I’ve done, and I assume you recognise the lady beside me?”

“Yes, I do. That’s Tanith Low. Hello, commander. Thank you for your service.”

“Douglas,” Tanith said.

“So you knew what we are capable of,” Skulduggery continued, “and you would have known that you had a zero per cent chance of success, yet you saw me and decided that it was worth the risk.”

“Oh, it was,” said Douglas, and thought about it. “OK, if I co-operate, will you let me go?”

“Absolutely not – but we will look upon you relatively favourably, which is the best you can hope for.”

“This day has not gone how I expected it to,” Douglas murmured. “OK, so someone has put a contract out on you. Whoever delivers you, in shackles, gets thirty billion euros.”

“That’s an extraordinary amount,” Skulduggery said. “How do you know it’s real?”

“The person who put up the contract gave a total of one billion to a bunch of charities to prove they have the money. It’s genuine.”

“And who put up the contract?”

“Nobody knows their name.”

“And where would you have delivered me if you’d been successful?”

“You contact them and they tell you.”

“I see, I see.”

“I can give you the name of the website if you want.”

“That would be handy.”

“It’s the least I can do.”

“Yes,” said Skulduggery. “It is, isn’t it?”
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Any hope Valkyrie had that knocking out the facial tattoo guy would have earned her a break from convicts shoulder-checking or spitting on her as she queued up for lunch were cruelly dashed by the amount of convicts shoulder-checking and spitting on her. Still, the guy serving the food still had that bright smile, so it wasn’t all bad.

She found a space on a table that immediately emptied, and was halfway through eating when an old man stopped in front of her.

“I know you,” he said, standing there with his tray of food. “You saved the world.”

“That’s me,” Valkyrie responded.

“Mind if I sit?”

Valkyrie gestured and he sat opposite, took his juice carton off the tray and picked up his spork. She glanced around, noting the muttering and the side-eyes but, really, how most of the convicts weren’t even paying attention to her.

“I never got to thank you,” the old man said.

She looked back at him. “For...?”

“Saving the world.” He sporked the food into his mouth, chewed, and swallowed. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

He extended his closed hand. “Name’s Consolation Grum.”

“Valkyrie,” she said, looking at his hand and not knowing what to do with it.

“Clink, please,” he said.

She smiled, reached out, and they clinked metal bracelets.

He slurped some juice. “Can I ask you a question, Valkyrie? You saved the world, you fought Serpine and Mevolent, you caught terrorists and serial killers... So what are you doing in here?”

“You don’t know?”

“I only know what I heard.”

“And what have you heard?”

Consolation shrugged. “I heard you’re working with Chorus Wild. I heard you and he are an item.”

“You don’t say?”

“I heard he got himself caught on purpose so you two could be together in here.”

“That is romantic.”

“I heard you were secretly working with him during that business on Insadoom, and that you beheaded a hundred mortals.”

“I beheaded them personally? My arms must have been tired.”

“So you didn’t behead a hundred mortals?”

“I didn’t. I did kill one, though. The why of it all is a long story, and one I have no interest in telling.”

“That’s fair enough.” He swallowed another mouthful. “So you kill one little mortal and that wipes out every other good thing you’ve done.”

“You’re not a mortal-hater, are you, Consolation?”

He smiled. “Would that be so bad?”

“I just find mortal-haters boring, that’s all.”

“Then no, Valkyrie, I am not a mortal-hater. I just haven’t spent much time with them in the last sixteen years. You kind of forget they’re there when you’re in a place like this.”

“So you’re not a wannabe Conductor?”

“Dear me, no – although I have to say, from what little I’ve seen of him on the Global Link, I can understand why Chorus Wild has built up such a following. He is remarkably charismatic.”

“He is,” she said.

“So are you two...?”

“An item? No. The one and only time I met him, he shot me.”

“I daresay that would put a strain on any relationship, even a rumoured one. It doesn’t surprise me, actually. He appears charismatic, but in real life...”

“You’ve seen him?”

“He was brought in an hour ago. He’s not being held in this block, though. New warden’s afraid he might stir up some trouble.”

“So you weren’t impressed?”

“Mr Wild just seems diminished in the flesh,” Consolation said. “Like he’s a man designed to be witnessed onscreen.”

“Interesting observation.”

“Whereas you, Valkyrie...”

“Be careful what you say, Consolation. I’m just beginning to like you.”

Another smile. “Whereas you are as formidable in the flesh as you are otherwise.”

“I’ll take that.”

He sucked juice from his carton. “I heard you had an altercation with Pardine and her friends.”

“You hear an awful lot.”

“We have nothing to do but gossip. Apparently all three have had, to borrow a phrase, their heads kicked in.”

“I only had to kick in the heads of two of them. The third one saw sense.”

“Pardine is not someone you want to make an enemy of.”

“Didn’t have much choice in the matter.”

“I don’t suppose you did.”

“Taking that into account,” Valkyrie said, “the fact that there are people in here who want to kill me does make me wonder why you’re chatting away like we’re old friends.”

“You think I have an ulterior motive?”

“I think you might be setting me up to get killed, sure.”

“You have a right, and a need, to be sceptical in here,” Consolation said. “But I’m not a killer. I’m a thief by trade. I don’t like physical confrontations and I don’t like hurting people. Or getting hurt by people.”

“Is that why you’re in here?”

“I had a modest run of successful robberies, burglaries, and thefts, but like all good things it came to an end. How was I supposed to know that the punishment for all my misdeeds would accumulate behind me? A travesty is what it was.”

“How long have you got left?”

“Another eight years. You?”

“Eighteen.”

“Coldheart’s not so bad once you get used to it. The food isn’t terrible, today’s lunch notwithstanding. I have been assured by the kitchen staff that this is due to a sudden and unforeseen shortage in supply and is not indicative of any change in meal policy. I’ve stayed in worse prisons, believe me. Yes, Coldheart has had its ups and downs. Yes, this place was taken over by Abyssinia and her lunatics and for a while, I appreciated the change in routine – but here I am, years later, still serving my sentence, still suffering the rudeness of my fellow mage, still being woken by crying, by shouting, by dark figures scurrying through the shadows.”

“That’s disconcerting.”

He waved a hand. “It could be worse. At least these figures are living. I used to be woken by two dark figures staring in at me, the ghosts of convicts who tried to teleport away but only managed to move a metre down.”

“They teleported into rock?”

“Their legs did, yes. They were found the next morning. A horrible story, but one that is unlikely to be repeated after Cadaver Cain revamped the security measures.” He lifted his juice carton. “Raise a glass to his name.”

Valkyrie smiled. “You reckon Cadaver was a good warden?”

“Best we’ve had,” said Consolation. “You’ll get convicts complaining about him, but they complain about everything. Truth is, just about all of us are sorry to see him go.”

“Do you know anything about Difficult Grigoras?”

“I know he was warden of two gaols and one prison before this, I know he didn’t do anything to improve conditions at those places, and he has a reputation for strictness.” Another bite. Another swallow. “And I’m fairly certain he’s either corrupt or stupid.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You’re Valkyrie Cain, and you’re in gen pop. You think any warden worth his salt would put an inmate like you in general population without either wanting to make a statement or wanting one of your many, many enemies here to take a shot at you?”

Valkyrie sighed. “Yeah.”

“So he either wants you dead, or is so intent on proving that no one gets special treatment when he’s in charge that he’s going to get you killed. For you, the result is the same.”

Another sigh. “Yeah.”

“Could be worse, though,” Consolation said, then shrugged. “Can’t imagine how, but it could be worse.”
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Gander Pace still hadn’t executed any of his hostages, and Winter wasn’t alone in wondering if he ever would.

Transmit was alive with speculation and predictions and denunciations, peppered with outraged accusations of some vague conspiracy in which Pace was waging a false flag operation on behalf of the Sanctuaries. It always dismayed Winter when sorcerer society began adopting the language and leanings of mortals – but mages living in Roarhaven had allowed themselves to become just as narrow-minded as people living in Dublin or London or wherever. Mortals, at least, had the excuse of profound ignorance and existential bewilderment. Mages, however, knew of the powers behind the universe and where they stood in the firmament. They should be above all that, she reckoned. They should be better.

“Still alive, then?” said a voice at her shoulder and she yelped, jumped, and spun round.

Leopold Husk stood there in the shadow of the theatre, watching her calmly without even having the good grace to smile at her reaction.

She got herself under control. “Pardon?”

“The hostages,” he said. “Are they still alive?”

“They are. The Cleavers are still allowing food and water in. Pace is still making demands and the Sanctuary negotiators are still talking.” She put her phone away. “Are all sieges as boring as this one?”

“Some are,” said Husk. “Very few go on for quite so long.”

“You’d think he’d chop off a few heads just to keep things interesting. Did you know they used to throw diseased bodies over the walls into besieged cities back in the Middle Ages? The Golden Horde were the first to do it. They catapulted dead soldiers into Caffa. That might be how the Black Death spread into Europe.”

“Are you suggesting the Cleavers do the same?”

“Ah, probably not. Might be a tad extreme.”

Husk nodded. “The Witch Mother awaits.”

Winter gave a shrug in response, and the next moment they were in a crooked little cabin that smelled of wood sap and fresh earth. There was no lurch of the stomach, so whatever teleportation technique was used, it was one that Winter was unfamiliar with.

The Witch Mother came shuffling in from the garden outside. A woman who looked to be improbably old, who claimed to be impossibly older, she came forward with the slow clonk of her walking stick on the floorboards. It occurred to Winter that she had women on both sides of her life, inside and outside school, and they were both stooped and they both used walking sticks and they both claimed to have her best interests at heart.

She didn’t know if she trusted either of them.

“Winter, my dear,” Witch Mother said, like she needed to get this close in order to see her, “how lovely of you to visit! Would you like some tea?”

Winter didn’t want tea. She didn’t want to be here any longer than she had to be.

“I’d love some,” she said.

“I’ll make it,” said Husk, but he was waved away.

“There’s not much I can do any more,” Witch Mother said, “but I can still make a cup of tea for a guest! Out with you, now. Go on. Shoo.” She waved her left hand, the one with only the thumb remaining, and Husk sighed and left.

“How are you, my dear?” Witch Mother asked, taking the kettle to the sink and filling it up.

“I’m fine,” said Winter.

“And school?”

“School’s fine.”

“And your family, dear?”

“They’re OK.”

“And your sister?”

“She’s grand.”

Witch Mother chuckled. “You don’t give much away, do you?”

“Not much to give away,” Winter replied. “Everything’s fine.”

“If only it could stay that way,” said Witch Mother, with infinite sadness, as the kettle started to boil. Winter didn’t rise to the pretty obvious bait. Instead, she watched the old woman shuffle to and fro, collecting cups and saucers depressingly slowly. But she didn’t offer to help. She didn’t step in. It hadn’t been her idea to visit.

“The Child of the Ancients has been found,” Witch Mother said, doing something with tea leaves.

“I heard,” said Winter.

The Witch Mother shuffled over to the tiny old fridge that hummed and rattled beside the sink, and Winter watched her take out the milk and shuffle over to the table. She fussed over the lid, finally getting it open, and reached out to pour.

“Oh, none for me, thanks,” said Winter.

The Witch Mother chuckled. “Oh dear! Silly me! I thought you took just a splash of milk!”

Winter did take just a splash of milk, but all she did was shrug and watch the Witch Mother fix the lid back on and return the milk, slowly, to the fridge.

“He’s a threat,” the Witch Mother continued, straightening up with a hand on the base of her spine. “He’s strong and getting stronger, like you. He can fly, like you. Do you take sugar?”

“Do you have any?”

“Somewhere around here, yes. I think in the bottom of the cupboard.”

“Two, please.”

The old woman smiled again and shuffled to the cupboard, opened it and peered in. Gripping the edge of the counter with her one good hand, she lowered herself down to one knee. It took forever. When she was down there she removed a few boxes and tins, placing them on the floor beside her, until she’d found the sugar. Then she put the boxes and tins back in the cupboard, took hold of the sugar, and started to clamber to her feet. This took even longer than getting down there. She heaved herself upright, closed the cupboard, and shuffled to the table.

Her face was red from the exertion. “Two, you said?”

“Thank you,” said Winter, and two spoonfuls were plopped into her tea. The Witch Mother left the spoon in the cup for Winter to stir, and took her seat.

“He’s coming here,” Witch Mother said. “To Ireland. To face you. To fight you.”

“He’s going to be pretty disappointed when I don’t turn up.”

“If you don’t fight him, he’ll kill you.”

“Or he might decide that he doesn’t want to kill someone he’s only just met, and walk away.”

“To put your faith in any good will on his part would be folly.”

“Well, that’s me,” Winter responded. “Follying all over.”

“I was hoping you’d be taking your responsibilities more seriously by now. We gave you the Spark, we gave you the power of the Faceless Ones, to make you as strong as you need to be.”

“They’re my ancestors, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then the power already belonged to me. You just returned it to its rightful owner.”

“The battle between—”

“The Reckoning,” Winter interrupted. “That’s what they’re calling it now. And you’ve told me your views on it often enough. I win, the world stays as it is. He wins, the world is destroyed through stupidity and infighting. But to win, I’d have to kill him, and I don’t want to kill anyone.”

The Witch Mother sipped her tea. “We both know that’s not true.”

Winter shrugged. “OK, yeah, you got me there. There are people I want to kill, and people I’m going to kill. Koa Koa is not on that list.”

“And if he comes to kill you?”

“I’ll run away.”

“And if he catches you?”

“I’ll subdue him.”

“And if that doesn’t stop him?”

“I’ll defend myself,” said Winter, “but I’m not killing him.”

“If you don’t kill him, he will win. Do you understand me? And if he wins, sorcerers will burn this planet to a cinder.”

“You don’t know that. If we don’t fight, the universe has as much of a chance at siding with me as with him.”

The Witch Mother shook her head. “That won’t happen.”

“Because you’ve seen the future?”

“I have some skills in that department, yes. Things will not work out the way you want them to. In this, as in everything, if you wait for something good to happen you will waste away. You must make your opportunities happen. You must bend the future to your will.”

“Sounds a bit much like hard work.”

“By my name, girl, you are insolent!” the Witch Mother snapped, slamming her old fists down on the table. “I’m trying to help you! I’m trying to help you save the world!”

“See, that’s where you’re going wrong. My sister’s the one who saves the world. You should have asked her.”

“I did.”

Winter raised an eyebrow. “She said no?”

“You are much alike.”

That was almost enough to make Winter change her mind, but she was enjoying the look of annoyance on the Witch Mother’s face far too much to stop now.

The old woman tucked her left hand beneath her shawl and tried again. “What can I do, what can I say, to make you understand? We are never going to get a chance like this again. Koa Koa has potential, but he isn’t nearly what he could be. Until a few days ago, nobody knew how strong the Child of the Ancients was going to be. He could have been as powerful as Obsidian, or as Darquesse. He could have been able to stop your heart with his mind. But he’s just a boy. He’s a threat but you can beat him. You can win.”

Winter watched her. “That’s why you’re not killing him.”

“I’m not sure I take your meaning.”

“You know who he is,” said Winter. “You know he’s on his way. I’m sure you could find someone to assassinate him before he even sets foot in this country. Maybe Husk would do it.”

“You have to be the one to face him.”

“If the Child of the Ancients was, as you said, like the next Darquesse, and so he’d kill me with a thought, then you’d be trying to assassinate him, wouldn’t you? You’d be hoping that the next Child of the Ancients, whoever the universe would pick to replace him, would be someone weaker. But you don’t have to worry about that with Koa Koa.”

Witch Mother nodded, her eyes bright. “You will never have a better chance.”

“You’re confident I could kill him?”

“He may be as strong as you, but he is not as ruthless. He’s been training for this for three years, but you have been training your whole life.”

“And so you want me to kill someone who isn’t prepared for the fight.”

The Witch Mother lost the brightness in her eyes as she realised where Winter was going with this. “You should never enter into a battle you know you can’t win,” she said. “This is merely being prudent.”

“It’s being a bully.”

“That is a child’s word.”

“It is Child of the Faceless Ones versus Child of the Ancients, right? So that’d be appropriate.” She stood. “Thanks for the advice. I always love it when old people try to tell me what I’m doing wrong.”

“My door is always open.”

“It is,” Winter said, glancing towards it. “And it’s always sunny out there. Always warm. But I can never go outside, can I? I can never figure out where we are. It makes me wonder what you don’t want me to see. What you’re hiding. It makes me wonder who you are. And what you want.”

The Witch Mother met her eyes. “I’m just trying to help you.”

“I have enough people trying to help me, to be honest. I could really do without it.”

The old woman looked like she might have something sharper to say in response, but instead her gaze flickered to Winter’s cup. “That’s a shame. You didn’t have any of your tea.”

Winter shrugged. “Don’t like tea,” she said, and then she was back behind the theatre in Roarhaven.
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When Tanith was a child, training to be an assassin, the other kids would tell stories of a Mystical City in Tibet that would only appear for one week every seven years. The sorcerers of that city, so the stories went, knew forms of martial arts that no one even had names for.

There were other stories of Mystical Cities that travelled between dimensions, of Mystical Villages that appeared on Earth for one day every century, of Mystical Islands that would disappear in creeping fog – but none of them captured Tanith’s imagination like the mountain city of kung fu wizards.

Insadoom was a fine Mystical Island, but it wasn’t a Kung Fu Mystical Island, and so it kind of sucked.

There were something like three thousand people living on it, though that number was hard to pin down on account of the island’s government being weirdly cagey. A lot of the islanders had lived there for years – just because ownership had changed hands didn’t mean they were going to suddenly abandon their homes. The newcomers were all Isolationists, sorcerers who had seen what the mortals would do if they ever found out about them and had decided that they’d rather spend their time on a different landmass, thank you very much.

When the Isolationists purchased the island from the Czar family, there was talk of this being the start of something amazing – of this being the first step towards every mage living on land of their own. Let the mortals run the world into the ground, seemed to be the consensus – the mages will live in paradise. The Conductors’ attack, however, had soured all that.

A healthy dose of murder and bloodshed will do that.

A Teleporter arrived to take Tanith and Skulduggery from Roarhaven to Doom Bay, the biggest town on the island. They were escorted into the Czar House, formerly the home of the governor, now the official seat of the democratically elected government. The rest of the island was functional, in a pretty way, but Czar House was somewhat – and garishly – opulent.

As they walked the grand corridors, they passed scaffolding and cordoned-off areas, evidence of redecorating – no doubt to tone down some of the more shameful excesses.

They were taken into a large space that maybe doubled as a courtroom. Skulduggery removed his hat and they took their seats at a table, and once they were settled Iota Tricks and her government filed in. The governor was looking quite respectable. Gone were the days of ripped jeans and Kylie T-shirts, and in their place was a pair of neat trousers and a grown-up top, which, in Tanith’s estimable view, was a serious and disappointing downgrade. At least her spectacles were still somewhat stylish.

The government – which consisted of six ministers, plus Iota – sat at the top of the room without speaking. Tanith had read the files on each of them, and most were decent, upstanding folk. Threnodic Wist had worked for Nuru Yewahi – Isolationist and noted pacifist – for years, Modena Gunarchy had spent most of her adult life working in local government, and Ministers Viator, Kagu, and Saltarello had been heavily involved in various charities around the world. And then there was the man on the very end, Wagner Conquest – the thick-necked ex-City Guard who’d been fired for repeated use of excessive force on the good citizens of Roarhaven – who glared at Tanith like she had just insulted his sister. He didn’t so much simmer in anger as marinade in it.

Someone nodded and someone else nodded and then someone, somewhere, spoke into a microphone, and their voice exploded suddenly from the speakers.

“The committee recognises Skulduggery Pleasant and Tanith Low,” the voice said, then, from behind them, and not over the speakers, “Sorry.”

Iota nodded to them both. “Detective Pleasant, Commander Low, welcome back to Insadoom,” she said into her microphone at a reasonable volume.

Tanith realised there was a microphone in front of her, too. She leaned forward. “Thank you, Governor,” she said. And then she added, “It’s nice to be here when nobody’s trying to kill us.”

Iota gave the kind of a smile a politician would give. “Indeed it is,” she said. “Your injury is healing well.”

“Yeah,” Tanith grunted.

“The island, as a whole, has come a long way since you were here last. Maybe we could arrange a tour later if you’re in the mood.”

“Sounds lovely,” said Tanith.

Skulduggery looked at her. “Does it?”

“Yes.”

He looked back at Iota. “I don’t like tours.”

“Speak into the microphone,” Tanith said.

“What? Oh.” He pulled his microphone closer. “I don’t like tours,” Skulduggery repeated into the microphone, “and I’ve already seen the island, so I’ll skip it due to inherent disinterest.”

Iota sighed. “Blunt as always, Detective.”

“You asked us here to discuss Chorus Wild’s incarceration, did you not?”

“We didn’t ask for you two specifically – we merely asked to talk to Sanctuary representatives. We were hoping for maybe an Elder or a high-ranking official. But they sent you, which I find curious.”

“I’m not high-ranking enough for you?” Tanith asked, amused.

“I meant no disrespect. I simply wanted to point out that you are not the official, diplomat, or bureaucrat we were expecting. You are fierce and honourable, but you don’t negotiate deals or debate the finer points of Sanctuary law. And I have to admit, I am more than a little puzzled to find you here, Detective Pleasant. As an Arbiter, you’re not even part of the Sanctuary.”

“We’re here because we were the ones to apprehend Chorus Wild,” Skulduggery responded. “If you have an issue with how he was arrested, we’ll happily clear up any confusion.”

“We don’t have an issue with his arrest,” Iota said, “but we do have an issue with what you plan to do with him next.”

“You don’t want him imprisoned in Coldheart.”

“No, we do not.”

Tanith gave a polite smile. “May I ask why?”

“Chorus Wild led a terrorist attack on Insadoom,” said Iota. “The crime was committed here. The punishment should also take place here.”

“But Coldheart is an international prison.”

“It’s an international Sanctuary prison. We’re not part of your system.”

“We’re happy to make an exception.”

Threnodic Wist shifted in his seat. “And that’s the problem.”

“Threnodic,” Iota said as a warning.

But Threnodic was already agitated. “We didn’t ask you to,” he said. “The very fact that you think you can make an exception shows a breathtaking level of audacity that, actually, doesn’t surprise me in the least. You’re not doing us a favour by keeping Chorus Wild in your prison – you’re trying to override our autonomy.”

“Minister Wist, please,” Iota said. “Please forgive my friend. He’s incensed, but he’s not wrong. We are not part of the Sanctuary system, we are not beholden to your laws, and we do not want to be. Therefore, any attempt by the Sanctuaries to impose their laws on us is, as Threnodic has said, an attempt to override our autonomy.”

“So us keeping a known terrorist in a maximum-security prison where he can’t hurt anybody else is actually an attack on this island?” Tanith said.

“Yes.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I don’t mean to be rude, Governor Tricks, but don’t you think that’s a little overly sensitive?”

Threnodic lunged towards his microphone but Wagner Conquest shot up out of his chair.

“You come here,” he roared, “to dictate to us, the sovereign government of a sovereign state, on how we should be handling an attack on our own soil? How dare you!”

“Wagner,” said Iota, “please retake your seat.”

Conquest jabbed a finger towards them. “They were sent here to mock us, Governor! If you are willing to smile and ignore this blatant show of disrespect, then that is on you! But I, for one, will not be party to it!”

Kicking his chair away from him, Conquest stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

“As you can see,” Iota said, dealing with the outburst far better than Tanith would have, “tensions are running high. Minister Conquest is very passionate about this, as we all are, and with good reason. Despite what they say, we know the Sanctuaries do not like that we have taken over this island.”

Tanith knew this was one hundred per cent true. “I don’t know what you mean,” she said.

“We know the Sanctuaries would love it if everyone played by their rules. We know they think that the world would be a safer, better place if they could control every sorcerer in every country. But that’s not the way of the world, is it? There will always be troublemakers.”

“Is that what you are?” Skulduggery asked.

“That’s why you’re here,” said Iota. “That’s why they sent you. They didn’t send diplomats or officials, people who are trained and authorised to make deals and seek compromises. They sent soldiers. Heroes. Warriors. They sent two of the people who fought for us, the night the Conductors attacked. They sent two of the people who, personally, saved my life, and the two people who were almost killed with Gestalt’s machete. You’re a reminder of the violence in the world, of the threat posed by our enemies. You’re here to make us go, Oh, wouldn’t we be safer if we just stayed with these people?”

“I was just sent to talk about Chorus Wild’s arrest,” Tanith said.

“Were you? Is that what Grand Mage Bespoke told you?”

Tanith didn’t respond to that.

“What do you want, Governor?” Skulduggery asked.

“We want Chorus Wild to stand trial for his crimes.”

“I’m sure you’ve heard that our justice system is changing, so a trial is definitely on the cards.”

“We want him to stand trial here and if he’s found guilty, we want him to be incarcerated here.”

“Coldheart is a maximum-security facility.”

“It may be, but there have been escapes, haven’t there? And I seem to remember the prison being taken over by the inmates just a few years ago.”

“Every prison in the world, mortal or magic, has experienced escapes. Even yours.”

Iota took a moment. “And what do you know of our prison, Detective?”

“We saw it,” he said, “the night of the Conductor attack. A most curious place. A prison built for one.”

Iota shrugged. “One prisoner, one prison.”

“One prison with one open door. Who had been in there, may I ask?”

“You may not.”

“Do you know?”

“None of that is important today.”

“Did the previous governor know? Governor Czar? Was there meant to be someone in that cell? Did he realise his one and only inmate had escaped?”

“Detective Pleasant, you are here to talk about Chorus Wild and Chorus Wild only.”

“And, as you have pointed out, we are not authorised to negotiate in this matter. We will, of course, convey your message to the Council of Elders.”

“How generous of you,” Iota said. “In which case, I’m afraid I must provide you with an ultimatum to accompany your message. We expect Chorus Wild to be delivered into our custody by the end of the week.”

Tanith watched her. “Or...?”

“Or we will instigate proceedings.”

“What kind of proceedings?”

Iota leaned closer to the microphone. She paused and then said, “Thank you for coming.”

She stood, and the committee members stood, and they filed out of the room. As the last one was leaving Tanith said, “What about my tour?” but someone had switched her microphone off.
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“I want you to lie back,” Doctor Tacent said.

Valkyrie looked at him. “On the floor?”

“Yes.”

“I’d rather stand.”

“You’re going to be meditating, Valkyrie. It will be more comfortable if you’re lying down.”

The floor of this windowless room looked cold and hard and needed going over with a sweeping brush. She sighed, and lay down.

“Are you comfortable?” Tacent asked.

“No.”

“Would you like a pillow?”

“Obviously.” She looked up at him as he stood there. “Do you have a pillow?”

“I have not been furnished with one, no,” he said sadly. “Maybe next time you could bring one. Would you like that?”

“Would I like to bring a pillow to the session you’re running? I would love to. I would love that. Nothing would give me more pleasure.”

“Are you aware that you’re being quite passive-aggressive right now?”

“Yeah. It’s intentional, though, so it’s not coming as much of a surprise.

“Please lie back and close your eyes.”

Valkyrie grunted.

“I’m sorry?” said Tacent. “What was that?”

She sat up. “You’re a serial killer.”

“I take issue with that.”

“Regardless, it’s hard to lie back and close my eyes when you’re in the room.”

“Ah. I see. Because you think I’ll kill you.”

“I think you could try to kill me.”

“I could leave, I suppose.”

“That would make it easier to relax.”

“But then I’d have to shout through the door.”

“Which wouldn’t be relaxing.”

“Would it help at all if I removed your bracelet?”

“They gave you the key?”

Tacent showed her the same small rectangle of metal that Cadaver had used to remove her bracelet, the one with a sigil carved into it. He tapped that same peculiar rhythm and on the last tap her bracelet popped open and magic flooded her system. “Oh... wow...” she breathed.

“That makes you more comfortable, yes?”

White energy crackled between her fingertips. “Yes,” she said softly. She poured her magic into it, enjoying the sensation, then reluctantly cut it off, and laid back.

“Now then,” said Tacent, “you have your magic and I do not. I have no weapon and you... you are one.”

She closed her eyes. “Careful who you’re calling a weapon, doctor. In Ireland, that can be an insult.”

“It can?”

“As in, you absolute weapon. Yes, it can. Especially to women.”

“I meant no offence.”

“I’m sure you didn’t. How many women have you killed, by the way?”

“I’m sorry?”

“How many of your victims were female?”

“Three,” he said without hesitation.

She opened one eye. “Three out of four. On the one hand, that’s worryingly misogynistic. One the other, that’s just one over half, which isn’t bad.”

“I promise you, Valkyrie, the gender of my victims played no part in my decision to kill them.”

“So what did?”

“An assortment of other factors. Shall we continue?”

“Of course,” she said, closing both eyes. “Wouldn’t want to make you feel awkward.”

“Tell me,” he said, “have you had any experience of astral projection?”

“I have some, yeah, but the first time I did it I time-travelled.”

“I’m sorry?”

“I was trying to astrally project myself eight years into the future but I went seventy-two years instead. That’s where I met Cadaver, and my grown-up sister, and myself as a harpy.”

It took a moment for Tacent to respond. “You become a harpy in the future?”

“Hopefully not. That was a future we have successfully averted.”

He didn’t say anything for a few seconds.

“What happens to a future that gets averted? Does it just stop existing?”

“Pretty much.”

“Extraordinary. And Cadaver Cain is from the future?”

“Where did you think he came from?”

“An alternate universe. That’s where everyone thinks he came from. I didn’t know about any of this. I thought time-travel using astral projection was entirely theoretical.”

She opened her eyes, propped herself up on her elbows. “Sanctuaries don’t like people knowing about it. I’ve done it, and a friend of mine has done it, and as far as I know, that’s it.”

“And you didn’t need a time machine?”

“When I travelled into the future, no. When I travelled back to 1703, I wore a kind of a time-suit, changed history, did what I had to do and... Listen, should we be talking about this?”

“Probably not,” he said. “Although I’m not entirely equipped to handle time-travel, not with the limitations of our environment, so maybe we should rethink the astral projection.”

“Why did you want me to do it?”

“It’s a calming technique,” Tacent responded. “Astral projection is a wonderful method of, literally, stepping outside your body, stepping outside yourself, of re-evaluating your place in the world and the problems that beset you.”

“That sounds cool,” Valkyrie said, lying back and closing her eyes. “Let’s do that.”

“I’m not sure that’s altogether prudent.”

“Jericho Hargitsi took me through it, the first time I tried. He had a candle that I could use as a guide. Do you have a candle?”

“I don’t,” said Tacent, “but I would imagine a guide back to your physical form would be more important when you’re, ah, time-travelling. Standard astral projection doesn’t need those safeguards. Not generally, anyway.”

“Then let’s do it.”

“Maybe we should check with the warden.”

“Standard astral projection is safe, right?”

“So long as the subject stays within agreed boundaries.”

“And I will. Come on, doctor. You want to go back to Grigoras with a report on the progress we made, don’t you? So let’s focus on my breathing.”

She took deep, controlled breaths until Tacent began coaching her, and as her body relaxed she concentrated on her thoughts, on reining them in, on settling them, until they flattened in her mind.

She felt her magic, felt how it suffused her body, how it sparkled within her cells, how it leaped alongside the synapses in her brain. It was everywhere. Every part of her was coated in it, and her aura, her life force, her soul felt like it was made from the stuff.

And yet, her soul was different from the others she’d seen, as if it was the memory of a soul as much as a soul itself. It cast its own shadow, and the shadow had shadows, like there was a vast dark ocean hidden from her, and the enormity of it all threatened to pull her in and drown her and so she retreated, quickly and without grace, and she opened her eyes and she was back in the small room on Coldheart.

Tacent, sitting in one of the chairs, checked his watch. “You were under for almost fifty minutes,” he said. “I tried to wake you, but you would not stir. I confess to not trying too hard. I merely called your name. I didn’t shake you. I felt that you might misunderstand my intention if I were to physically touch you and you might end up hurting me.”

“You’re a deceptively wise man, doctor.”

“I’m afraid I must ask you to put the binding bracelet back on.”

Her mood plummeting, Valkyrie slipped the metal bracelet around her wrist and Tacent tapped it, repeating that irregular rhythm, at which point the bracelet locked and her magic went away. She got up, put her hands on the base of her spine and arched her back. The floor hadn’t got any softer.

Obelus and a Cleaver were waiting for them when they emerged. The Cleaver took Tacent back to his block and Obelus took Valkyrie back to hers.

“Evanescent is back in gen pop,” Obelus said as they walked.

“How’s her deviated septum?”

“No longer deviated. If she goes for you again...”

“I’ll stay out of her way, don’t worry,” said Valkyrie. “Do you get much of that? Inmates attacking inmates?”

“All day every day,” Obelus responded. “The incident report I read this morning was basically lists of violent altercations, violent threats, disorderly conduct and general flouting of the rules. There were pages of complaints regarding belongings stolen from inmates’ cells, tools stolen from engineers’ packs, and clothes stolen from the laundry. One of our more enterprising inmates decided that it was a good idea to steal eight boxes of sporks from the kitchen, but didn’t have anywhere to put them apart from beneath his sink, in plain view of my colleagues. He is not regarded as a master criminal. Oh, there was also an impressive number of complaints about the recent food shortage. Our inmates demand variety in their meals.”

“I’d agree with them on that point – though the food here isn’t that bad.”

“It’s surprisingly good, isn’t it?” They got to the common area. “You can make your way from here, Inmate K7X8.”

Valkyrie nodded and Obelus moved off, and she took a breath and rejoined the hundreds of people who wanted to kill her.
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The alert came over the system – gunfire at a house on Decapitation Row – and Tanith told the Cleavers to stay back. She called Skulduggery and he met her on the way. Three minutes after the alert went out, she kicked the door in and Skulduggery went first, gun in hand. She followed, sword at the ready. The house was sparse to the point of ridiculous, and the only furniture seemed to be the dead bodies they were stepping over.

“Ah,” said Cadaver Cain, “the cavalry has arrived.”

Skulduggery ignored him, walked to the nearest still form and nudged him with his foot. “How many of them were there?”

“How many attackers? Thirteen.”

“You didn’t kill all of them, did you?”

“No, I didn’t kill all of them. I am capable of restraint, you know. I left one alive.”

“Where is he?”

“Over there.”

“Where?”

“There. Over there.”

“This one?”

“Yes.”

“This man here?”

“That is where I’m pointing, yes.”

“This man here without a head?”

“That’s him.”

“He’s dead, Cadaver. I thought you’d left him alive.”

“I did leave him alive,” said Cadaver. “But then I killed him.”

“That’s not leaving him alive, then, is it?”

“I think you’ll find that he remained very much alive up until the moment where he died.”

“But he’s dead now. That’s my point.”

“Well, yes, he’s dead now,” Cadaver said, annoyed. “Obviously he’s dead now. He’s missing a head.”

“And that’s the restraint you were just talking about, is it?”

“I don’t know why you’re so annoyed. I could have just killed him.”

“You did just kill him. That’s entirely my point. We needed one of them alive.”

“Then the problem here, Skulduggery, is one of timing. Because there was a point, not ten minutes ago, when every one of these thirteen individuals was living, breathing, and uninjured. So redirect this, frankly, unbecoming irritation of yours away from me and towards the simple, inexorable passage of time. For that is the true villain.”

“Did any of them say anything before they died?”

Cadaver nodded. “They said plenty. That one, over there, said, Aargh. That one said, Wait, no, please. I’m sorry. The one to your left said, Quick, don’t let him... And the one over there, with the hideous shoes, said something that sounded like hurdling gerbils, but that was after I’d crushed his throat, so it might be a mistake to give that too much emphasis.”

“Do you know why they attacked you?”

“Presumably it has to do with my work. I assume you’ve heard?”

“I heard that they pardoned you and that you abandoned Valkyrie to spearhead the Viddu De task force of which you are presently the only member, yes.”

“You’re upset that I left my post at Coldheart. I understand, I do, but I’m afraid that my work must take priority over Valkyrie’s temporary discomfort. The Viddu De pose one of the greatest threats that our universe has ever faced, and action must be taken. I have left the protection of the world to you, because I am confident that you can handle that, while I focus on the bigger picture.”

“I see. And you think that these attackers were Viddu De followers?”

“More likely, they were dispatched by one – a Viddu De disciple who can discern the likeliest of futures in which my task force is obviously on the brink of defeating the Viddu De forever.”

“Or,” Tanith said, “this might have nothing whatsoever to do with the Viddu De. There’s a contract out on Skulduggery. Thirty billion euros. He’s been targeted twice in the last few days, and it’s just too much of a coincidence that a team gets sent after you, too.”

Cadaver tilted his head. “Thirty billion would stir the most reasonable of sorcerers to reckless behaviour.”

“It would.”

“And you think I have a similar price on my head?”

“Maybe, yes.”

“That’s what we were hoping to ascertain from whichever attacker you’d bothered to leave alive,” said Skulduggery.

“I forget,” Cadaver said, turning to him, “have I always been so grumpy?”

“Not at all,” Skulduggery replied. “I was positively cheerful before I travelled back in time to annoy me.”

“Do you know who I blame? My own deep-seated insecurity that has risen to the surface ever since I was confronted by a clearly superior version of myself.”

“Oh, I think that would be a dreadfully myopic and startlingly misguided assumption to make,” Skulduggery said. “Your desperate exodus from a future you failed to protect can still be a good thing, Cadaver. Your younger self can learn from your many, many, and – dare I say – many mistakes and ensure that the person you are, the person standing here, at this moment, is as redundant as you so obviously fear you will be proven to be.”

“This,” Tanith said, “is getting a little too personal for my tastes. Cadaver, we don’t know who put up the contracts, so for all we know it might very well have been a follower of the Viddu De. The only way to find out is if you accompany us on this investigation.”

“I’m afraid I’m far too busy,” said Cadaver.

“This is not what we discussed on the way here,” Skulduggery said to Tanith.

“We didn’t discuss anything on the way here,” she replied. “We were too busy running.”

“Not true. We agreed that Cadaver be chained up in a basement and used as bait.”

Tanith arched an eyebrow. “We didn’t agree to that. You said that and I said, That’s an interesting approach, and then I kicked the door in.”

“Your acquiescence was implied.”

“Well,” she said, “if assumption is the mother of all fallacies, then implication is, at the very least, the crazy, drunken auntie.”

Skulduggery and Cadaver both tilted their heads at the exact same angle.

“Never mind,” Tanith continued. “There’s a contract out, probably one on each of you, and the money offered will ensure that the threat will keep ratcheting up. Your best chance of getting through this is to work together.”

Skulduggery shook his head. “This isn’t a—”

“If you do not agree to this,” Tanith interrupted, “I will tell Valkyrie. Do either of you want me to tell Valkyrie?”

They were quiet.

“Well?”

“No,” Cadaver muttered.

“No,” Skulduggery muttered.

“I thought not.”




[image: Chapter 18.]

Something was bugging her. Something about what Obelus had said about the incident report.

The violent altercations she could ignore, and most of the thievery – though maybe not the tools being stolen from engineers’ packs. That one was a little too specific. But it was the food shortage that was ricocheting around in her head. Under Cadaver, everything had worked like clockwork – so much so that it would take a seriously co-ordinated effort to mess up the kitchen supplies so soon after he’d left.

It was probably nothing. But it bugged her.

A buzzing signalled the start of rec time and the cell doors slid open. Valkyrie took the stairs down, ignoring the death-glares she was drawing from those she passed. She found Consolation’s cell on the bottom tier, with a lovely view of corridors cut into rock walls and not much in the way of decent light. He was lying on his bunk, reading with his face pressed close to the book.

She knocked on the bar of the open door and he looked up, raising an eyebrow as he lowered the paperback.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asked.

“You have a friend who works in the kitchens, don’t you?”

“I have friends everywhere.”

“Could you introduce us? Maybe get him to talk to me?”

He sat up, looking hesitant. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”

“I just need a quick word.”

“Regardless of how fast you speak, I still don’t know if that’s a conversation you want to have. Maybe if you have a question about the cuisine, you could tell me and I’ll ask him.”

“I really need to talk to him myself. Can you do that?”

He sighed. “Yes. I can do that.”

“Great.”

She smiled.

“I suppose you want to do this now?” he said.

“If you wouldn’t mind.”

He held up the paperback. “I’ve just got to a good bit.”

“Yeah?”

“The rival bookshop owners have just turned up to the booksellers’ conference to find that, due to a mix-up, the hotel only has one room available.”

“How awkward.”

“And the room? It only has one bed.”

“What do you think is going to happen?”

“I have no idea,” he said, “but I would dearly love to find out.” When Valkyrie didn’t budge, he sighed again. “Although I can wait until later, I suppose.”

She smiled. “This way you’ll be able to look forward to it.”

Consolation grunted, used a creased photograph as a bookmark, and put the paperback on his small desk before he left his cell. They moved through the common area, through a muttering sea of scowls and glares, until a particularly large example of a male convict loomed in her path.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Consolation asked, annoyed. A crowd started to gather.

The convict didn’t take his eyes off Valkyrie. “If she thinks she can walk around—”

“Around what?” Consolation interrupted. “Around the prison she’s sharing with the rest of us?”

“She’s put a lot of us away.”

“Because a lot of us were hurting people! Because a lot of us needed to be put away!”

The convict snarled at Consolation. “Why are you defending her?”

“Because it doesn’t make any sense not to, you idiot. When you break the law you know the risks, and one of those risks is this lady coming after you. Be a grown-up about it. Out there, she was your enemy because of the decisions you made.”

“I didn’t have a choice in how my life turned out.”

“You’re sixty years old, Kreller. Take some responsibility, will you?”

Kreller went red, and he dragged his eyes away from Consolation and sneered at Valkyrie and she punched him in the throat.

He fell to one knee, spluttering, eyes bulging, his face going even redder.

“If you block my path again,” she told him, “I’ll hit you so hard your windpipe will collapse. You can talk to me all you want, say hi, ask how I’m doing, but if you ever, ever block my path...”

She took hold of his head with both hands and moved her thumbs towards his eyes, tapping against his eyelids and leaning down to his ear.

“Do you understand me?” she whispered. “Nod if you understand.”

She felt him nod and released him, straightening. Consolation watched her, blinked, and then continued walking. The crowd parted as she followed. They headed for the mess hall. The guards knew Consolation and nodded respectfully at Valkyrie, and let them through.

“The thing about Malabathrum—” Consolation began.

“Who’s Malabathrum?” Valkyrie asked.

“My friend,” said Consolation, “the one who works in the kitchen. The thing about Malabathrum is that, while he is surly and argumentative and violent, and while he thoroughly deserves to be locked up to atone for his crimes... he is also a very big fan.”

“Of what?”

“Of you.”

“Oh.”

“I’ve had to repeatedly insist that he not slip you notes with your food.”

“Thank you for that.”

“I thought you might find it off-putting.”

“You’re entirely correct.”

Consolation pushed open the kitchen door and Valkyrie followed him inside to where the staff were preparing huge vats of dinner. They found the head chef, a monster of a man in a hairnet, stirring a pot of something delicious with his back to them.

“Malabathrum,” Consolation announced, “I have someone here who’d like a chat.”

The chef stopped stirring immediately, and pointed to the far corner. “Anyone who wants to complain about the food stands over there.”

“I don’t think she—”

“Gardyloo!” Malabathrum called.

A nervous-looking cook hurried over. “Yes, Chef?”

“Find me the meat tenderiser!”

“Yes, Chef!” said Gardyloo, and spun in a circle before lunging towards the kitchenware.

“She’s not here to complain about the food,” Consolation said.

Malabathrum adjusted the temperature on the cooker and then turned, and his mouth hung open. “It’s you,” he whispered.

“Hi. I’m Valkyrie.”

“Oh my God, it’s you.”

“Please don’t embarrass yourself,” Consolation said, but it was obviously too late.

“Gardyloo!” Malabathrum yelled.

“Yes, Chef!” Gardyloo replied, running over, waving a meat tenderiser.

“Run to my locker! Fetch me the book on the shelf! Go!”

“Yes, Chef!” Gardyloo cried, and sprinted into the back room.

Malabathrum stared at Valkyrie and breathed like he was close to hyperventilating. “This is a tremendous honour,” he said. “What would you like to talk about?”

“I just have one or two questions,” she said. “A few days ago there was a food shortage?”

“Yes. I deeply apologise. It will not happen again.”

“No, no, I’m not here to criticise. Does that happen a lot?”

“Never.”

“This is the first time there’s been a shortage?”

“Since I’ve been here, yes.”

“And how did it happen?”

“There was a mix-up at our suppliers and we were sent empty containers. They don’t know how it happened, they have apologised profusely, and have promised two weeks’ worth of food at a reduced rate. The same quality, though.” He puffed out his chest. “We have high standards in this kitchen.”

“Do you deal with the suppliers?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Do you receive the containers? Unpack them?”

“Whoever is on duty at the time unpacks them.”

“Who was on duty when the empty containers arrived?”

“I’ll have to check that.”

“OK.”

He turned his head to the clipboard pinned to the wall, and then looked back at Valkyrie. “Finifugal Pox,” he said.

She nodded to the clipboard. “Could I see that?”

“Of course,” he said, and took the clipboard down and handed it over. She scanned the columns, and scanned the names, and then flicked back through the pages.

“You document everything,” she said.

“We run a tight ship.”

She returned the clipboard and he pinned it back to the wall.

“Is Finifugal working right now?” she asked.

“No, but would you like to talk to her?”

“Yes, please.”

Gardyloo ran up to Malabathrum, holding out a book and the meat tenderiser. Malabathrum frowned at the tenderiser but took the book.

“Fetch Fin,” he said.

Gardyloo hesitated. “But she isn’t on the roster today.”

“Fetch Finifugal!” Malabathrum roared.

Gardyloo shrieked and ran out of the kitchen.

Malabathrum took a pen from his apron and held it, and the book, out to Valkyrie. “I was wondering if maybe you could sign this.”

“What is it?”

“Your biography.”

It was called Raising Cain. She blinked, took the pen and the book.

“I know it’s unofficial and unauthorised, but until the day you release your memoirs, I’ll take what I can get. It’s a gripping read if you want my opinion. You are an astonishing person and you have led an astonishing life. I think the book does you justice. I think it captures who you are.”

She turned it to him and pointed to the picture on the cover. “That isn’t me,” she said.

Malabathrum chuckled. “Yes, it is.”

“It’s not, though.”

“Are you sure?”

“Am I sure this isn’t a photograph of me? Yes.”

He peered closer. “It looks like you.”

“But it’s not.”

“She’s very pretty.”

“Good for her. It’s still not me.”

“Huh. Well, it’s what’s inside that counts, isn’t that what they say? And that tells your entire story. Obviously, for security reasons, they didn’t name your mortal father, but it’s heavily implied that he was a famous horror writer who was murdered by—”

“My uncle.”

Malabathrum paused. “Your father was murdered by your uncle?”

“My uncle was the famous horror writer.”

“Really? Because growing up in a horror household, surrounded by supernatural artefacts and cursed objects, was an integral part of determining the person you were to become.”

“I didn’t grow up there,” she said. “I just visited a lot.”

“So did Serpine kill your uncle or your father?”

“Uncle.”

“By decapitation?”

“Wow. No. He started torturing him for information and that gave my uncle a heart attack.”

“That’s less dramatic.”

“It is – though to be fair, my uncle would probably have preferred the decapitation.”

Malabathrum nodded, absorbing all this, and then shrugged. “And once you triumphed over Serpine, you faced down Baron Vengeous and the Grotesquery, you fought the Faceless Ones, you rescued Skulduggery Pleasant from a different dimension, you fought the Death Bringer, you saved the world from the Remnants, you faced Argeddion—”

“The Remnants happened before the Death Bringer thing.”

“They did?”

“Yep.”

He opened the book, scanning the contents page. “Not according to this.”

“Maybe not,” she said, “but according to me, they definitely did.”

He grunted. “Makes you wonder if there are any other mistakes. You spent five years in Colorado, didn’t you? You have a sister. You’re thirty-four years old.”

“Thirty-three.”

“The book says you’re thirty-four.”

“Mistakes happen,” she said. “Maths is hard.”

He looked pensive, then nodded. “I’d still like you to sign it.”

“Sure,” she said, and scribbled her name on the title page before handing it back.

Malabathrum clutched it over his heart. “Thank you. I think you’re great.”

“It’s the least I could do for the chef who makes mealtime the highlight of every day.”

The door burst open and Gardyloo ran in, followed by a small woman with short dark hair who froze when she saw Valkyrie.

“I have her, Chef!” Gardyloo gasped.

“Finifugal Pox,” said Malabathrum, “this is Valkyrie Cain. She has some questions for you.”

“Hi, Finifugal,” Valkyrie said, smiling. “You received the food containers that turned up empty a few days ago, is that right?”

“Uh,” said Finifugal.

“Answer the question!” Malabathrum shouted.

“Yes, Chef!” Finifugal shouted back. “I did, Chef!”

“That must have been a surprise,” said Valkyrie.

“Yes, Chef,” said Finifugal. “I mean, yes... Officer. Detective. Ma’am.”

“That ever happen before?”

“No, ma’am.”

“What did you do?”

“Do, ma’am?”

“Once you realised the containers were empty.”

“Not all of them were empty, ma’am, so I unloaded those and packed them away and then I told Chef what had happened.”

“How long did it take to pack them away?”

“Not long. Twenty minutes.”

“That’s how long it usually takes, isn’t it? I took a look at the clipboard there. There’s a little column with the times written in. A load of twenty minutes, twenty-one minutes, nineteen minutes.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Finifugal. “Chef started making a note of the start and end-times to make sure we didn’t slack off.”

“So why, on the day of the empty containers, did it take you twenty-seven minutes to unload?”

Finifugal paled. “Did it?”

“Did it?” Malabathrum growled, lifting the pages on the clipboard. His eyebrows raised. “It did.”

“Why did it take seven minutes longer than usual,” said Valkyrie, “when, according to the clipboard, two containers were empty?”

Finifugal tried to disguise her swallowing with a shrug. “I didn’t know what to do. I opened them and I checked them and then I opened the others and then I checked them again.”

“To make sure the supplies hadn’t appeared since last you looked? And had they?”

“No, ma’am.”

“So you stood around for seven minutes doing what exactly?”

Finifugal licked her lips. “What is this about if I may ask?”

“You may not ask!” Malabathrum yelled.

“Sorry, Chef!” Finifugal yelled back.

“I don’t think those containers were empty,” Valkyrie said. “I think something that wasn’t food was transported into the prison in those containers and you, Finifugal, unloaded them. Would I be correct?”

Before Finifugal could answer, Malabathrum growled. “You had better not tell a lie, Fin.”

“I don’t know what they were,” she said quietly.

Valkyrie nodded. “What did they look like?”

“Machine parts. I don’t know. Technological stuff.”

“Who did you give them to?”

“No one,” she said. “I left them around a corner. Like, hidden away. When I walked past there later, they were gone.”

“Who arranged all this?”

“I don’t know.”

Malabathrum growled again.

“I swear!” said Finifugal. “My dad got in trouble with some gangsters, it’s a money thing, and they said if I didn’t do this for them then they’d break my dad’s legs. My dad needs his legs, Chef. He uses them for walking.”

Malabathrum walked over to her, put one massive hand on her shoulder, and leaned down to look her in the eyes. “From this point on, if you are ever complicit in the corruption of the supply chain to this kitchen, you will never hold another ladle while I live. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Chef.”
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The bell went and Winter and Mia rose from their chairs like everyone else and gathered their things and as they were heading for the door Miss Gnosis beckoned Winter over. In here, she was Miss Gnosis, magic theory teacher. Out there, she was Militsa, Valkyrie’s girlfriend. Winter liked both versions.

“Principal Sorrows wants to see you,” Miss Gnosis said. “Before you get all huffy and claim that you didn’t even do anything, I’d just like to point out that Principal China Sorrows, former leader of the Diablerie and former Supreme Mage of this entire planet, does not care.”

“But I didn’t even do anything,” said Winter.

Mia looked worried. “Maybe you should go see what she wants. Maybe it’s about your destiny.”

“You’ve got to stop saying that about everything,” Winter responded.

Miss Gnosis went to walk out but hesitated. “Have you been to see your sister?”

“We were there on Monday.”

“Have you been to see her alone?”

“I doubt Mum and Dad would take too kindly to getting booted out of their weekly visits.”

“I mean, have you had a chance to speak to her alone? You have a lot of things to talk about.”

“News to me,” said Winter. “She did what she did and she knew I wouldn’t agree with it and she did it anyway. What’s to talk about?”

“She did it because she loves you.”

“Doesn’t make it any better.”

“She needs your support and understanding.”

“She has neither, so she’ll have to do without. Sorry, Miss Gnosis, I have to go. Principal Sorrows is waiting.”

Winter walked out, Mia hurrying to keep up. She said something to Winter as they walked, then repeated it when she got no reply, and Winter shook herself out of her thoughts. “What? What are you saying?”

“Do you think it’s about the Reckoning?” Mia asked, presumably for the third time.

“Yeah, probably. That’s all that anyone wants to talk about these days. Where are you going?”

“I’m coming with you. I have some ideas, you see, about the Reckoning, that I feel should be heard.”

“And it’s not because we have maths now?”

“I’m not going to dignify that with a reply.”

They got to where they were going and were told to go straight in. China was standing by the window, looking out. Winter watched the swirling energy contained in her cane.

“Good God, you’re joined at the hip,” China said, turning. “Mia, you can run along to your next class. It’s Winter I want to talk to.”

Mia squared her shoulders a little. “Actually, miss, I’d like to stay.”

China looked at her. “I don’t care what you want.”

“I’d like Mia to stay, too,” said Winter, now looking straight at the wall.

China watched them both, then sighed, and made her way over to her desk. She sat behind it. “Oh, why not? It will save you from having to regurgitate this conversation later. Winter, I’m afraid the topic of the Child of the Ancients has reared its head once again. You met, I believe, with one of the High Sanctuary’s Sensitives?”

Winter nodded. “He told me a bit about him. Koa Koa, Australian and Hawaiian, spent the last few years training to kill me, that sort of thing.”

“And did he tell you that Mr Koa is here?”

“Here in Ireland?” Winter asked.

“Here in Roarhaven?” Mia asked.

“Here in Corrival,” China told them. “He arrived, along with his entourage, unannounced. You have an opportunity to meet him now if you would be so inclined.”

Winter took a moment. “Would I have to fight him?”

“There will be no fighting today,” China said sternly. “Not on school grounds.”

“Then yes. I’ll meet him.”

China pressed a button on her desk. “Send them in, please.”

A moment later the door opened and a boy walked in.

“Oh,” Winter said.

He wasn’t quite as tall as she was and he had dark hair and brown skin, and he was the most intensely magnetic person she had ever encountered, and the way his eyes widened when he saw her told Winter he felt the same. She was aware of how dumb this was because her thoughts wouldn’t settle and she was aware that she was staring. She knew there were people coming in behind him but she didn’t want to look away from that face because why would she? It was a perfect face built for staring at.

“Uh,” said Mia. “Winter? You OK?”

Winter confirmed that she was, in fact, OK, by making a sound deep in her throat.

“Winter Grieving,” China said, “meet Koa Koa.”

Koa Koa watched her and she watched him and they could have watched each other forever.

There was a man behind him, and that man nudged Koa and Koa immediately stepped forward and he touched Winter’s hand. His grip was strong. Her grip was stronger. She was suddenly worried that her hand might be clammy as they shook. She wanted to be the first one to speak but couldn’t form words.

“Hi,” he said, his voice strangled. “I’m Koa.”

She gazed into his beautiful eyes. “Is that short for koala?” she whispered.

“No.”

She’d never wanted to kiss a boy so much in her life, and when that thought entered her head she abruptly broke off the handshake and stepped back. “What the—”

“Language,” China warned.

“Fudge,” said Winter. “What the fudge was that?”

“This is unusual,” Koa said, blinking fast like he was trying to reboot his brain. “I’m not sure I’m thinking clearly. The only thing I do know is that you’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.”

“You too,” said Winter.

“This is adorable,” said somebody else.

There were four other teenagers who had come in with Koa. The boy who’d spoken was lazily good-looking, like genetics had thrown together a greatest hits of attributes and then wandered off to feed the cat. The boy beside him was one of those grinning, thick-necked chuckleheads that always seemed to trail after anyone sufficiently dominant. The glaring girl with the short brown hair was dressed like an off-duty nun, and the other one had a smile so unsettling it looked wider than her face.

“Behave,” said the man in a low voice, and the teenagers stood there and grinned – aside from the short-haired girl, who continued to glare. The man stepped forward, extending his hand. “Winter, my name is Acatour Praxis. I’ve been overseeing Koa’s training for the last few years. It’s good to meet you finally.”

“You’ve been training him?” Winter said, looking at his hand but not shaking it.

“That’s right.”

“To do what?”

Praxis’s smile turned awkward. “To... well, to kill you.”

He dropped his arm back by his side. “Apologies for just dropping by.”

“Unannounced,” China said.

Praxis nodded. “Dropping by unannounced, yeah. Apologies again, Principal Sorrows. I just wanted to introduce the, uh, the contenders in a controlled environment, rather than risk them meeting for the first time out on the street. If we’re breaking any protocol by showing up before the Reckoning, we didn’t mean anything by it.”

“Actually, I’ve been thinking about that,” said Mia. “Maybe, instead of the Reckoning being a final battle, it could be a final debate? Or a final robust conversation? Or a final game of Scrabble?”

“If only it were that simple,” said Praxis.

“Why can’t it be?” Winter murmured, gazing once again at Koa. “I don’t want to kill you.”

“I don’t want to kill you, either,” Koa murmured back.

“You just said this is all new to you, Mr Praxis,” Mia pointed out. “You don’t know the protocol. Maybe this is the protocol. Maybe it’s either a fight to the death or a conversation.”

“Koa,” said Praxis, “do you want to answer this?”

“Oh,” Koa said. “Yeah. We have to do battle. I have to kill you. It’s important. For the world, you know?”

“But all the Faceless Ones are gone,” Mia said. “You must have heard what she did, how she absorbed them. They’re gone now. How can they take over anything?”

“We can’t take that chance,” said Praxis.

“Yes, you can,” said Mia, “especially because the alternative is them trying to kill each other.”

“I have to kill you,” Koa told Winter.

“Maybe tomorrow,” she breathed as she moved towards him, and then Mia and Praxis were between them, keeping them apart.

“Whoa!” said Mia. “Hold your horny horses, the pair of you!”

The four teenagers found this incredibly amusing.

“I think we’ve disrupted everyone’s day quite enough for right now,” Praxis said, gesturing for the four teenagers to leave the office. “I’m sure we’ll be in touch to confirm the place and time. Thank you, everyone, and, ah, may the best fighter win.” He smiled awkwardly, and dragged Koa out after him.

When the door shut Winter frowned, and realised Mia was looking at her with astonishment.

“You shameless little vixen.”

Winter whirled to China. “What the fudge was that?”

“Obviously, you two share an intense personal connection.”

Mia shrugged. “We’re best friends.”

“She was talking about me and Koa,” said Winter. “Were you expecting that? Did anyone know that would happen? A little warning would have been nice!”

“I wasn’t expecting this at all,” China said. “I wouldn’t have allowed you to meet if I had. The thing to keep in mind is that what you just experienced is not real.”

“It felt fudging real to me.”

“Would you please stop cursing?”

“I’m saying ‘fudge’.”

“Your reaction to Koa could have been any number of things – a psychic connection, perhaps, or a hormonal reaction to being in each other’s proximity. But whether it be biological, chemical, or magical, the root cause has nothing to do with your emotions, Winter. You must remember that.”

“Yeah. Yeah, OK.”

“I’ll have to inform the Grand Mage about what has transpired.”

“Do you have to tell Ghastly?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Do you have to tell him everything?”

“He has to be fully informed, yes. As does Mayor Graveside.”

“Great,” Winter said, somewhat miserably.
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Tanith resisted the urge to pull out her phone or get up and pace the ceiling. She was a grown-up, and so she did the grown-up thing and stayed seated and waited for Ghastly to finish reading.

Agaton Spry sat in the chair next to her, and he was still. He didn’t scratch his nose, didn’t shift in his chair, didn’t look around – he just stayed completely still. Yes, he was an ex-Cleaver so he had the training and the discipline to sit there for hours if need be, but the point was he was making her look bad, even if no one else was noticing.

Ghastly put down the report, and looked up. “This is good,” he said.

Tanith leaned forward. “On all points?”

“On all points,” he said, nodding. “So this is your last chance. In less than an hour I’ll take this to the Elders and we’ll examine it, discuss it, and vote on it – and if it goes through, it will reintegrate Rippers into the Cleaver ranks. It’ll fundamentally change Cleaver society in Ireland, and possibly the world.”

“That is the intention,” said Spry.

“And it might be a disaster.”

“That outcome is unlikely.”

“But it’s not impossible. I just want all of us to be on the same page here. So long as we acknowledge that such an outcome is possible, we can go forward.”

“We can put it to the Cleavers to vote?” Tanith asked.

“Yes, we can.”

“We understand the risks,” said Spry.

Ghastly smiled. “OK, then. Best of luck to you.”

Three minutes later Tanith was hurrying down to the car park beneath the High Sanctuary. She was now officially off-duty, which meant she could climb on to her motorcycle and pull on her helmet without anyone reminding her of the rules. Feeling the roar of the engine through her body made her smile in relief, and she rode up the ramp and out on to the streets.

She left Roarhaven, got to Dublin a little before three, and parked behind the Bentley across the road from a pawnbroker’s. She got off the bike and got in the car. Skulduggery was behind the wheel. Cadaver was in the passenger seat.

“Have they voted yet?” Skulduggery asked.

“They’re about to,” she said, “so I’m here to be distracted. Where are we in the investigation? What have you found out? Why aren’t either of you talking? When you don’t answer immediately you make me very suspicious.”

“You asked us to investigate, this is true,” Skulduggery said, turning to her.

“And you asked us to investigate the same thing, this is also true,” said Cadaver, shifting to look at her.

“But you didn’t specify that you wanted us to investigate the same thing together,” Skulduggery said.

She stared at them. “You two are... You’re impossible. Fine. Whatever. One of you, explain what you’ve found.”

Skulduggery indicated that Cadaver go first, and Cadaver indicated that Skulduggery go first, but Skulduggery indicated that Cadaver go first, and then Cadaver indicated that Skulduggery go first, and finally Tanith snapped.

“Alphabetical order!” she said. “Cadaver! Explain!”

“By all means,” he responded, the epitome of charm and reason. “Tracing the contracts back to their source would have cost more time than we have – as you can imagine, the security on such a site is robust. Instead, I focused not on the two thirty-billion-euro bounties but on the donations to various charities that were used as a good-faith gesture. These donations, though routed through a complex web of shell companies and subsidiaries, nonetheless shared one commonality that I was able to—”

“Skulduggery,” said Tanith, “get to the point faster.”

“With pleasure,” Skulduggery said. “Repudiation Rattle is the man who put the targets on our backs – a man known to the mortal world as Omar Medow.”

“The zillionaire?”

“Billionaire.”

“But who’s about to become a zillionaire?”

“Trillionaire.”

“Rattle is one of those multi-billionaires you never read about,” Cadaver said. “The kind who values his privacy. It is known, in certain sorcerer circles, that he owns companies and corporations, but what is known to only a handful of mages is that he is also sympathetic to the Isolationist cause.”

“So he wants the two of you out of the way so that, what, the Isolationists can do whatever they want to do? What more do they want to do? They have an island.”

“I don’t have that information yet,” Skulduggery admitted.

“Neither do I,” said Cadaver.

Tanith nodded. “So you both went off, following your own little investigative avenues, and you – independently of each other – arrived at the exact same point at, pretty much, the exact same time. Yes?”

“Yes,” they both said.

“And do you think, maybe, if you had been working together you might have reached that point earlier, and so would have progressed beyond it and possibly arrived at the next point by now?”

“I’m not sure that correlates,” Cadaver said.

“If we did arrive at the same point at the same time,” Skulduggery said, “then that would indicate that the time it took is the time it would take, regardless of how many of us were working on it.”

“A problem shared is not always a problem halved,” Cadaver said, nodding. “I agree with my less charming younger self.”

“And you will note,” said Skulduggery, “that I said what I had to say without resorting to childish one-upmanship.”

“Which you then ruined by pointing it out,” Cadaver said.

Tanith sighed. “So if Repudiation Rattle is who we need to talk to, why are we outside a pawnbroker’s? This does not strike me as being the business place of any kind of illionaire.”

“This pawnbroker’s belongs to known Kahannist and occasional criminal Lackaday Wellington,” Skulduggery said, “a man who likes to spend more than he earns. It’s because of this unfortunate imbalance that Lackaday has turned to a life of semi-lucrative informing. Tanith, you and I shall go and ask the pertinent questions. Cadaver, you stay in the car and keep your head down.”

“And why would I do that?” Cadaver asked.

“Because you have neither a façade nor a disguise.”

Cadaver looked up and down the street. “It’ll be fine,” he said, and got out.

Skulduggery’s façade flowed over his skull as he jumped out and Tanith lunged out after him, looking around wildly as Cadaver crossed the road. A car came to a sudden stop and the driver beeped the horn and then realised there was a skeleton in a long coat waving at him.

Tanith ran up to his open window. “Are you seeing that?” she cried. “A skeleton! It’s a skeleton!”

“What the hell?” said the driver, his eyes wide.

“Quick! What’s your name?”

“Tommy,” said the driver. “Tommy Breen.”

“Tommy Breen,” Tanith said, “you just saw a man in a skeleton costume cross the road and wave to you.”

“Yeah,” Tommy said, and nodded, and Tanith jogged over to where Skulduggery was following Cadaver into the pawnbroker’s.

“See?” said Cadaver. “I told you it’d be fine.”

There were no customers in the pawnshop, just the guy behind the counter who watched them come in and frowned.

“Lackaday,” Cadaver said, “we’d like a word.”

Lackaday Wellington was a man in a shirt that hadn’t yet accounted for the size of his belly. He had great hair, though. “Two of you,” he muttered. “Things were simpler when there was only one of you.” His eyes flickered to Tanith, and he smiled a slow smile that got halfway across his face before he realised who she was and it died a quick death. “What? What do you want? I run a legitimate business and there are mortals in here all the time.”

Cadaver made a show of looking around the small, poky shop. “There don’t appear to be any here at the moment.”

“You just missed the lunchtime rush.”

“According to the sign on the door, you close at lunchtime.”

“I’ve done nothing wrong!” Lackaday screeched.

“You sound so guilty right now,” said Tanith.

Skulduggery put a fifty on the counter.

Lackaday regarded it warily. “Wait,” he said, “you think I’m a snitch? I don’t do that any more. Snitching is bad for your health. I’ve walked away from it. I get by on my wits, not on the information I pass or the secrets I share. I’m a changed man.”

“What do you know of Repudiation Rattle?” Skulduggery asked.

“Nothing. Nothing at all. Did I know him, once upon a time? Yeah, I knew him. I know him still. But I know a lot of people.” Lackaday took the fifty.

“He’s made an awful lot of money over the last few hundred years,” Skulduggery said. “Has Arava Kahann helped him with that?”

“Hard to tell. If I had to guess? I’d say absolutely. Man doesn’t get that wealthy without losing some of it along the way and from what I’ve seen, Repudiation’s never lost a cent, a penny, or a dime.”

“So why does he want us dead, Lackaday?”

“If I were a snitch, I’d tell you. It’d take more than fifty, though. These are serious people we’re talking about and serious people means serious risk, and serious risk necessitates serious reward.”

Skulduggery slid two more fifties on to the counter and Lackaday slid them off again just as smoothly.

“If I were still a snitch, which I’m not, but if I were, I’d maybe talk about the rumour that Repudiation’s been cut off.”

“From...?”

“Arava Kahann.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“When you say ‘cut off’,” said Tanith, “what do you mean?”

“I don’t mean anything,” Lackaday said, “but if I were to mean something, I’d mean that he’s not included in the plans any more. He’s being ignored by everyone. I’m on the fringes of Kahannist society, you know? I like to keep my toe dipped in, just in case. But even I could get my calls answered if I really needed to talk to someone in the inner circle. Repudiation, people are saying, is finding even that is beyond him right now.”

“And he’s not used to it,” Cadaver said.

“He really isn’t, so he’s doing what he needs to do.”

“Which is?”

Lackaday leaned over the counter and lowered his voice – entirely for effect, because there was no one else there. “There are others, right, who want a place in the paradise that Arava Kahann is promising? And they’re killing and sacrificing and doing all the things that would get them attention from, you know, the Devil.” He frowned. “Allegedly. I mean, allegedly, they’re killing and sacrificing. Apart from one guy I know who is totally killing and sacrificing. I know that for a fact. Anyway, from what I’ve heard, Repudiation reckons they’re going about it the wrong way. It’s not about the amount you kill; it’s about what you’re offering.”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “And he wants to offer Cadaver and me?”

“Kind of,” said Lackaday, and suddenly looked uncertain. “He, uh... OK, this is just what I’ve heard, right?”

“Right.”

“And you promise you won’t be mad? Because if this is a shoot-the-messenger situation, I can give your money back, after some office deductions and various—”

“Tell us, Lackaday, or the next sound you make will—”

“He wants to make a chair out of you,” Lackaday blurted.

Skulduggery hesitated. “A what?”

“A chair.”

“A chair?”

“Yes.”

“A chair?” said Cadaver.

“Yes.”

Skulduggery and Cadaver looked at each other, and then back at Lackaday. “A chair?” they said together.

Lackaday nodded. “He’s calling it the Throne of Bones. He wants to combine your skeletons and make a chair out of you, and have you still be, like, aware? Alive? Sentient, I guess? So you’ll still be you, the both of you, but you’ll be... a chair.”

“This is a lot to take in,” said Tanith.

“Yes,” said Lackaday.

“I’m startled,” Skulduggery said.

“I, too, am startled,” said Cadaver.

Tanith frowned. “So all of this – the killers, sixty billion euros in contracts, the attempts – it’s all to build a bone throne?”

“Throne of Bones,” Skulduggery corrected.

“What’s the difference?”

“I’m not entirely sure, because neither sounds right, but bone throne sounds more wrong.”

“Tell me, Lackaday,” Cadaver said, leaning one elbow on the counter, “where would one find Mr Rattle if one wanted to have a friendly chat with him?”

Lackaday hesitated. “I mean... what you’re asking is... That is some specialised information and I... I don’t know if I can just give that away.”

“Oh, I’m sure Skulduggery would be willing to part with another fifty or two for the location. Skulduggery, would you be amenable? I would, and I would do so happily, but unfortunately I have evolved beyond the need to carry cash or, indeed, use money at all.”

Skulduggery grunted, and put another fifty on the counter.

“Ah,” said Cadaver, “I did suggest that the information would be worth a fifty or two... Come now, Skulduggery, this is no time to be penurious.”

“Yeah,” said Lackaday, “no time to be penubrious.”

“Heaven forbid,” Skulduggery said, and added another note.

Lackaday scooped up both and disappeared them into his pocket. “There’s a small town in Texas,” he said, “I believe you’re familiar with it? Hellfire, it’s called. If you give me until tomorrow, I can find the exact address where Repudiation is staying. I’d have it for you sooner, but my source keeps odd hours. He, uh, he tends to sleep during the day.”

“Vampire?” said Tanith.

“Gamer,” said Lackaday.

“Tomorrow, then,” Skulduggery said. “And I don’t need to threaten you, do I?”

Lackaday’s smile faded. “I’m sorry?”

“I don’t need to point out what a terrible idea it would be to, in some way, warn Repudiation Rattle or, in fact, anyone in Hellfire, that we are planning a visit.”

“I wasn’t—”

“Because if we arrive,” Skulduggery continued, “and Rattle isn’t there, then we will come straight back here. You don’t want me to come back here, do you, Lackaday?”

“All... all customers are welcome to—”

“But you don’t want me to come back here in a bad mood, do you?”

Lackaday blinked. “No, sir, I do not.”

“And it goes without saying,” Skulduggery continued, “that if you try to lead us into an ambush, in exchange for even a fraction of that sixty-billion-euro reward, all three of us will return here and we will pull, with dogged determination, your entire life apart.”

Lackaday didn’t move for a moment, and then he swallowed. “Goes without saying,” he whispered.
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Another day, another session with Doctor Tacent, lying on the cold, hard floor.

Valkyrie had left her single thin pillow in her cell and taken a prison-issue sweatshirt with her to roll up and rest her head. It did the job.

The best bit was when the doctor tapped out that irregular rhythm on to the sigil and the metal bracelet popped off her wrist. Valkyrie took a deep breath, inhaling all that magic, and lay back with an almost-smile on her face. Once again she focused on her breathing, she quietened her thoughts, and slowly she sank into a meditative state, delving into the magic that formed her, the soul and the shadows that writhed and twisted beneath it. Just like before, the vastness of what she was looking at threatened to pull her in, to drown her – but instead of allowing it to overwhelm her she swerved and turned and looked outwards.

This, here, was a different kind of vast, where space and time unfurled around her. The past, present, and future, captured in changing moments. Fascinated, she watched, wondering how her conscious mind would interpret the memory of all this.

As she drank in the flow of existence, she found herself drawn to the future. She was aware, even in this state, detached as she was from herself, that the future she had visited, the future she had witnessed, wasn’t there any more.

Curiosity overcame her, a curiosity to understand the impact she’d had on the universe, and so she moved closer, and noticed the scar that had formed at the point in which that future had been averted – a faint bump along the timeline. She searched fruitlessly for what had been severed, but what had been severed had shrivelled and dried and died, for such was the fate of things that had never happened and now never would.

She noticed another scar and drifted to that, the scar that she’d had a hand in creating when she’d followed Strickent Abhor back through time to 1703.

She looked for the scar that Darquesse had made when she restarted the universe but of course there was none, because the universe she’d brought into being was the only universe there had ever been here. Obsidian had wiped away the previous one, and universes that have never existed don’t leave scars. Delighted at this realisation, Valkyrie started to drift – and then stopped, curious, noticing a scar that should not have been there.

It was small – the size of a year, maybe two – and it was recent, and there was a darkness to it. Pain lingered, pain and death and madness.

What are you? she said but didn’t say, because she had no mouth, and didn’t think, because she had no thoughts. What are you and where have you gone?

She searched but what had been severed had not dried and died – what had been severed had been taken.

Valkyrie opened her eyes and she was hovering a mere hand’s length from the ceiling.

“Oh,” said Tacent below her, “you’re awake.”

She drifted down, put the bracelet back on and walked out, frowning. Obelus escorted her back to her cell.

“They’re looking at you differently,” Obelus said.

Valkyrie snapped out of it, looked up. “Sorry? What?”

“The Cleavers. They’re looking at you differently.”

She glanced back, at the Cleaver they’d just passed. “How can you tell? You can’t see their faces.”

“Their heads are turning when you walk by. Just a fraction. You’d have noticed if you were, y’know...”

“Paying attention to anything,” Valkyrie finished. “Yeah, sorry. I’m not very good company.”

“Rough session?”

“No,” she said, “nothing like that. Just some stuff I have to think about. Work out what it means. Why are they looking at me differently, then?”

“You didn’t hear?” Obelus said. “The vote was today.”

“The vote,” Valkyrie repeated, waiting for it to make sense.

“Elder Bespoke and the Council of Elders voted unanimously in favour of the reforms to the Cleaver corps. They’re gonna get better training, better conditions, and better hours, and things like psychological support before, during, and after their service.”

Valkyrie blinked. “I didn’t know that was even happening. Tanith must be delighted.”

“Probably. But you’ve got to take your share of the credit, too, right?”

“Me? I didn’t do anything.”

“You got the two sides talking, didn’t you?”

She laughed. “No, I didn’t. I just happened to be there to give my opinion. This was Tanith, all the way.”

“Well,” said Obelus, “the word going around is that Valkyrie Cain was orchestrating it all from the sidelines, so instead of taking, as you usually do, more than your share of undue criticism and blame, how about you take some undue praise instead? Just for a change?”

She raised an eyebrow. “I’m not taking credit for something I had nothing to do with.”

Obelus shrugged. “If you want to be boringly ethical about it, fine – but maybe wait a few years before you come clean. It might not be a bad idea to be in a prison where half the prison guards feel like they owe you.”

She didn’t say anything to that, but she could definitely see the wisdom in those words. To change the subject, she nodded to the guards posted on either side of a tunnel below. “What’s down there?”

“Nothing much. Access tunnels to various parts of the prison.”

“And why are there guards posted there?”

Obelus hesitated. “I don’t actually know. I’m no longer briefed on everything that’s happening.”

“Do you know them?”

“The guards? I know all the guards. Those two wouldn’t exactly be the shining stars of the profession, but they’re not the worst, either.”

“Have they been working here long?”

“Three years, maybe. Three or four. Why?

Valkyrie shrugged. “I’m just curious about what they’re guarding, that’s all.”

They got to the bottom tier and the gate opened and Valkyrie walked through. The usual amount of inmates glared and the rest ignored her, so she went to where they were mostly ignoring her and looked around for somewhere to wait until the buzzer sounded.

A woman shoulder-checked her, hard. Valkyrie turned.

The woman was already facing her, head lowered, eyes up, mouth gaping. Her friends tried pulling her away.

“Parity,” one of them said, “what the hell are you doing?”

Parity ignored them all. “You got a problem?”

Valkyrie observed her. “How do you see this ending?”

“What? What’s that? You got something to say?”

“Do you see this ending well? If so, fantastic. Seriously, have at it. Beat me to a pulp.”

“I will, yeah,” Parity said, taking a threatening step closer.

“Only I don’t see it ending well,” Valkyrie told her, keeping her voice low. “For you, I mean. I really don’t.”

“You don’t scare me.”

“I’m not looking to scare anyone.”

Parity’s friends tried restraining her, but Parity pulled free and closed in and some unknown instinct stopped Valkyrie from knocking her flat right then and there. Instead, she allowed Parity to step up close, to snarl right into her face.

“I wanna talk,” Parity whispered, and then said, loudly, “I will kill you! I will rip your head from your shoulders!” And then whispered, “Meet me in the library after chow.” And then started chanting, “Death to Valkyrie! Death to Valkyrie! Death to Valkyrie!”

No one else joined in, and her friends hung their heads.

“This is so embarrassing,” one of them muttered.

“You can hit me if you want,” Parity whispered, but Valkyrie just pushed her firmly back.

“I don’t want any trouble,” Valkyrie said. “I’m going to go this way, and you’re going to go that way. We don’t have to fight.”

Parity sneered again. “You’re lucky, you know that? You’re lucky I’ve got such weak fists.”

Valkyrie watched as Parity’s friends pulled her away.

After eating, Valkyrie walked to the library on the very edge of the common area. The library had a surprisingly robust selection – thank you, Cadaver Cain – but at this time of day it was usually empty. Valkyrie waited in the quietest of the quiet corners, and her eyes drifted to a familiar piece of graffiti: When the world tilts, dive for the door. She still had no idea who was writing that or what it meant.

“I am so sorry for earlier,” Parity said, hurrying over. “I just can’t be seen talking to you. I hope you understand that I didn’t mean anything I said.”

“Don’t worry about it. What can I do for you?”

“OK, well, first of all, hello, how do you do? My name is Parity. I’m in here for murder.”

“Who’d you murder?”

“An accountant.”

“Why?”

“Why was he an accountant?”

“Why did you murder him?”

“Oh, it was a human sacrifice thing. We were all doing it.”

“And who were you sacrificing him to?”

Parity winced. “This is going to sound like I’m jumping on the bandwagon, but I was a Kahannist. I know, I know! It’s bad to sacrifice humans! You probably think I’m just the worst person! It’s just that I tried other religions but I always came back to Kahannism.”

“Did you ever try being a Kahannist but not sacrificing humans?”

“Like, sacrificing lambs or chickens?”

“Or nothing. Maybe sacrificing nothing except, like, the urge to sacrifice something.”

Parity considered the proposal. “I don’t know if it’d work. Human sacrifice is kinda the point.”

“Right. How did you get into it?”

“I kinda fell into it. You know the way that some people fall into relationships, or careers, or holes? I fell into devil worship. I didn’t even believe in anything in the way of higher powers. I was a sorcerer, I knew magic existed, but this was back in the 1980s, so we didn’t know for sure that the Faceless Ones were even real, let alone all those other gods and, honestly, I’d never been very spiritual. I’d never felt the touch of the divine, you know? But that all changed one day when I got, like, a traumatic brain injury.”

Valkyrie blinked. “Oh.”

“It was a total Phineas Gage thing. Ever hear about him? Anyway, I was on my way to meet my friend for lunch? This was in New York and, like I said, the eighties. So I had the big hair, the shoulder pads, my sunglasses on, and my Walkman was playing Katrina and the Waves, ‘Walking on Sunshine’. I’d just seen The Secret of my Success the previous week, with Michael J. Fox? I don’t mean that I went to see it with Michael J. Fox. My God, I wish, right? Oh wait, you’re gay, aren’t you?”

“Bi.”

“Oh! So you know how cute Michael J. Fox was back in the eighties. So I’d just seen the movie, loved it, thought it was great, and I loved the soundtrack! My main problem with the soundtrack was that the biggest songs – ‘Walking on Sunshine’ and ‘Oh Yeah’ by Yello – were not on it. I had to record them off the radio. So anyway, that’s what I was listening to, and I was walking under this scaffolding and this big metal spike, maybe a metre long, fell and impaled me through the head.”

“Holy crap, Parity.”

“Yeah. Like, it was really stuck in there. I walked on for a bit, not really understanding what had happened because, well, when your sunglasses fly off you don’t automatically think, Oh, I’ve just been impaled by a metal spike. My headphones stayed on, though, so I remember ‘Walking on Sunshine’ continuing to play. I’ve got a bit of a conflicted relationship with that song now. Obviously, it’s a great, uplifting song about love and the happiness love brings, and I still associate it with one of my favourite movies from 1987, but I also, in a way, associate it with getting a metal spike through my head.”

“How were you?” Valkyrie asked. “After?”

“Oh, you know: mood swings, some memory loss, some shifts in personality – but it wasn’t as bad as you’d probably think. The mortal hospitals did most of the work quite honestly, but my insurance wasn’t the best, so I got out of there as soon as I could and went straight to the Sanctuary, and the healers there patched up what needed patching.”

“That’s a hell of a story.”

“Yeah. So after the spike and the brain injury, I started to wonder if God exists, and that led me, in a roundabout way, to Arava Kahann. I’m not a Kahannist any more, in case you’re worried. I’ve converted to Buddhism.”

“Fewer human sacrifices.”

“Hopefully, yeah. But when I was a Kahannist, I heard a lot of stuff – like, do you know about his son?”

“Arava Kahann has a son?”

Parity nodded. “Revnan Cur is his name. I know some people who’ve met him. Half of them said he was the most charming man they’d ever spoken to, and the other half said just being around him made them vomit. Like, he was so wrong?”

Valkyrie felt perturbed. “I’m just trying to get my head around this. If Kahann is the Devil, does that mean his son is the Antichrist?”

Parity shrugged with her mouth. “Kinda, I guess? Although that’s more of a biblical thing, isn’t it? Rather than a descriptor for a son of the Devil?”

“Good point. In the broader eschatology it’d probably be something like the Anti-Messiah.”

“Broader what?”

“Eschatology. Like, the end times of different religions? I read a book about it once. Any idea who the mother is? It’s usually some sort of goat. A goat or a jackal. Although, again, that might just be the biblical, Christian Antichrist. Anyway, sorry, I feel like I’m getting caught up on what to call him. Please go on.”

“One of the stories I heard,” Parity said, “the main one, was that the end of the world is coming.”

“OK.”

“The actual end of the world.”

“Fair enough.”

Parity faltered. “I’m sorry, I thought this would be bigger news to you.”

“The end of the world is my day job, Parity. If I froze up every time it was on the table, I’d never be able to stop it from happening.”

Parity looked at her, and a hopeful smile popped out. “OK. OK, yeah. That’s actually... That makes me feel better. I wish I had more details for you, or any details, really, but all I know is that it’s coming. But that isn’t even what I wanted to talk to you about.” She looked over both shoulders to make sure no one else was listening, even though they were quite obviously alone. She leaned in. “The new warden – Grigoras? I know him.”

“OK. Can you ask him to give us better pillows?”

“I don’t know him know him. I don’t know him well enough to say hi, and I doubt he even remembers meeting me. But I know him from a dinner party.”

“What dinner party?”

“It was this fancy affair thrown by the Kahannist high society.”

Valkyrie’s eyes widened. “Difficult Grigoras is a Kahannist?”

“Oh, yeah, yeah, and he totally wants to kill you.”
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“That,” Skulduggery said, “is a serious allegation.”

“Yep,” said Valkyrie.

They sat at a table in the corner of the visitors’ centre, away from everyone else, but kept their voices down regardless.

“When was this dinner party?” Skulduggery asked.

“Parity said, like, 1992 or thereabouts.”

“And she’s sure it was Grigoras?”

“That’s what I asked her and she laughed. She said you don’t meet many people named Difficult – not even sorcerers. Not only that, but there was another man there with them. She had a little more trouble with his name – she thought it was Fervor Bile.”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “Bilious Fervor.”

“I said that and, I swear, her eyes lit up. She was like, yes, that’s it, that’s him. She said she was introduced to them and they were standing together and it was like, this is Difficult Grigoras and Bilious Fervor and she remembers thinking could you not have thought of nicer names?”

“They knew each other?”

“It certainly looked that way to Parity. She said the shindig was thrown by an unimaginably wealthy, very put-together, very refined lady – but she said when she talked to her, her eyes were wild.”

“And do we know this lady?”

“I do, yeah. I met her in 1703. Sister Zeal.” Valkyrie leaned her elbows on the table. “If Grigoras is a Kahannist, then he’s actively working against us and, to put it mildly, he shouldn’t be warden.”

“Now we know why he dumped you in gen pop,” Skulduggery murmured.

“I have to say, knowing that the prison warden might actually be trying to get me killed is not comforting. Do you think this has anything to do with the pieces of technology being smuggled in?”

“Unlikely,” Skulduggery said. “If Grigoras wanted to bring anything, big or small, into the prison he wouldn’t have to smuggle it.”

“I suppose not. You should talk to Ghastly about this.”

Skulduggery didn’t answer.

Valkyrie’s eyes narrowed. “Ghastly already knows.”

“He might not know anything about the smuggling,” said Skulduggery, “but he would have approved Grigoras’s appointment.”

“We might be wrong. Grigoras’s history with Arava Kahann might not show up anywhere on paper.”

“Prison wardens are heavily vetted,” Skulduggery said. “Apart from anything else, they undergo a series of psychic interrogations. Ghastly would have had to have known.”

“So why would he let a Kahannist – even a suspected Kahannist – take the job?”

“Especially when he knows you’re in here and you’re vulnerable.”

Valkyrie felt her lip curl. “I’m not vulnerable.”

“I misspoke.”

“Damn right you did. So what does that mean for us?”

Skulduggery tapped his chin. “It means that Bilious Fervor is involved in whatever is going on. If that’s the case, he would have told Grigoras to move you to your new cell.”

“So Parity is right. He does want the inmates to kill me.”

“Entirely possible, if not entirely practical. You are not an easy target, Valkyrie. You also have guards and Cleavers who support you and will take notice if anyone tries to make an attempt on your life. It’s more likely that he merely wanted to put you in a position where he could go for you if he absolutely had to.”

“So I’ve got that to look forward to.” She frowned. “If Fervor is giving Grigoras his orders, then that means he’s the one who changed my therapy sessions.”

Skulduggery’s head tilted. “What has changed about them?”

“Métier is gone.”

“Métier was doing good work.”

“She was doing OK work. A new guy’s taken over. Doctor Tacent.”

“Doctor Tacent the serial killer?”

“He would take issue with that, but yes. Grigoras even authorised him to remove my binding bracelet.”

“Whyever would he do that?”

“We’re focusing less on the fact that I murdered a man, and more on how my magic works. The thing is, while I’ve been meditating, I went, uh... how do I say this? I looked at time and space.”

“You looked at them?”

“I peeked.”

“How does one peek at time and space?”

She shrugged. “I detached.”

“From...?”

“From me. From now.”

“You astrally projected? With a known serial killer in the room?”

“Was it risky? Yeah, but I did it, so let’s move on. The important thing is that I was looking at time as a... as a very-hard-to-describe mass of interconnected... somethings... Honestly, it made sense as it was happening, but it’s kind of fading away the longer I’m... Anyway, I saw scars on the timeline. There was a scar in the future, which we know about, and a scar back in 1703, which we know about... and another one.”

“There’s been a third alteration to the timeline?”

“From what I can tell, two years have been affected. At most.”

“Affected how?”

“Like... removed.”

He watched her. “Time has been removed?”

“Roughly eighteen months have been cut from the timeline that we are currently in and time has, like, papered over the gap. But three years ago, on the third of July, there is a scar.”

“Whose decision was it to astrally project?”

“Tacent suggested it as a way to evaluate the impact I’ve had on the universe – so I am well aware that I might have been set up to notice what I noticed.” She folded her arms and leaned back. “So if we’re right, then what does this mean? Fervor did all this just so that we’d learn that there was another deleted timeline? There are easier ways to tell us something.”

“Agreed.”

“And if Fervor really is pulling the strings like this, then what else has he done that we haven’t noticed yet? I mean, we’d never even heard of him until Ersatz started killing people.”

“That’s a very good point,” Skulduggery said. “Fervor gave Ersatz the black mask, and that led us to Fervor. The same thing happened with Gestalt. Ersatz and Gestalt led, in their own ways, to your actions on Insadoom, which landed you in here. Once you were in Coldheart, Fervor – maybe through Ghastly – arranged for Tacent to show you the existence of the deleted timeline.”

“That’s not exactly a straight line.”

“It is not. As you said, there are easier ways to tell us something.”

“But we’re not seriously thinking that Ghastly had anything to do with this, are we?”

“He’s made compromises as Grand Mage,” Skulduggery said.

“Practical, day-to-day compromises to run the Sanctuary,” she argued. “There’s a hell of a difference between that and actually working with the Devil. And he wouldn’t put me in danger like that. Send me off on a dangerous mission, sure. Assign me a dangerous case, absolutely. But orchestrate events to put my life in danger when I’m surrounded by enemies? He just wouldn’t.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“Aw, man,” she said, glancing at the clock, “time’s almost up and I wanted to ask about all these idiots trying to kill you.”

“Oh, well, long story short: a man named Repudiation Rattle has put one thirty-billion-euro contract out on my head and another out on Cadaver’s head, and tomorrow we’re going to Hellfire to confront him.”

“Thirty billion?”

“Yes.”

“Billion?”

“Yes. He wants to make a chair out of us.”

“A chair?”

“Yes.”

“Worth thirty billion?”

“Sixty billion, actually, and I think you’re getting hung up on the money.”

“You think I’m getting hung up on the sixty billion? For a chair that Irrigation Battle wants to make out of you?”

“Repudiation Rattle.”

“Oh my God! The chair! The chair made out of you! It’s a bone throne!”

“Tanith already said that.”

Valkyrie sagged. “Did she? Damn it. Still funny, though.”

“If you say so.”

“Wait, you’re going to Hellfire?”

“I was wondering how long it would take you to—”

“Someone wants you dead and so you’re going to Hellfire, where Bilious Fervor lives, and Bilious Fervor is wrapped up somehow with the warden of the prison I’m incarcerated in?”

“It’s almost as if the two things are somehow connected.”

“Who’s it for? The Bone Throne?”

“It’s called the Throne of Bones, and it’s for Arava Kahann.”

“Why would Arava Kahann need a chair?”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “You think it’s for his son? This Revnan Cur?”

“Might be. The apocalypse is coming, right? Maybe the son of the Devil needs something special to sit on to watch the world end.”

“Maybe,” Skulduggery said, and the buzzer sounded. “I’ll find out what’s happening,” he said as he stood. “You focus on staying out of trouble.”

She must have made a face because he stopped on his way to hug her.

“What are you planning to do?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she assured him. “Maybe one little thing. There’s something weird going on with a tunnel that’s being guarded and I want to find out what’s in there, so I’m sneaking out tonight.”

“Out of your cell?”

“Yes.”

“How exactly are you going to do that?”

“You’d be surprised at how lax the security has become since Grigoras took over. I’m pretty sure I can do it, and I really need to do it now before any of the other inmates try it first and mess it up for the rest of us. Don’t look so worried.”

“I remind you that I have no face.”

“And yet you still managed to look worried, so don’t. I totally have this under control,” she said. “Totally.”
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With lock-up moments away, Valkyrie stood outside her cell. When the bored, gruff voice said her name over the speakers, she shouted her response as the roving camera swept by, pinning her with its spotlight for a moment before moving on to the next cell. When this block was done, the alarm sounded. Valkyrie joined the other convicts in taking two steps back, in through the doors of their cells. She pressed her fingertips into the bracelet, hiding her from the prison’s sensors, then grabbed the two hand towels, waited as long as she could, and stepped out again right before the second alarm sounded and the doors slammed closed.

She wrapped the towels around her hands and crouched, waiting for the thunk of the locks. At that signal she bolted for the edge of the balcony. The energy field disappeared an instant before she would have hit it and she leaped into the gloom, arms wide. Her hands slapped against three dangling cables before she found one to snag, and she pulled it close, her body whipping round. She gripped it with both hands and caught it further down between her feet.

She waited until her swaying had settled and then loosened her grip enough to start sliding downwards. Careful not to pick up too much speed, she felt the friction warming her hands beneath the towels and gritted her teeth against the mounting heat. This had been easier during training, when she’d worn proper gloves and proper combat boots and the rope was braided, back when Coda Quell was looking on with two other Rippers, all of them silently appraising her technique.

She forced herself to tighten her hold and she slowed to a stop. It was impossible to spot the end of the cable in all that gloom, so she descended the last twenty metres bit by bit. Her swaying became looser the closer she got to the end, and when she reckoned she’d reached as good a position as she was going to get, she started swinging. When she’d swung out far enough she let go, fell through the air and thumped down with both feet, immediately folding and rolling. That had hurt. That had really hurt. She lay there, teeth clenched, waiting for the pain to pass.

When she was sure she hadn’t broken anything, and when she could put her weight on her feet without yelping, she got up to a crouch and tossed the towels over the edge behind her. The roving camera was doing its work above her and, as yet, no alarm had sounded, so she kept low and crept across the uneven stone floor.

The two guards, still looking in her direction, couldn’t make her out in the pitch-black no-man’s land between them and the security lights. She just had to make sure she didn’t break the horizon or throw a shadow so large it drew their attention. By the time she got to the rock wall her back was aching and her knees were screaming.

She got to the first tunnel and straightened up in the shadows, kicking her feet to get some mobility back. Her eyes rose to the tier with her cell, pretty high up there, and she allowed herself a moment to feel good about getting down here without alerting the whole prison. Now that she was down here, of course, the limitations of her plan-making skills were becoming apparent.

Improvise the rest of it, she realised, was not a sound tactic, and she began to feel vaguely guilty about all those times she’d bad-mouthed Skulduggery’s plans. This was way harder than it looked. If anyone came through this particular tunnel, she’d have to creep back into the darkness again and risk exposure, but seeing as there was nowhere to hide, she didn’t have much choice in the matter. As it was, she crouched at the entrance, keeping an eye on both the tunnel behind her and the no-man’s land in front.

The wind that howled in from the fissures around her was bitingly cold, and two hours after lights-out she was both sleepy and freezing. When she caught the first hint of movement in all that darkness, she thought her tired eyes were playing tricks on her. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut, and then blinked a few times to refocus.

There. Figures moving in the gloom. It was impossible to say, at this distance and in this light, how many, but it was a small cluster, walking quickly. Keeping low, Valkyrie broke into a run and circled behind them. The closer she got, the more details she could make out. There were five of them, all convicts. The woman at the back, the woman closest to Valkyrie, had long hair that the wind was having fun with.

So Valkyrie picked up the pace, came at her from the side, and punched her right in the hinge of the jaw with all of her power. The woman spun and crumpled, any sound she made drowned out by the howling wind. Valkyrie left her where she fell and hurried after the others. She took her hair out of the ponytail and let it obscure her face as she got closer to the light, but the two guards didn’t even glance at her. They greeted the convict in front – called him Welk, or something – then made a point of looking away as the rest passed.

It was hard to hear in the tunnel, the way the wind swirled, and the convicts kept their heads down and kept walking quickly. Valkyrie allowed them to draw away from her, and ducked behind cover the moment she was able.

Fully aware that she didn’t have an awful lot of time – that woman could lie there in an unconscious heap until morning or could already be waking up – she followed the convicts at a more respectable distance. The fact that they didn’t pass any other mage or Cleaver didn’t surprise her. Whatever was going on here, whether it was being done with Difficult Grigoras’s knowledge or without, it was sneaky, under-cover-of-night type stuff. Rosters would have been shifted, schedules messed around, patrol routes altered. She was pretty sure that if there were any cameras down here, they’d already have been turned off.

They were descending stone steps now, thick and uneven, and the lower they went the colder it got. The tunnel got narrower until they had to move in single file. The steps, slippery now with the water that dripped from the ceiling, evened out right before a heavy wooden door. The guy at the back glanced over his shoulder but he either didn’t realise there was supposed to be a woman behind him or he simply didn’t care enough to wonder what had happened to her. The door closed heavily behind him.

Valkyrie counted to ten, then sneaked out from behind cover and hurried down the steps. She opened the door slightly, checked to make sure it was clear, and slipped through. There were another dozen or so steps leading down to a flat rock floor. From where she was, she could see a dark grey metal door, the colour of angry clouds, standing open and a harsh light spilling from the room beyond. There were sounds of tools rattling and clinking.

Keeping her back pressed to the corner, Valkyrie descended quietly and peered in. It was small, lit by portable floodlights. She was pretty sure this was Cell Zero, where Abyssinia’s heart had once been kept. Now there was a table in its centre with some kind of machine sitting on it, and the convicts were taking their places, tools in hand. The one called Welk frowned while the others prepared for work.

“Where’s Borboros?” he said. When no one volunteered an answer, he whacked the instrument he was holding on to the table. “Hey! Where’s Borboros?”

“Who’s Borboros?” asked one of the convicts.

Welk pointed at himself and then each of them in turn. “One, two, three, four. Four of us.”

“Yeah?”

“But there are five of us!”

“Are there?”

“How can you not know that? We’ve been at this for three days! You can count, can’t you, Nexal? Because you really shouldn’t be working on something like the Bonnie if you can’t count.”

Nexal sniffed haughtily. “I can count. I just don’t pay attention to the rest of you. I’m a lone wolf.”

“Oh, God,” another convict said, her head dipping, “I hate you so much.”

“We were told to pretend that we’ve never even met!” Nexal said, his face reddening. “We pass each other in the mess hall, don’t even make eye contact! That’s what I’ve been doing!”

Welk banged the table again. “Shut up, everyone. We cannot start arguing. Not at this stage. We don’t have time. Who saw Borboros last?”

“I saw her,” said the only convict left to speak. “She was ahead of me until we crossed the bridge.”

“So where did she go?” asked Welk.

The last convict shrugged. “Maybe she fell off.”

“Off the bridge?”

“People fall off bridges all the time.”

“When was the last time you fell off a bridge?”

The convict barked a laugh. “I’ve never fallen off a bridge.”

“Then why would you think that Borboros, who is infinitely smarter than you are, fell off a bridge that even you managed to stay on?”

“Maybe she’s not very good at staying on bridges.”

Welk was about to start shouting when the woman held up both hands.

“Can we not do this? If Borboros got delayed or got lost, or even, somehow, fell off the bridge, then what can we do about it? We’ve got to keep working, and if she doesn’t turn up, then we do her bit, too. Are we all OK with that?”

No one argued, though it was obvious that Welk and Nexal both wanted to, and over the next few minutes they all fell into a quiet rhythm, each of them focused on whatever it was they were building.

When it was clear that they weren’t going to start speaking again – that none of them were going to suddenly muse aloud about what they were doing or what the Bonnie was – Valkyrie headed back to the wooden door and climbed the rough-hewn steps. She’d done all she could do tonight – now she needed to get back to her cell.

When she cleared the steps she walked quickly back the way she’d come. The wind picked up and the overhead lights started to sway dramatically. She tied her hair into a ponytail again and, crouching at the last bend before the entrance, peered round and winced. Borboros, struggling to contain her long hair with one hand while the other held an obviously aching jaw, was speaking with the guards. One of the guards indicated that she carry on into the tunnel, and he started to lead the way.

Valkyrie cursed and ducked back. There was nowhere to hide – nowhere she could reach by the time they saw her, anyway. Not unless she could melt into one of the moving shadows around her. She looked up at the lights hanging from chains, at the darkness behind them, and she ran at the wall. She jumped and sprang off it, fingertips brushing the light just as the wind pushed it beyond her reach.

She landed, ran to the next one, got one foot and then another to the rock wall and sprang again, lengthening her body, her hand snatching for purchase somewhere in the air over the lampshade, finding the cable and chain. Even as she swung wildly she climbed, hand over hand, into the darkness, her feet clearing the light a moment before the guard and Borboros came round the bend.

“Which one?” the guard was asking.

“I don’t know,” Borboros replied, still rubbing her jaw. “I don’t know any of their names.”

“Which one would want to attack you, though? Are you arguing with any of them?”

“No,” she answered as they passed beneath Valkyrie. “I haven’t said more than three words to them since we started. I don’t even know if anyone did attack me.”

“That bruise on your jaw is pretty certain,” said the guard, and they walked on and the wind took their words.

When they were out of sight, Valkyrie counted to three and then let herself drop. Rubbing her hands to get some feeling back, she returned to her position, right before the entrance. The other guard remained at his post, half leaning against the wall, his back to her.

She crept up quietly. The wonderful thing about secrecy and subterfuge, she’d learned in her years of doing this type of thing, was that secrecy worked both ways. Nobody knew they were doing whatever it was they were doing in Cell Zero – but because nobody knew, the guards couldn’t sound the alarm if anything went wrong.

Valkyrie slipped her right arm around the guard’s throat, grabbed her left bicep and placed her left hand on the back of his head. She squeezed, focusing on bringing her elbows closer together, and turned her head with her eyes closed as he did his best to claw at her face. His struggles grew weaker and she kicked out his right leg and brought him down into a seated position. Right before he went unconscious he started tapping her arm like they were in training. Then he went limp.

She dragged him out of the mouth of the tunnel, left him lying on his side in the darkness, and jogged into no-man’s land. Keeping her hand up to shade her eyes against the light, she found the bridge the convicts had been talking about. Confident that all the cameras in the area had been turned off, she got to the metal stairs and took them slowly so as not to disturb the sleeping inmates. The last thing she needed was a commotion.

Reaching her tier, she walked quickly and quietly to her cell and sat on the ground outside. She pressed her fingers to the two spots on her bracelet and, now that the computer in the control room was once again registering her presence, put her hand through the bars. Then she closed her eyes and tried to sleep.

The morning alarm woke her and she stiffened, blinked. The second alarm sounded and she stood, and when the cell doors opened on the third alarm she stayed where she was, and the rest of the convicts joined her on the tier.
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Hellfire, Texas. The road that made up the main street was long and straight and dark, and the buildings were brick and stone and wood. The two streets on either side were long and straight and covered with a thin, swirling layer of dust, and some of those buildings were brick, and a lot were wood. The streets narrowed after that, on either side, and were nothing but hard-packed dirt tracks that divided wooden sheds and shacks and barns, and beyond those the farm yards and the scrub and the thin, thirsty trees.

Tanith made sure to smile at everyone they passed, fully aware how it made her look. A chick in leather with a scar and a sword and two living skeletons on either side was curious enough – add in a smile and it was downright freaky. Though, truth be told, there weren’t as many people here as she’d expected. Those who were here literally crossed the street to avoid them.

There was a house, about halfway up, that was one of the fanciest in town, though that wasn’t saying much. The owners were renting it out to Repudiation Rattle, according to Lackaday Wellington’s source, at a ridiculously exorbitant price. Tanith admitted to a warm feeling at the idea of an almost-trillionaire getting fleeced by everyone he dealt with, simply because he had lost all understanding about the true value of money. It turned her smile into a grin.

Cadaver went round the back and Tanith pressed her hand against the lock on the front door. It clicked and swung open and she led Skulduggery inside. They found Repudiation Rattle in the kitchen, in his pyjamas, eating cereal. He was tall but oddly proportioned, and had weirdly small, round eyes.

“Repudiation,” Skulduggery said, “how wonderful to finally meet you.”

Rattle dropped his spoon and turned for the back door just as it opened and Cadaver walked in. Rattle turned again, panic on his face, milk dribbling down his chin.

“I’m curious,” said Skulduggery, wandering closer, “since I have just brought Cadaver Cain to you, do I get the thirty billion you’ve offered?”

“And the same question, roles reversed, for me,” Cadaver said.

Skulduggery tilted his head. “I thought you’d evolved beyond the need for money.”

“I was merely going to ask that he donate those proceeds to a charity of my choice.”

“How benevolent of you.”

Cadaver shrugged, and Rattle tried darting past but he stepped into his path, looming over him as he stumbled back.

“I can cancel the contracts,” he said quickly. “I can do it from my phone. I can also make a public apology, maybe on the Global Link, or on Transmit? I apologise, to you both, for putting a price on your heads and endangering not only your lives, but also the lives of the people around you. I am deeply ashamed and I will accept whatever reprimand you decide to issue.”

“You’ll withdraw the contracts?” Skulduggery asked.

“Yes. This minute. Immediately.”

“I don’t know if I want you to do that.”

Tanith frowned. “Why wouldn’t you?”

“I’m not sure I do, either,” said Cadaver.

“If he doesn’t withdraw the contracts, people are still going to come after you.”

“Exactly,” Skulduggery said. “Anyone who’s ever had the slightest inclination to attack either of us will feel emboldened. A contract of this size is quite an effective way of identifying and neutralising future enemies before they become actual threats.”

“They’re still actual threats, Skulduggery. They’re still actually trying to kill you.”

“I take issue with that,” said Rattle, “as the contract plainly stipulates that the targets be alive upon delivery. Not necessarily in one piece, but definitely alive. So, ah, you would prefer me to keep the offer open, gentlemen?”

“For at least another few weeks, yes,” Skulduggery said.

“Then I will do that,” said Rattle, smoothing down his pyjamas. “I will do that for you. To help you. I’m just glad that we can work together on this.”

Cadaver walked over, and poked him between the eyes. “It would be a mistake to believe that we are not still filled with murderous rage over what you have done, Repudiation.”

Rattle paled. “Oh.”

“I have a question about the design of this chair of yours,” Skulduggery said.

“Ah, yes,” said Cadaver.

“The Bone Throne,” Tanith said automatically.

“Throne of Bones,” they both said back.

“Are you still open to suggestions?” Skulduggery asked. “I’ve been thinking about it, because how could I not? My approach would be quite functional. Combining my skeleton with Cadaver’s skeleton, you would, obviously, utilise the four femurs for the legs. Two tibias and two fibulas would form the apron of the seat, and two sets of ribs for the seats themselves.”

Cadaver nodded. “Providing a seat with a little give.”

“Exactly. The ulna and radius, bound together, for each of the arms, with a hand for a handrest.”

“I like that,” Cadaver said. “Maybe half curled into a fist?”

“That’s what I was thinking, yes. The two spinal columns, each topped with a head, would curve out to form the stiles, with various pieces of smaller bones acting as cross rails. All held together with metal bindings, which are themselves bound.”

“A design with merit,” said Cadaver, “but lacking in the necessary awe, I think. My design, while incorporating other materials to a far greater extent, I think would deliver the necessary wow factor. Obviously, I am in complete agreement with the femurs-as-chair-legs idea, but I feel that could be reinforced with treated wood – a nice dark oak to offset the white. I would cheat with the seat – I don’t think any part of us would be springy enough to be comfortable for long periods of time – and so the bulk of our skeletons would make up a quite extravagant backrest, curving up and outwards – like wings, or a peacock tail. Whereas Skulduggery wants to use hands for the handrests, I was thinking of using our skulls. From there, so long as we did retain our sentience, we could offer commentary or criticism regarding the topics of the day.”

“I put our skulls up high so that we could survey the room as we insult people,” Skulduggery said.

“And I do like the functionality of that,” Cadaver replied, “but I prefer the visual of our skulls at what is ostensibly the halfway point.”

“Interesting, interesting,” Skulduggery said. “Repudiation, what do you think?”

Rattle hesitated. “These are good suggestions.”

“Which one more closely aligns with your idea?”

“The... I don’t really know. They’re kind of hard to visualise.”

“What was your design?” Cadaver asked. “Do you have notes? A schematic?”

“I have a sketch.”

“Could we see it?”

“In my... in my coat,” he said, pointing to the jacket that hung on the back of a chair.

Tanith wandered over, found a well-folded piece of paper from the inside pocket. “You two are weird,” she told the skeletons. “You designed yourselves into furniture. Who does that?”

“I was curious,” Skulduggery said.

“As was I,” said Cadaver. “And don’t tell us that you’ve never designed yourself into furniture.”

She stared. “What?”

“It’s something that everybody does, even those of us who are still alive. What would I look like as a sofa? is a very common refrain.”

Skulduggery looked at Cadaver. “No, it isn’t.”

“People are always asking that.”

“No, they’re not.”

“I used to wonder that all the time when I was alive.”

“That’s not true at all.”

“What would I look like as a sofa? What would I look like as a desk? What kind of lamp would I be? These are all perfectly normal questions to ask yourself.”

“I think you’ve completely forgotten what it was like to be alive.”

“Nonsense. I remember every little bit of it. Tanith, answer this truthfully: when you look at yourself in the mirror every morning, do you not wonder, even for a moment, what you would look like as a lampshade?”

She blinked a few times. “As a lamp or as a lampshade, which would be my face removed and then, like, tanned and leathered and stretched?”

“We’ll start with lampshade.”

“I mean... not every morning, but sure, some mornings I wonder what I’d look like as a lampshade, or a pair of curtains.”

“And as an actual lamp?”

“No, Cadaver. Because that’d be weird.” She unfolded the piece of paper. “This is awful,” she said.

Skulduggery peered over her shoulder. “It looks like a thousand other dining-room chairs.”

“I’m not a furniture designer,” Rattle mumbled.

Cadaver took the page, examined it, and shook his head. “No, no. This will not do. If I’m ever turned into furniture I insist on having some input into the conceptualisation.” He folded it and returned it to the jacket pocket.

There was a knock on the door and Rattle’s eyes widened with hope of a rescue.

Skulduggery went to the kitchen table and sat. “Well?” he said. “Answer it.”

Rattle frowned, started forward, then stopped like he expected this to be a trap. When no one moved to block his way, he carried on. Tanith listened to him open the door. No words were exchanged. Footsteps neared.

A priest walked in, with a black collar instead of white. No, not a priest. A reverend.

“Commander Low,” Bilious Fervor said, coming over with an outstretched hand, “it’s very good to meet you.” Tanith ignored the hand but Fervor’s smile didn’t dip. “Of course, of course. We are adversaries, are we not? My apologies. Mr Cain, it is good to meet you, also. I assume you would be equally reticent to shake my hand?”

“Oh, I never decline the opportunity to shake the hand of an enemy,” said Cadaver, walking over. They shook. “You’re the man who assaulted Valkyrie, are you not?”

“I am,” said Fervor. “And I was jailed for it, and rightly so.” He tried pulling his hand back.

“Rightly so,” Cadaver echoed, continuing to shake.

“How have you been, Bilious?” Skulduggery asked, taking off his hat and placing it on the table. “Keeping out of trouble, I hope?”

“As much as I am able,” Fervor said. “Mr Cain, could I have my hand back?”

Cadaver considered it. “No,” he said, and kept on shaking.

“Your god has been rearing his head all over the place lately,” Skulduggery said. “Quite the annoying little pest, isn’t he?”

“That isn’t how I’d describe him.”

“Though I hear congratulations are in order.”

“Ah. You are referring, I imagine, to Arava Kahann’s son.”

“Yes, I am, Bilious, yes, I am. And how is the little tyke?”

“Not little enough to be called a tyke.”

“They grow up so fast, don’t they?”

“Is he around?” Cadaver asked. “We’d love to meet him.”

Fervor smiled. “If I arrange it, can I get my hand back?”

Cadaver considered it. “Yes,” he said.
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Contrary to what she’d told the Witch Mother, Winter loved tea.

No loose tea leaves or special blends for her, nothing refined or fancy – just a simple breakfast tea, the slightest drop of milk, a little sugar, well stirred... Other people, her sister included, could keep their coffees.

“God, I love tea,” she murmured, taking another sip.

The Saturday lunchtime crowd liked to talk loudly and clatter their cutlery on their plates, but Winter and Mia had a table off to the side with Tier and Aphotic, where they didn’t have to raise their voices.

“You’re being weird,” said Mia, munching her chicken wrap.

“It’s weird to like tea?”

“It’s weird to keep talking about tea,” said Tier. “You haven’t stopped since we sat down.”

“We’re in a café.”

“So?”

“So tea is on the menu.”

“This chicken wrap is on the menu,” Mia said, still chewing, “but I haven’t spent five minutes talking about how much I love this chicken wrap.”

“Do you love that chicken wrap?”

“It’s an excellent chicken wrap, but I’m not weird enough to keep talking about it.”

Winter shrugged, put down her cup and speared another forkful of omelette. “The Witch Mother offered me tea when I was talking to her and I turned it down out of spite, so now I’m making up for it.”

Mia nodded. “It always impresses me how you’re able to turn anything into a battle.”

“Does that work the other way? Because I’d quite like to turn a battle into nothing.”

“Ah,” said Mia, taking a sip of bubble tea. “The Child of the Ancients.”

“I looked him up,” said Aphotic. “Mostly on Transmit. For research. I wanted to present you with a file on him, with notes on his weaknesses, but I didn’t know how to find that out. I did, however, discover that he’s Australian, though he’s spent a lot of time in Hawaii.”

“We already knew that,” said Mia, “but well done for trying! And hey, Australia and Hawaii have one thing in common: they’re both hotter than Ireland. So if you do fight him here, you can hit him while he’s asking for a coat.”

“I don’t want to hit him,” said Winter, glancing at her phone. “If I hit him, that means I’ll have to kill him. I don’t want to do that.” Her eyebrows raised. “The siege is over. Gander Pace gave himself up. Released all hostages.”

Tier peered at her. “You sound happy.”

“Do I?”

“I think you’re smiling.”

“What? No, I’m not. Mia, am I?”

“Well, not now,” Mia said. “Why are you so surprised to be happy about a peaceful resolution?”

“I’m not sure.”

Tier shrugged. “Possibly because she thinks she hates all mortals equally, so it comes as a shock to learn that she cares about the innocent ones.”

Before she could come up with an argument, the four teenagers who had been with Koa in China’s office walked into the café. Winter’s heart beat suddenly faster – but the Child of the Ancients wasn’t among them. She sagged in her chair, disappointed. They were looking around for a table and the girl with the unsettling smile saw her and nudged the good-looking guy.

“Winter Grieving!” he shouted, hands in the air.

Everyone in the café stopped what they were doing and looked round as the good-looking guy hurried over and his friends sauntered after him.

“Hi!” he said when he reached their table. “Oh my God, hi! This is so wild! We pick a random coffee shop to frequent and look who’s in it! This is like a celebrity sighting for us! This is like walking into a room and seeing Gene Pitney, or Roy Orbison, or even Bobby Vee! I know that all those guys are dead, but soon you will be, too, so it still fits! Hi! Are these your friends? I’d ask them their names but we don’t care! Speaking of names, my name is Dragoon and Koa’s my best friend! This hunk of manliness beside me is my second-best friend, and his name’s Borzoi.”

“Enchanté,” Borzoi said, bowing so low he doubled over at the waist.

“These two pretty ladies are Remora and Eunoia. Eunoia has very strong opinions on feathers!”

“I like them,” said Eunoia, the one with the lunatic smile, while Remora just glared.

Winter looked at them all, one at a time. “So... are you Koa’s entourage? His groupies? His cheerleaders?”

“Cheerleaders!” Dragoon said, delighted. “In a way, sure! But we’re more like, oh, I don’t know... backup dancers, maybe? When Koa shoves his fist into your mouth, squirms his hand up through your neck, pops out your eyes from the inside and then wiggles his fingers out of your sockets – effectively transforming you into a puppet for the delight of the masses – we’ll be doing a choreographed dance routine in the background.”

“Oh my God, dude!” Borzoi cackled. “I would pay to see that show!”

“We’re Koa’s understudies,” said Remora.

“Thank you, Remora!” Dragoon said. “That’s what we are. See, you’re the Child of the Faceless Ones and, in a way, your sister is your understudy. If anything happens to you, she’d probably step in and take your place.”

“Mr Praxis says the universe accommodates,” said Eunoia.

“He does,” said Dragoon. “He does say that. So you have your understudy, and Koa has his. And here we are.”

“We’re just like him,” Remora said. “We’re all descended from the Ancients, and we all trained together. He was chosen to get anointed, but any one of us could replace him at any moment. You’d better hope that doesn’t happen, Blondie. Because I would murderise you.”

“She would,” Dragoon chuckled. “I mean, we all would, given the chance. But Remora totally would.”

“Totally.”

“Oh,” Tier said, like he’d just worked it out. “Oh, I see. You losers are the substitutes.”

Dragoon shrugged. “Call us whatever.”

“Because that’s what you are,” Tier continued. “You were saying understudies and I was like, that actually sounds pretty cool, they’re making it sound like they’re actors waiting in the wings, but no – you’re the crap football players who never get chosen for the main team because you suck. That’s who you are.”

Dragoon smiled and Remora and Eunoia glared, but Borzoi stepped closer. “You wanna say that again?”

Tier smiled up at him. “What part? The you suck part or the you’re crap part? Or maybe it’s the losers part you want me to repeat? Honestly, it could be any of them.”

Dragoon came forward, his hand light on Borzoi’s shoulder. “Hey. Hey, come on now. If we kick their asses, we’d have to kick her ass, and you heard what Praxis said: we can’t go after the Child of the Faceless Ones. We have to wait for Koa to do it.”

Remora snarled. “You’re lucky, Blondie.”

The young lad who’d been serving them wandered up. “Scuse me,” he said to Dragoon, “if you’re waiting for a table would you mind—”

Borzoi delivered a two-handed shove to the chest that sent the poor guy hurtling into the family seated in the nearby booth. Tier and Aphotic sprang to their feet, but Dragoon and his friends had them wrapped up in armlocks and headlocks before the disinterested lad had come to a sprawling stop.

Only two of them at the table remained seated: Winter, because she saw that coming a mile away, and Mia, because Winter had immediately taken hold of her arm to keep her in place.

Now Winter released her hold, speared another bit of omelette, and popped it into her mouth. She looked up, and used her fork to wave them away. “You can go now,” she said.

Dragoon smiled again, and his friends let go of Winter’s friends and they left the café.
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The Church of the Hallowed Purpose looked like something out of a Western. Wooden structure, wooden pews (no cushions), and wooden pulpit. If it wasn’t for the old, cracked mannequin with the white body and the shiny black head, Tanith would have expected the (wooden) doors to swing open and for early Clint Eastwood to amble in.

Pale Rider Clint Eastwood, not Rawhide Clint Eastwood.

Skulduggery stood at the pulpit, flicking through whatever passed for the Arava Kahann bible. Cadaver lay on one of the pews, feet crossed at the ankle, skeletal fingers intertwined across what would have been his belly. He had no eyes to close and no need of sleep, so Tanith didn’t really understand what he was doing, but it looked restful, whatever it was.

Tanith, for her part, sat high among the rafters, her feet dangling. When the doors swung open it wasn’t Clint Eastwood, of any era or vintage, that entered, but a man in jeans and a Rolling Stones T-shirt. He came in looking up, straight into Tanith’s eyes, with a wide grin on his face, but then she blinked and he wasn’t doing that at all, he was looking at Skulduggery, and he was smiling politely, and it seemed like he hadn’t even noticed Tanith yet.

“Ah,” Skulduggery said, “so you’re Arava Kahann’s son, are you?”

“In a manner of speaking,” the man said. “In another manner of speaking, I am Arava Kahann himself, or at least a piece of him. Or at least I was. Name’s Cur. Revnan Cur. How do you do?”

“We’re all doing wonderfully,” Skulduggery said, as Cadaver sat up and Tanith dropped from the rafters. “It’s nice to have a name to put to the face to put to the god. And just so we’re clear, if we shoot you now, do we solve all of our problems, or just most of them?”

Cur chuckled. “That would be telling, I’m afraid. If you want to go down that route, be my guest. The Hidden God won’t be overly happy with you, but hey, you won’t be around much longer anyway.”

“Because of the end of the world?”

Tanith nodded. “We’ve had a few of those.”

“You have, haven’t you?” Cur said. “You’ve averted the apocalypse on quite a few occasions. And, hell, maybe you’ll avert this one, too. I haven’t bet against you, I’ll tell you that much.”

“What will it look like?” Cadaver asked, walking over.

“The upcoming apocalypse? It’s gonna be a good one. It is. And I’m not just saying that because it’s one of ours. I’m being as objective as I can. So, basically, total collapse of reality, all at once, the entire universe gets cancelled out. There’s no running, no screaming – there might be some screaming, all depends on who knows what’s about to happen – and no last-minute saves, like you had with Obsidian. You’ll be here one moment and the world will be normal, and then you’ll be gone.”

“And what will happen to you?”

“I’ll be OK, thank you for your concern. Me and a handful of our most loyal followers.”

“Is Repudiation Rattle included in that handful?” asked Tanith.

Cur winced. “Not, uh, not at last count, no. And it’s not because we don’t like him, or because he’s not a good guy, but... sometimes you just don’t make the cut, you know what I mean? There’s a whole new paradise that’s coming and spaces are limited.”

Skulduggery nodded. “He was planning on bribing his way into paradise with a chair.”

Cur laughed. “I heard about that, actually! I heard about that! What the hell, right? That’s some left-field, outside-the-box kinda thinking! What was he calling it again?”

“The Bone Throne,” said Tanith.

“Throne of Bones,” the skeletons said immediately.

Cur shrugged. “I prefer Bone Throne.”

“Me too,” said Tanith.

“It’s funnier.”

“It is.”

“Sounds ruder, too.”

“Well,” said Skulduggery, “it’s the Throne of Bones, so...”

“Ah, missed opportunity, you ask me,” said Cur. “OK, confession time? I may have intimated that I would appreciate a chair of some distinction to wait out the apocalypse, and Repudiation may have been within earshot. If that idle daydreaming of mine has inconvenienced either of you gents in any way, I do apologise.”

“Think nothing of it,” said Skulduggery. “So is there a particular place from where one could safely watch the end of the world?”

Cur winced. “It’s more of a... I guess you’d call it a vessel? Or an Ark, given the apocalyptic undertones? But I’m afraid places are limited, so you’re not invited. No offence.”

“An Ark, you say?”

“In a manner of speaking – though not a boat, as disappointing as that may be to anyone who likes boats. And no animals, either. Just people. The faithful. Maybe some kittens, if we have room. A few puppies. A gerbil. So is that why you’re here in Hellfire, Texas? Hoping to foil our apocalyptic plans?”

“That’s it, exactly,” Cadaver said.

Cur scratched his chin. “I mean... I’d be on your side, if I weren’t me. I like this place. I like Earth the way it is. The people can be a bit much. I don’t like the ignorant ones. Don’t get me wrong: racism, all forms of homophobia, greed, bitterness, all of that is great for our side. That’s our bread and butter, you know? But it wears you down, as an outside observer. Kindness, though, that never gets old. I could spend all day every day watching people be kind to other people in tiny little ways, and I’d never get sick of it. It’s a wonder to behold and it is a testament to humanity that they are capable of this woefully underrated trait.”

“But you don’t like kindness enough to spare the planet,” said Skulduggery.

“If it were up to me? We could have a conversation about it. I might take some persuading, and I’m not saying you’d succeed, but you’d stand a decent chance.”

“But it’s not up to you.”

“Sadly, it is not.”

“It’s up to your... father? Boss? Other self?”

“You can call him my dad if you want.”

“So it’s up to your dad.”

Cur nodded. “And he’s made his decision. Everything must go.”

“Starting with you,” Cadaver said, his gun suddenly in his hand.

“Now, wait—” was all Cur had time to say before Cadaver blew a hole through his head.

Tanith snatched the gun from Cadaver’s hand as Skulduggery’s own gun leaped into his hand and he pressed the muzzle into Cadaver’s jaw.

“What the hell?” he shouted.

Cadaver held his hands open and up. “I had to do it.”

“You murdered him,” Tanith snarled.

“He’s the Devil, or the son of the Devil, at least.”

“He said he was, yeah, but we don’t know if he was just an ordinary guy who happened to be delusional!”

“I feel like you’re both overreacting.”

“We don’t murder people,” Skulduggery said.

“Yes, we do,” Cadaver replied.

“We don’t murder people any more,” Skulduggery said, stepping back and lowering his gun.

“You’re not that naive,” Cadaver said. “Neither of you. Tanith, you trained as an assassin. You were brought up to be a murderer.” He held his hand out, and she reluctantly gave him back his gun. “Skulduggery, I know exactly what lines you’ve crossed. We do what we need to do because sometimes bad things need to happen to prevent worse things happening in the future.”

“We could have found another way.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Then we hold off on shooting a man in the head until we do know. That’s the way it is now. That’s the way it has to be.”

“Why? Give me one good reason why.”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “Valkyrie Cain.”

Cadaver watched him, and didn’t respond.

“That shut him up,” Cur said from the ground.

Skulduggery and Cadaver spun, opening fire, bullets thudding into Cur’s chest, and Tanith’s sword flashed from its scabbard and she plunged the blade deep into his heart, pinning him to the floorboards.

She released it, and stepped back, her eyes wide.

Cur looked down at the bullet holes and the sword sticking out of him. “Seriously?” he said. “You just have a conversation about how uncool it was to murder me and then all three of you murder me?”

“Why aren’t you dead?” Tanith asked.

“Because I’m the son of Arava Kahann. I’m pretty much evil incarnate. You can’t murder evil. Would you like to take your sword back?”

She hesitated. “Yeah,” she said. “Thanks.” She stepped forward, gripped the handle with both hands, and yanked it up and out. Then she stepped away, looking around for something to wipe the blade with.

“I’d offer you fellas your bullets back, but I think I’ll keep them for now, if it’s all the same to you.”

“Sure,” Skulduggery said.

Cur got to his feet. His wounds healed over – even the hole in his head. He dusted himself off, coughed, and spat out a flattened bullet. “Hopefully, they’ll all come out like that,” he said.

“Right,” said Skulduggery.

“So now you’re all thinking, oh me, oh my, he really is the son of the Devil. I understand how that would freak anyone out, though I suppose you folks stand a better chance of dealing with it than most people. You’re wondering if there is anything you can do to kill me and, I don’t know, maybe there is? If so, I don’t know what it might be. Nothing has killed me yet. And honestly, if I did know, I don’t see why I’d tell you. Self-preservation is the name of the game these days.”

“Understandable,” Cadaver said.

“Listen, if you think you’re in danger right now, like I’m gonna decide to just take this opportunity to kill you while you’re all gathered in one place, you can rest assured the thought hasn’t crossed my mind.” He frowned. “Well, no, obviously that’s a lie. I’m the one who mentioned the possibility so... yeah, OK, I have thought about it, but I’ve thought about it as something that I’m not gonna do. I could do it, yes. This is true. I could do it very easily.”

He lunged, both hands seizing Skulduggery’s head, and as Cadaver leaped in, Cur turned Skulduggery to a dust that exploded out of his suit. Cur pivoted before Cadaver touched him, tapping a finger against his forehead. Cadaver backed off, cracks spiderwebbing over his skull, down his spine, through his hands, and he came apart in a million little pieces.

Tanith swung her sword but Cur swung his hand and his hand cleaved her in two.

“You see?” Cur said.

Tanith blinked.

Her sword was still in its scabbard and still across her back. She was still in one piece. Cadaver was whole and Skulduggery wasn’t dust.

“Tanith?” Skulduggery said.

“I showed her what I could have done,” said Cur. “A mean trick, I know, and psychic attacks like that, I’ve always felt, are cheap shots. But they’re as effective as they are dramatic, and I do so love dramatic. My point is, yes, I could kill you all, but I’m not going to. The end of the world is days away and, honestly, I’m curious to see what you might be willing to do to avert it.”

“Do you care to give us any tips?” Cadaver asked.

Cur smiled. “You don’t need my help. Look at you! You pulled on one tiny thread – a billionaire trying to buy his way into paradise – and look where that’s led you: to the heart of the apocalypse! You might not yet have all the answers, but it’s just a matter of time. You can do this. I know you can.” He hitched back his sleeve, glancing at a bare wrist. “Hey, I gotta go. Now that my existence has been confirmed, I’ve got two very important introductions to make. And don’t worry about calling for a Teleporter; we’ve got one who’ll take you home. It has been very good to meet you all.”

He held out his hand and Skulduggery’s hand tore from his arm and clasped Cur’s even as Skulduggery hollered in pain. Cur dropped it and the bones scattered across the floor and he turned to Cadaver and now Cadaver’s hand flew into his grip as Cadaver cried out. Those bones fell, too, and Cur turned to Tanith.

She reached out and Cur shook her hand. He gave her a smile and left the church, and once she was sure he was gone she turned back to Skulduggery and Cadaver, who were on their knees, picking through the fingerbones with their left hands.

They were fighting over a particularly fine-looking metacarpal and a woman walked in.

“I’m to take you back where you came from,” she said.

“They’re going to need a moment,” Tanith told her.

“Then I’ll take you first,” the woman said, taking hold of Tanith’s arm.

“But we’re all going to the same—”

Blink.

“—place,” Tanith responded, suddenly outside, in Ireland, and she scowled in annoyance as the woman backed off and Tanith realised they weren’t in Roarhaven, they weren’t even in Dublin; they were in a quiet, dilapidated, unused carnival.

“Wait,” said Tanith.

The woman smiled. “I’d ask you not to tell Reverend Fervor I brought you here, on account of how we’re not supposed to owe favours to clowns, but I’m hoping they kill you once they’re done with you. If they don’t, will you keep my secret?”

And she vanished.

Tanith turned and a bunch of goddam clowns lunged at her.
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It was the middle of the afternoon and Valkyrie was exhausted after the exploits of the previous night. The moment the cells reopened, the moment the inmates were allowed to choose between mingling in the common area or retiring to their bunks, she retired to her bunk. She couldn’t sleep, of course – not with an open door and a prison full of people who wanted to kill her – but she could rest, pick a spot near the door to gaze at, and let her body grow heavy.

The peace she sank into was interrupted by the arrival of Consolation Grum. “Knock-knock,” he said.

She sat up, smiling. “Hey.”

He stepped in. “You look awful.”

“Wow.”

“I don’t mean you look bad, I just mean you look tired. How have you been sleeping?”

“I’m good, Consolation. Yeah, just tired. What’s up?”

He sighed. “I’ve been asked to pass on a message. Chorus Wild would like a word. He’s waiting for you in the common area. He believes you have a lot to talk about.”

“I bet he does,” Valkyrie murmured. “Tell you what – I’m either going to fall asleep or head down to the gym. If I make it to the gym, he can meet me there.”

Consolation hesitated. “Surely a conversation like this should be conducted in private...?”

“You are very right, and the gym, at this time of day, is never empty. I don’t mean to use you to pass messages back and forth, Consolation, so I’m really sorry, but could you tell Chorus that if he wants to use his influence and his celebrity to clear the gym for us, I might be there in about fifteen minutes.”

“You might?”

“I might.”

Consolation grinned. “I’ll pass your message on,” he said, and left.

Valkyrie heaved herself out of bed, and spent the next fifteen minutes warming up and stretching. When she was done, and when she was feeling livelier, she went down to the gym, which was empty save for Chorus Wild.

“Valkyrie,” he said, smiling. “It’s so good to see you when you’re not bleeding to death.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, walking past him on her way to the lat pulldown machine.

He ambled along behind. “Thanks for agreeing to this little informal chat. I’ve been looking forward to it. Despite the fact that I shot you, I’m actually quite a big fan. You probably hear that a lot.”

“Yep,” Valkyrie said, sliding the pin into her warm-up weight and settling over the seat. She reached up, took a wide grip on the bar, and sat. Chorus watched her pull the bar to her chest and then let the weight take it back up.

“I thought we should clear the air,” he said. “You know, in case there are any lingering resentments due to our recent history. We’re stuck in the same prison, are we not? For however long that lasts. I just want you to know that you are not in any danger from me.”

She looked at him as she pulled the bar to her chest again, focusing on squeezing her shoulder blades together and giving the bar an extra squeeze while she was at it. She breathed in as she let the weight take the bar up, extending her arms fully. Then she did it again. And again.

When she’d done fifteen she released her hold and shook out her arms. “Danger from you,” she said.

Chorus smiled. “Out there we may be enemies, but we’re all on the same side in here.”

“Wouldn’t agree with that at all.”

“You still see yourself as the hero? Even though they locked you up for doing what you had to do?”

“I didn’t have to murder that man.”

“Everyone knows you did it so your sister wouldn’t.”

“I still didn’t have to. It was my choice. I killed him. I live with the consequences.”

“So you’re happy to be here?”

“Not at all. But I’m not going to whine about it.” She reached up, regripped the bar, settled back. “What about you?” she asked, and pulled the bar down.

Chorus’s smile turned to a grin. “Oh, don’t you worry about me. I doubt I’ll be in here for very long.”

“You think they’ll release you?”

Chorus’s grin turned to a chuckle. “Not voluntarily.”

“I would’ve thought this place’d be ideal.”

“Oh? And why’s that?”

“Difficult second album.”

“Sorry?”

She looked at him, completing the set in silence. When she was done, she stood away from the machine, interlocked her fingers and stretched her arms straight out.

“You fancy yourself as a bit of a rock star, don’t you? Terrorist rock star, that’s what I always hear when people talk about you. You’ve got the look – well, maybe not in prison orange, but out in the world you’ve got the look. Got the followers. The groupies.”

He shrugged. “Don’t like to brag...”

“Then don’t.” She stretched her arms out to either side. “But if terrorism is music, then you started out in a small band. Perfect World showed promise, had a few good tunes, but it was just like half a dozen other small bands that came out of the Great Reset. So was anyone really paying attention?”

“We were starting to pick up some heat,” Chorus said, but Valkyrie ignored him.

“And then something happened,” she continued. “You suddenly shifted up a gear. You had money. You had prestige. All the other groups around you started to implode. The Order of the Ancients, the Soldiers of Magic... those groups broke up and, from what we could see, practically every single one of those people joined your band. Perfect World changed its name and suddenly you were a supergroup.”

“Damn right,” said Chorus. “You can keep your Traveling Wilburys and your Highwaymen and your Audioslave. We were the Conductors, and we were here to blow your tiny minds.”

She went back to the machine, sliding the pin into a weight she’d never managed before. Screw it, she was feeling strong today. “So you did a few small gigs here and there, built your reputation, and then you released your first album when you staged the attack on Insadoom.” She gripped the bar, sat, and heaved.

“Ah,” said Chorus. “OK, I get what you’re saying. The album explodes, everyone’s talking about us, we’re the hottest band in the world... and what? You think the pressure is too much for me? You think I’d prefer to be in here, surfing on the glory of the attack, than out there, trying to come up with ways to outdo what we’ve done?”

“Yep,” she said as she exhaled, pulling the bar to her chest, her arms already trembling.

“I don’t mind admitting,” said Chorus, “that this might – in the long run – be the best thing to happen. I’m not gonna lie to you and say there’s no pressure to keep this momentum going. There is. Of course there is. And there’s a certain level of satisfaction in being incarcerated and causing all this trouble without even trying. I mean, we attacked Insadoom and now the government of Insadoom is demanding that we be treated with fairness and compassion. You could not make this up.”

Valkyrie didn’t respond until she’d completed the ten reps, at which point she released her grip and gasped.

“Damn,” Chorus said, peering at the weight.

She got up suddenly and he stepped quickly out of her way. “You think it’s weakness?” she asked, taking a mouthful of water.

“The Insadoom folk? I think it’s...” Chorus sighed. “It’s not strength, I’ll tell you that much. They might think they’re showing great fortitude by demanding that I face pure, unbiased justice, but that just gives me another opportunity to hit them again.”

Valkyrie stretched. “So how would you treat you?”

“If I were them, I’d execute me,” he said, and laughed. “I’m serious. I’m way too dangerous. Yeah, I’m in prison, but the Conductors want me out.” He spread his arms wide. “And we are everywhere.”

“So you reckon they’ll break you out of here?”

“Just a matter of time.”

“You don’t think you’re overestimating their competency? Without you to issue the orders, I can’t see them being all that effective.”

“You don’t know them like I know them.”

“No, but I know people, and people need a leader.”

Chorus put his hands over his heart. “I love how much faith you have in me. Seriously, I know you’re all about the ladies right now, but what do you think? You and me? We could have a little prison romance. We’d be a hell of a power couple. Chorus Wild and Valkyrie Cain. Ha! Can you imagine?”

“I’m trying not to.”

“But you can’t help it, can you?”

She gave him the corner of a smile. “I wouldn’t like to distract you from leading your troops, Chorus.”

“I’ve got lieutenants! I’ve got my right-hand man! They can take care of the day-to-day while we take care of the right now.”

“A right-hand man is not an adequate substitute for a leader.”

“He’s practically a leader,” said Chorus. “He’s my deputy leader. My co-leader. He’s a little green, but he’s got some good ideas. I wouldn’t be where I am today if it wasn’t for him.”

“You wouldn’t be in prison, you mean? Yeah, he sounds great.”

Chorus laughed. “You joke, but actually... yeah. He’s the one who suggested we have our Insadoom moment.”

“Dear God, please tell me that isn’t what you call it. Your Insadoom moment?”

“The moment was there and I seized it, what can I say? I’ve always been good at knowing when to seize the things I want. Surely you can relate, Valkyrie.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You think you want it. You don’t.”

“I really do.”

“Take a seat,” she said. “Grab the bar. See if you can even come close to handling what I handle.”

He eyed the bar. “And if I can?”

She shrugged and he laughed and got into position, gripping the bar.

“Maybe send word to your right-hand man before you do anything,” Valkyrie suggested. “If your heart pops while you’re trying to impress a girl, your pet terrorists will never forgive me.”

He laughed again, and closed his eyes, his chin dipping to his chest.

“You are sneaky,” said a man behind her, and Valkyrie turned. “He’s about to let slip the name of his right-hand man, isn’t he? All to get a pretty girl to smile at him.”

Valkyrie glanced back at Chorus. His breathing was slow and even. He was asleep.

“Who are you?” she said to the newcomer. He was American, dressed in jeans and what looked like an authentically vintage Rolling Stones T-shirt. He had dust on his boots.

“Name’s Cur,” he said. “Revnan Cur. I’ve just come from talking to your friends. They can fill you in on the details, but the long and short of it is that I’m the son of Arava Kahann. I believe you’ve spoken to my daddy.”

Valkyrie watched him. “Yeah.”

“What voice did he use? The quiet one or the scary one? Hell, they’re all scary, now that I think about it. He hasn’t spoken to very many people, all things considered – especially here on Earth. I don’t know if you’d feel honoured by that, but if you’re the type to feel honoured, you can go right ahead.”

“What do you want?”

Cur looked around, then went over and sat on the barbell bench. “I’m in something of a pickle. Me and my dad... we don’t always see eye to eye. Fathers and sons, you know? There’s always going to be some tension there. You’d think we wouldn’t have to deal with that since I’m not technically his son, and he didn’t have to raise me. He just blinked me into existence one day. Now, I’m not going to pretend that I don’t have a lot of concerns that align with my father’s concerns. We want, broadly, the same things. But every now and then, our interests diverge.

“Arava Kahann has plans for you. You and your sister. You or your sister if needs be. But he has enemies, and because he has enemies, he has plans, and in those plans the Edgley sisters loom large. Hope you don’t mind me using your given surname. And I know you’re uninterested in whatever he has to say and are primed to say no to whatever he may offer in the future. But times change, Valkyrie. Situations change. Circumstances change. You might find yourself in a position where agreeing to what he’s offering sounds like the smartest, kindest, best decision you could possibly make in that moment.” She saw a glint of something awful in his eyes and then it was gone. “But you cannot trust the Devil,” he continued. “You cannot trust Arava Kahann, or anything he says. He knows how to mix his lies up in the truth so well that you can’t tell the difference.”

Valkyrie’s mouth was dry. “He won’t be happy with you telling me this.”

“He wouldn’t be, if he ever found out, but, naw, he’s not looking in on us, don’t worry. He’s got all sorts of power, all sorts of tricks, but Darquesse made this universe so that he couldn’t spy on the rest of us. Not like that.”

“And why are you telling me this?”

Cur smiled. It was a gorgeous smile. “I want you to trust me. Now, cards on table: I am not to be trusted. I am not a good guy. I might, in fact, be the worst guy to ever walk this Earth. So you shouldn’t trust me, even though I want you to. I’m doing my best to be honest with you.”

“That’s appreciated.”

He winced. “Though I will lie to you from time to time. It’s what I do. But if you do ever start to trust me, I will protect you. I’ll protect you and the people you love. When I can. I might not be able to do it consistently, and there are times when it might not be in my best interest to continue that protection, but I will mostly protect you.”

“Why?”

“My dad needs you on his side and I need you on my side. It’s as simple as that. And that can start right here. If you do something for me, I’ll do something for you. You want to get out of here? I can wave my hand and you’ll be pardoned. Well, it’s less of a hand-wave than a phone call, but still. You’ll be home in time for tea.”

“And what would I have to do in exchange?”

“Drop your investigation into Repudiation Rattle.”

“I’m not investigating Repudiation Rattle.”

“No, but your friends are.”

“Why don’t you want him investigated?”

Cur smiled again. “You can’t help it, can you? Any opportunity to slice off another sliver of information, you can’t help but slice. I’m not going to tell you why I want you to leave Repudiation alone. I just want you to do it.”

“I can’t do that.”

He sighed. “I didn’t think you would, to be honest. That’s a shame.” He stood. “Do you like it in here?”

“Not particularly.”

“No, I don’t blame you.” He reached out. She hesitated, then shook his hand. “It’s very good to meet you,” he said. “I hope we can work together at some stage in the future.”

“Wouldn’t count on it,” she replied.

He laughed and Chorus raised his head, blinking rapidly.

“Did I black out?” he asked. Cur passed in front of him and he didn’t even glance his way. “That’s embarrassing. I know someone who fell off a rowing machine because he was breathing so hard, to pump himself up, that he hyperventilated before he started. There’s precedence, is what I’m saying. What were we talking about?”

“Never mind,” Valkyrie muttered, following Cur to the door. When she got there he was already gone.
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A new music store had opened in Roarhaven and Winter and Mia had gone to look around. Most of it was very retro, and achingly cool, but there was a section devoted entirely to Korean pop and Winter left her friend to stagger through it all, squealing, and caught the tram back to school. Walking the corridors on the weekend never stopped being special, though Winter, as usual, did her best to stay away from larger groups of her casually attired peers.

Tier was waiting for her outside her room. She approached with a smile, was about to describe, in great detail, the state of excitement that had consumed Mia when he spoke first.

“I think we should go out,” he said.

She was puzzled. “Go out where?”

“Go out. Date. Be boyfriend and girlfriend.”

“Oh,” she said. Her eyebrows raised. “Oh.”

“You know I like you.”

“Do you?”

“I’ve flat-out told you, like, twelve times. And I think you like me back.”

“I do like you,” she said. “But I like toast, too.”

“I want to date you. Do you want to date me?”

She looked at him, then looked around, then looked back at him. “This is very sudden.”

“It’s not at all sudden.”

“It just feels like it’s all happening right now.”

“But that’s how things happen. Do you like me? Forget about toast for the moment. Do you like me as a person?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Have you ever thought of me in a romantic kind of way?”

“Define romantic, define kind of, and define thought.”

“The fact that you’re evading the question is worrying, I have to be honest. Winter, I’m crazy about you. You’re brilliant. You’re smarter than anyone I know. I want to kiss you and be your boyfriend, but I’m well aware that this is only one half of the equation. The thing is, the question is, do you want me to kiss you and be your boyfriend?”

She looked at him. “I don’t know.”

“Oh.”

“I did,” she said. “I think I did. Before now. I mean, I definitely have thought about it. I don’t know if I’d have said yes before this, but I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have said no. It’s just, everything has got a lot more complicated, with the Reckoning, with... with...”

“With Koa?”

“I suppose.”

Tier nodded. “There’s obviously something between you. I’m not choosing not to see it, I promise. But don’t you think that maybe it’s the Reckoning that’s—?”

“Absolutely, I do,” she said. “I can’t trust the attraction because I don’t know if it’s real.”

“But that doesn’t change anything, does it?”

“Not really.”

He sighed. “So this is just really bad timing on my part. If I’d said all this earlier, maybe—”

“That would have been worse.”

“Would it?”

“If you’d asked me out and I’d said yes, and we were boyfriend and girlfriend, going on picnics and visiting museums and galleries and going on protests around the world and getting pepper-sprayed and running from fascist authorities and leading them into traps before turning the tables, that would all have been great. But the Reckoning would still be happening and Koa would still be here and I’d still feel this inexplicable attraction to him and so...”

“So we’d break up,” Tier said.

“Probably, yeah.”

“So waiting a few more days might be the best thing for us, if there ever will be an us, because then this attraction you feel will probably fade when the Reckoning is over.”

“Or it won’t fade, and I’ll actually fall in love with him.”

“Oh, yeah,” Tier said, furrowing his brow.

“Or he’ll kill me.”

“Or you’ll kill him,” Tier said, his brow unfurrowing.

“These things are quite morbid, soul-crushing possibilities, yes.”

Tier nodded. “OK, then. So I’ll try again once the dust has settled. I can do that. I can wait to kiss you.”

Winter smiled. “Good.”

They stood there for a bit, and then he gave her a wink and walked off. Mightily impressed with how they’d both handled that, she entered her dorm room and the first thing she noticed was the man sitting in the swivel chair at her desk.

“Don’t scream,” he said.

“OK,” she responded, and screamed.

He smiled, and the door shut behind her. “I made it so no one heard that. Which is a pity, because it was a very good scream for someone who, I’m guessing, doesn’t scream an awful lot.”

“I scream when I have to,” she said. No one came barging in, or even knocked, so she had no choice but to believe what he’d said. “Who are you?”

He stood. “Revnan Cur, Antichrist, at your service.”

“Antichrist?”

“Approximate Antichrist – as in, Son of the Devil.”

“You’re the son of Arava Kahann? Does Valkyrie know about this?”

“I’ve just been to see her, actually, and before that, Skulduggery and Tanith and Cadaver. You’re the final stop on my little introduction tour.”

“Are you here to kill me?”

“No, no, I’m not. But don’t worry, I’m not offended that you’d ask.”

“Wasn’t really worried about how you felt about it.”

He smiled, and looked around. “You don’t have any posters on your wall. Mia’s wall is filled with posters, but you just have bookshelves.”

“How do you know Mia?”

“I pay attention.” There was a pause. “She really likes Korean pop music, doesn’t she?”

“Yes, she does.”

“And the colour pink. Why don’t you have any posters up? Do you not like anything?”

“I like plenty of things.”

“Not enough to have posters.”

“I need space for books.”

“I’m something of a bookworm myself,” he said, peering at the titles. “Why are you reading books on economics? Statistics? Information theory?”

“Is that why you’re here? To talk about my reading habits?”

“It might be. But if I’m really here to kill you, as you suspect, then you won’t be able to do anything about it, so isn’t it in your best interest to prolong your life by indulging in some friendly chit-chat?”

She watched him. “Curiosity,” she said at last.

“Curiosity about what?”

She indicated their surroundings. “About this. All this. How the world works. How it worked in the past and how it might work in the future. How it all went wrong – not just for the mortals but for us, too.”

“Went wrong how?”

She shrugged, not knowing where to start. Then she said, “After the Roman Empire fell, things got bad, right? The Dark Ages saw the western world devolve. It became less educated, more superstitious, and more violent. There were great things happening elsewhere, but it took the west fifteen hundred years to catch up to where they were before. And what did sorcerers do about it, as civilisation was collapsing around them? Practically nothing.”

“Interfering in mortal affairs is against the Sanctuary code.”

“This was before the Sanctuaries. This was before the rules. We could have lifted the mortals out of the Dark Ages before it ever really settled. We would have helped them, they would have helped us... and we wouldn’t be where we are today. Probably.”

“Only probably?”

“It could be argued that modern civilisation is an aberration. Like, leaving aside the astonishing damage that we’ve done to the environment, we think that because we’re smarter and stronger and more enlightened than we were in the early Middle Ages, everything is going to keep progressing in a straight line. In a hundred years, we’ll be a hundred years more advanced. In a thousand, if we’re still around, we’ll be a thousand years more advanced. But that might not be the case. I suppose, maybe, that’s what I’m trying to track with those books. They tell the story of how fragile everything is, and how we don’t always move forward. Eternal vigilance is the price of liberty but it’s also the price of progress.”

He smiled. “You’re a smart girl.”

“That’s what people keep telling me.”

“And you’re a special girl.”

“They keep telling me that, too.”

“You’ve got that Reckoning thing coming up. How do you think you’ll do?”

“You mean do I think I’ll kill him or do I think he’ll kill me? I think I’ll win.”

“Because you’re better?”

“Because I can’t imagine a world in which I’m not alive.”

“Ah, the self-obsessed teenager.”

“That’s me. Who do you think’ll win?”

“I don’t know, but I’m hoping it’s you.”

“Why?”

Cur shrugged. “There’s a chance that it won’t matter who wins or loses. But if things work out in a particular way, it very much will matter. I don’t want Koa Koa to kill you because if he does, then the Ancients will rear their heads and start meddling and really... I could do without the hassle.”

“I’d hate to see you inconvenienced.”

He smiled. “They just don’t fit into my plans, let’s put it that way. It’d be bad for you, too. I mean, you’d, personally, be dead, but the world would crumble. People dying, people screaming, streets on fire, whole continents slipping under the waves... Apocalypse stuff.”

“Harsh.”

“Now, I don’t know what you’ve been up to, but if you’re working on some kind of plan with Mr Koa to bend the rules – and that is something I could see you doing – then I have to warn you against it. See, if you try something sneaky and it doesn’t work, then the Ancients stand a chance of winning by default. If that happens, I will murder every single one of your schoolmates. Like, all of them. Starting with Mia.”

Winter stared at him. “Do not threaten my friends.”

“Hey, hopefully I’ll never have to follow through on it, you know?”

“I’ve decided.”

“You’ve decided what?”

“I was trying to work out if I liked you or not. I’ve decided that I definitely don’t.”

“Because I threatened to kill your friends?”

“Yep.”

“I can see why that would sour your disposition towards me. Then I will leave you to enjoy the rest of your day. One question before I go, however. My father, the Devil, is going to want you to work for him at some stage in the future—”

“Go to Hell.”

“I’ll put you down as a no, then. But that wasn’t actually my question. Well, it was and it wasn’t. You’re refusing his offer, which I totally understand, but I’m also here in a private capacity with a job offer of my own that you might find—”

“You go to Hell, too.”

“Oh,” said Cur, visibly disappointed. “Well, if you change your mind—”

“I won’t.”

“If you do, I think we’d work wonderfully together. I think we could really change the world, you know? Anyway, I’ve taken up enough of your time. You got any plans for the rest of the weekend? Going to visit your sister? I heard you and your parents visit Valkyrie every Sunday. That’s nice. She looked great, though, when I saw her, like, ten minutes ago. Say hi for me, won’t you? And give my offer some thought. No pressure! None! I’ll check back with you at some stage in the future, assuming there is a future and that you’ll be alive in it. Again, no pressure.” He opened the door and smiled at her. “So good to chat,” he said, and left.
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Admittedly, nobody had said that being the Grand Mage would be easy. In fact, Ghastly had been warned by everyone he’d spoken to that, by assuming the role, he would be willingly entering into a life of hard choices, compromise, and dark dealings, and that his tenure would, more than likely, be distressingly short-lived. Eachen Meritorious may have served as Grand Mage for centuries, but those who came after him – Thurid Guild, Corrival Deuce, Erskine Ravel, China Sorrows, Damocles Creed, Hugo Rubic – had either lived to see their political ambitions come crashing down around them or had simply not survived the experience. Ghastly’s own political ambitions may have been negligible – he would quite like to do a good job and improve people’s lives – but he’d prefer that they endure after he’d retired, walked away or, frankly, died.

He’d died before, after all. A repeat performance was somewhat inevitable.

But as much as he’d been warned about the demands of the job, nothing had prepared him for the burden, for the responsibility, for the quiet chipping away at the values he’d once thought made up the core of his being. His parents had raised him to be a person who treated others fairly. The fires that person, that version of their son, had passed through had moulded him into the man who had agreed to become Grand Mage. And now his evolution was continuing.

“What are you smiling about?” Venerable asked, not looking up from the report in front of her. “Is there something funny in these statistics that I should be looking forward to reading?”

“Not a thing,” said Ghastly. “I was just ruminating on an idea I’d had in my... twenties, I think. Maybe my thirties. Anyway, it was the idea that the person I had been up to that point was merely being shaped into the person I was meant to become.”

“Ah,” Venerable said. “You thought the Ghastly Bespoke aged thirty-five was the Ghastly Bespoke you were always meant to be.”

“For a brief moment, I did.”

“And what would that Ghastly Bespoke think of the Ghastly Bespoke sitting here today?”

He hesitated. “I don’t know, actually.”

Venerable picked up a pen and started writing in the margins of the report. He was just thinking that the topic of conversation was over when she spoke again. “I think he’d be bewildered.”

“Why bewildered?”

“Because my thirty-five-year-old self would be bewildered. Because my three-hundred-and-thirty-five-year-old self would be bewildered.” She looked up and met his eyes. “I never wanted to be an Elder. None of us did. Does that mean we’ll be better at it than the others? Does that mean we’ll be more noble?” She returned her attention to the report. “Unlikely.”

The doors opened and Intrinsic Doubtful tripped on the slightly raised threshold, which turned his entrance into a staggering, lurching run before he righted himself and blushed. “Grand Mage Bespoke,” he said, “Elder Frisson, I bid you fair greeting on this day.”

He always did this, always started every Council meeting with some stilted, awkward, mangled officious-sounding hello. Ghastly suspected it was his way of attempting to wrangle the proceedings under some sort of control, and he didn’t mind too much. “Hi, Intrinsic,” he replied.

“’Lo,” said Venerable, raising a hand but continuing to write.

Intrinsic quickly sat, his eager smile turning to dismay when he noted the reports Venerable had stacked beside her. “Were we meant to bring something?”

“You don’t have to worry about that,” Ghastly told him.

“Are you sure? I can run back to my office. It won’t take long.”

“And what would you grab while you’re there?” Venerable asked, not unkindly. She tended to find Intrinsic absolutely charming. “You don’t even know what these are.”

“They look important.”

“They are.”

“Should I have some?”

She made one final note, then closed the report, put the pen down, and raised an eyebrow. “You do enough work as it is without taking mine. You look worried. What’s wrong?”

“I’m not worried. A little concerned, maybe, about the upcoming battle between the Child of the Ancients and the Child of the Faceless Ones. I’ve been thinking about it and I think the Reckoning should have rules.”

That subject was last on the agenda for a very good reason – it was the most important discussion – but Ghastly didn’t mind dragging it forward. He’d never believed in agendas, anyway.

“Go on,” he said.

Intrinsic shifted in his seat. “As it is, it’s too chaotic. Anything could happen at any time. We don’t know the power levels of Winter Grieving or Koa Koa – not when they’re pushed. This could be bigger than we can contain.”

“Agreed,” said Venerable. “So what do you suggest?”

“I think we should have a multi-Sanctuary task force on hand. I think we should get the combatants to agree to keep the fighting within a confined area. And I propose that we have a tap-out system.”

“If one of them wants to give up?”

Intrinsic nodded. “There is absolutely no reason why this should be a to-the-death scenario. These are two vibrant young people who never asked to be put in this position. The least we can do is give them an easy out.”

Ghastly looked at Venerable. “Thoughts?”

“I do not disagree,” she said.

“Looks like you’re taking charge of this, Intrinsic,” said Ghastly.

Intrinsic paled. “What? No. Wait now, I’m not the one who... People don’t really listen to me.”

“We listen to you,” Ghastly said. “Everyone else will have to learn.”





Skulduggery was waiting for him when they were done, and Ghastly led the way up to the roof. The fresh air had a tinge of cold to it.

“Have you been talking to Tanith?” Skulduggery asked.

“Not since this morning, no. Why?”

“I was just wondering if she’d told you that we met the son of the Devil today.”

Ghastly watched him. “And what did he have to say for himself?”

“Nothing revelatory. He talked about the apocalypse, he mentioned an Ark...”

“An Ark?”

“Somewhere safe where he and his loyal followers can sit out the end of the world. Revnan Cur is his name. Tanith can fill you in, but I just thought you’d like to know.”

“That’s not why you’re here?”

Skulduggery shook his head. “I want to talk about Difficult Grigoras.”

“A bit less impressive than the son of the Devil, but fair enough. What about him?”

“How did you end up giving him the job? I can think of more qualified people.”

“A few, maybe, but that’s how it goes. Some people are available, some aren’t. I would’ve thought you’d be happy. You never wanted Cadaver Cain running the prison.”

“I wanted him released from prison even less.”

“He’s useful to us.”

“Unlike Valkyrie?”

Ghastly sighed. “You know why I couldn’t pardon what she did. Without a good reason it would be, quite rightly, seen as favouritism and gross hypocrisy.”

“You certainly can’t be accused of playing favourites now,” Skulduggery said, “not when the special treatment that has kept her alive in there has been taken away.”

“So you want Valkyrie back in the solitary confinement cell?”

“Yes, but that’s not why we’re talking about Grigoras. I want to know why you hired a man with such obvious links to Arava Kahann.”

Ghastly stopped. “Grigoras doesn’t have links to Arava Kahann.”

“You know that he does,” said Skulduggery, “and I know that those links would have come up during the vetting process. So why did you ignore them?”

“I ignored nothing.”

“What are you hiding?”

Ghastly stared at him. “Are you serious?”

“I certainly seem to be.”

“You want to know what I’m hiding, Skulduggery? Everything. I’m hiding everything. I’m Grand Mage, for God’s sake. My Elders and I are hiding things from the people who work in the High Sanctuary, the people who work in the High Sanctuary are hiding things from the people who live in Roarhaven, and the people who live in Roarhaven are hiding things from the mortals. And me? I’m hiding secrets from all of them. That’s my job. I know all the secrets and I have to keep them, and if you want to know everything that’s going on, then come on in and you be Grand Mage.”

The door opened and the Administrator hurried out. The look on her face was concerning.

“Cerise?” Ghastly said. “Is there a problem?”

“It’s Commander Low,” she said.
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Miraculously, all her teeth were still in place and her nose wasn’t broken. Her left eye was almost swollen shut, though, and her bottom lip felt two sizes too big, and her dry mouth tasted of blood, but she was in surprisingly reasonable condition, all things considered – except for the loss of consciousness and a pretty definite concussion. Tanith sat up slowly. The floor was cold and bare and the room was big, with pews stacked against the wall.

“Oooooh.”

She looked round.

A clown sat on the edge of a stage, his feet swinging. Unlike the others, this clown was in full colour – glorious reds and magnificent yellows and pristine whites. His was happy clown make-up, with a bright red wig, and a big red nose, and those swinging feet were in oversized yellow clown shoes with thick red laces.

“You look mad,” said the clown.

Tanith took her time getting to her feet. She didn’t have her sword, or else she’d be chopping this guy’s head off before he had a chance to say anything else.

“I hope my little clowns didn’t upset you,” he continued. “They try their best, they really do, but I guess they’re just so eager to please that they sometimes forget their manners.”

He spoke with an American accent and the way he talked reminded her of someone, but she couldn’t quite...

“Goofy,” she said.

The clown raised its eyebrows. “I’m sorry?”

“The way you talk,” she said. “It’s like if Goofy the Disney dog and Kermit from the Muppets had a kid, and the kid dressed up as a stupid clown.”

The stupid clown grinned. “I couldn’t ask for a better pedigree of parent.”

Tanith looked at him. “Pedigree.”

“Because dog.”

“You make jokes.”

“I am a clown.”

“Clowns don’t make jokes. You’re thinking of comedians. Clowns are the jokes.”

“You’re in a mood.”

“I have a headache.”

The clown pulled a face. “It’s because they beat you into unconsciousness, isn’t it? Oooh, they’re so naughty! I told them to beat you into unconsciousness gently.”

“What do you want?”

“You mean why aren’t you dead? Or why didn’t they throw you into my little coffin and turn you back into Coco? I liked Coco. Coco was fun. Coco was one of us.”

“Listen,” said Tanith, “I don’t know why my life suddenly has clowns in it. I didn’t ask for clowns. I certainly didn’t want clowns. But sometimes life gives you clowns, you know?”

“I do know,” said the clown.

“So what do you do when life gives you clowns?”

“You make clown lemonade?”

“You make do,” said Tanith. “There’s a reason you’re talking to me, so you obviously have an agenda. So tell me what it is, give me the chance to decide that I don’t care about any of it, and let me get on with breaking every bone in your body and then hauling you into a prison cell.”

“Golly.”

“Those are my terms.”

“Tough but fair,” the clown said, nodding. Then a new expression crept slowly on to his face. “What do you know about Sister Rapture?”

“I’m not interested in this.”

“In what?”

“You, trying to tease me with insider knowledge, with other people’s secrets.”

He chuckled. “No games, I promise – merely an aperitif before the meal. Ghastly Bespoke met Sister Rapture in 1703 in San Gimignano, Italy, during that whole Gate to Hell adventure Valkyrie Cain went on. You know this already, of course, but what you don’t know is that they fell in love.”

“OK. So?”

“You don’t care?”

“We’ve all been in love multiple times with multiple people.”

“Oh, Tanith, but you should have seen it! The world was about to end and they reached for each other and it was beautiful. Ghastly promised her that no matter what, across time or space, he would find her again. But then Valkyrie Cain changed the past and history was altered.”

“So if history was altered, how do you know what happened?”

“Ah, I don’t see reality in the same way that you do.”

“And who are you, exactly?”

“I’ve gone by many names. Some are grand and some are silly. But this form I take goes by Pernicious. Pernicious the Daddy Clown.”

“And is this why you brought me here, Pernicious? To try to make me jealous?”

A wide, wide smile spread across his face. “That timeline was deleted and another took its place. It’s not the first time that’s happened and it certainly wasn’t the last. Another instance of this happening was...?”

“The Great Reset.”

“The Great Reset, very good. When Obsidian wiped away reality and the great god Darquesse rewound the clock a few weeks and then restarted existence. Do you know how Darquesse did what she did?”

“In broad strokes, sure,” Tanith said. “She sent out aspects of herself to record the universe and used that information as the template.”

“In broad strokes, yes, that’s correct. But she wasn’t quite strong enough to do it alone.”

“She had help?”

“In her travels through the cosmos she encountered an entity called Illom, who had once been a god but was now significantly reduced following the Great Betrayal. Do you know of the Great Betrayal, Tanith?”

“You have thirty seconds to explain it.”

Pernicious chuckled. “Most of the gods in this vast multiverse of ours grouped together to depose Those Who Slumber, Whose Names We Dare Not Speak Lest They Rouse To Waking. The Faceless Ones held back their strength until the battle was over and the tyrants were indeed deposed. Then they struck, and the injured gods scattered. Illom was one such casualty.”

“So Darquesse found him and made friends?”

“Gods don’t make friends, I’m afraid, but they formed an alliance. When she needed to remake the universe, she called upon him and he agreed to sacrifice himself, just like Darquesse was doing, to save this reality.”

“That was nice of him.”

“Ah,” said Pernicious, “but Illom was lying. For Illom had learned from the Faceless Ones.”

“That dastardly fiend.”

“When they reformed reality, Darquesse allowed her consciousness to dissipate, but Illom contributed just enough to get the job done, while keeping the majority of his strength in reserve.”

“Isn’t that always the way?”

“He created a pocket universe within this one, and distilled his consciousness to create a new version of himself. If Darquesse is God, the Lady of Darkness, then Illom is the Devil, the Hidden God.”

The bored expression that Tanith had been working with vanished from her face. “Illom is Arava Kahann?”

“In a way – though there is no Illom, not any more. Illom was the entity who disappeared into the reality he helped create. Arava Kahann is what remains. He has pulled trillions of souls into his pocket universe and uses them as fuel, until he has grown strong enough to assert his control over this dimension.”

“This pocket universe – you’re talking about Hell.”

“It’s what they call it.”

“I never believed in Hell.”

“If it didn’t exist, someone would have to invent it. And someone did.”

“And what’s Darquesse doing about all this?”

“Oh, gee, she’s doing what she can, but there’s not a whole lot of options open to her, what with her consciousness dissipating and all.”

“But she’s stronger than he is.”

“Yup, but she’s not sentient enough to do anything with it.”

“How will this affect us? If Kahann wins and takes over, how will this affect humanity? Living things?”

“Oh, most living things will barely notice a change. The rest of you will have to fight to survive in a universe geared towards torture and pain, and you’ll be forced to worship, yes, you will. Boy oh boy, does Arava Kahann love to be worshipped!”

“And why are you telling me all this?”

“Oh! Because I need you to tell your friends so that everybody is on the same page!”

“You want our help?”

“Help? Lordy, no! No, no, no! This is all up to you! I’m not going to have anything to do with it! My hands are tied!”

“But you’re helping now, aren’t you?”

“Am I?”

“You’re giving me this information so we know what we’re up against. So we can help Darquesse and stop Kahann.”

“Why would I want to help Darquesse?”

Tanith blinked. “Then I don’t understand what you’re—”

“It is not your place to understand!” the clown roared, and changed, and now he was not a clown, now he was a thing that loomed over her. They were not at the carnival any longer and there was no stage and no ceiling and no floor, and there was just Tanith, falling without dropping through space and the looming thing was terrible and when its mouth opened she felt the pull and would have been swallowed were it not for his words, which pushed her back out. “It is your place to listen! It is your place to obey! It is your place to act!”

And then the thing closed its mouth and it smiled like it was embarrassed and it was a clown again and Tanith was back in the carnival.

“Oh, gee willikers, I am sorry about that,” said Pernicious, standing up and speaking once again in that Goofified voice. “Hope I didn’t spook you too much there. Sometimes I just get so irate, you know?”

Tanith watched him. “What are you?” she asked carefully.

“When Darquesse and Illom remade the universe, a few stray gods who were passing saw what was going on and thought to themselves, Hey, look at that, a fresh new universe! So some of us slipped in quietly and made a home for ourselves. It’s tough out there, Tanith, it really is. You got to hide from other gods, you got to hide from the things that hunt and kill gods. You wouldn’t believe some of the adventures I’ve had just to get here. But now I’m safe, and I’m warm, and I’m happy, and I like the world the way it is. Darquesse didn’t get her own way, not entirely, and Illom hasn’t yet taken over, so there’s plenty of room for the rest of us.”

“You’re a god?”

“I am.”

“The god of clowns?”

“When I want to be. The god of other things, too. When I want to be.”

“So now what? I go back to the Sanctuary and tell them what we’re facing?”

“If it were that easy, I’d have just sent an email,” Pernicious said, holding his belly and giving a big old chuckle. “We’ll be keeping hold of you for a while yet, I’m afraid. We have some things we’d like in exchange for your release. Nothing big, nothing major, just a few... treats. Bobo and the others will take you to your cage.” As he spoke, Tanith became aware of movement behind her. “Oh, and while you’re sitting there, with time to think, maybe you could consider returning to us.”

Tanith raised an eyebrow. “As Coco?”

“Why not? You were one of us for a few minutes and it was wonderful! I saw your true potential! I promise you, Tanith, we’re not just a bunch of clowns here at the carnival – we’ve got plans! Big plans!”

Hands seized her and started pulling her backwards to the door.

Pernicious the Daddy Clown gave her one last smile. “Think about it,” he said.

Gripping her arms tightly, the clowns escorted her through the gloom, round corners and through doorways, and Tanith went without objection towards the open cage ahead.

Five against one. She’d faced worse odds. She hadn’t always triumphed – but she’d faced them. She prepared herself to fight, and then her sword came sailing out of the shadows and clattered to the ground ahead of them.

The clowns stopped, jerking Tanith to a halt.

Ghastly stepped from the darkness, and Tanith grinned.

The clowns scrambled and Tanith tore her arm free and smashed her elbow into Flim-Flam’s mouth and side-kicked Lulu into the wall. Bobo was too busy reeling from Ghastly’s punch to stop Tanith from diving past him. She snatched up the katana, then sprang backwards, flipping over Poodle’s head. The clowns went for their whips but Ghastly had chosen the perfect ambush spot, denying them the space they needed.

Ghastly hurled a fireball at Bobo, and Doctor Chuckles charged, taking him off his feet. Tanith glimpsed this out of the corner of her eye as she whirled, kicking Poodle in the jaw. Poodle spun into Flim-Flam and Lulu leaped over them as they sprawled, but Tanith was leaping too, and flipping. She landed upside down on the ceiling and slammed the hilt of her sword right between Lulu’s eyes as she passed beneath her. The clown somersaulted, quite unintentionally, and hit the ground in an awkward jumble.

Tanith jumped on to Bobo’s shoulder as he got up and jumped from there to Doctor Chuckles, slashing a deep groove across his calves. He lurched away from Ghastly, and Tanith plunged her sword into his neck. She withdrew her blade and he went stumbling, crashing into something in the shadows.

The other clowns got to their feet and Doctor Chuckles straightened up, and slowly stepped from the gloom, his wounds already closing over.

Ghastly tapped Tanith’s arm and they turned and ran.

With the clowns behind them, Tanith and Ghastly found the stairs and in moments were outside, sprinting through the empty carnival. A whip cracked and curled around Tanith’s boot but she flipped in midair and kept running. More whip cracks. They weren’t going to make it.

A shot rang out from ahead and Ghastly dived for cover and Tanith cartwheeled to one side. Another shot and she saw Lulu go down. A third caught Flim-Flam right beneath the eye. He flopped backwards.

Tanith looked to Ghastly, who nodded, and they were running again, keeping their heads down, and gunshots accompanied every step they took and none of them came close to hitting them. The clowns, however, were getting their brains blown out every time they tried to get up.

It didn’t stop them from trying to get up, of course.

Ghastly grabbed Tanith around the waist and they took off, clearing the fence and landing beside the Bentley as Skulduggery dismantled the high-powered sniper rifle and packed it into its case. They got in the car and took off for the road.

“Think they’ll follow?” asked Ghastly, glancing behind.

“They might,” Skulduggery said, “but if I know anything about clowns, I know that it’s going to take them a while to cram themselves into their one tiny car, so we should be fine.”
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Winter was once again sitting in the living room while her parents scrambled to get ready for their weekly trip to prison. Too preoccupied with the previous day’s conversation with Revnan Cur to even get annoyed, she also didn’t bother to remind them that they weren’t operating on as strict a timetable as before. When Cadaver Cain sent the Teleporter to pick them up, they had to be on time, for Cadaver was a man who appreciated punctuality. But the new guy, Difficult someone, wasn’t sending any of the official Coldheart Teleporters, which meant they had to find their own. Right now, that particular Teleporter was probably sitting at home, waiting for her text.

The doorbell rang and she got up, dragging her feet. She opened the front door and a jolt of electricity straightened her up.

“Hi,” said Koa.

“Hi,” said Winter. He looked delicious.

“You look delicious,” he told her.

She tried to ignore that. “What are you doing here?”

“I was just passing,” he said, “and I thought, oh I know, I’ll drop in to say hi to Winter.”

“How did you know where I live?”

“Well, see, I lied about just passing. I wanted to see you so I found out where you lived – I’m really sorry, but that kind of thing is easy when you’re the Child of the Ancients – and I came here especially.”

“Why?”

“It’s a Sunday. Sundays are always the most boring of days. So I wanted to change that. I hope I’m not intruding. Am I intruding? I probably am. You probably have plans with your family, because you have a family, and why wouldn’t you have plans with them? If I had a family I’d have plans with them, but my family is dead. So I have no plans. With them, anyway. I should leave. You look incredible, by the way.”

“You also do,” she said. “Look incredible. You also look incredible, too, is what I mean.”

He looked into her eyes. She looked into his. She resisted the urge to bite her lip. She resisted the urge to bite his lip.

“This isn’t real,” she told him, gesturing between them. “This. The feelings. The attraction.”

“Attraction?”

“The attraction we feel.”

“You feel attracted to me?”

“Obviously I do, and obviously you do, too. But whether it’s pheromones or a psychic thing or it’s just how our magics are interacting, we’re only feeling like this because of the Reckoning.”

“Yeah,” said Koa. “Probably.” He had a look in his eyes so she broke eye contact. That was better, but only marginally.

Melissa came hurrying down the stairs. “Is that the Teleporter? Tell him we’re running behind!”

“It’s not the Teleporter,” she called back.

“We just need another few minutes!” her mum said, and Winter scowled and stepped out, shutting the door behind her.

A few seconds went by.

“That your mum?” Koa asked.

“Yeah.”

“She seems nice.”

“She’s OK.”

“Uh, anyway,” said Koa, “I lied again, about the reason I wanted to see you. I wanted to be charming, but I don’t know how, so I said I wanted to see you. I did want to see you. You’re all I think about. But I also have a reason. The real reason I’m here is that I just wanted to make sure you’d heard.” He paused. “About the Reckoning?”

She got herself under control, and looked at him again. “What about it?”

“The Sensitives had more of their visions. The Reckoning will be on Monday. Next Monday, like. Not tomorrow. A week from tomorrow. That’s in eight days. Sorry, I know you can count. I don’t know what I’m saying. No one told you? Really?”

“Really and truly.”

“Mr Praxis said you’d have a team keeping you up to date on all this stuff.”

“Sounds like Mr Praxis didn’t want me to know how long I had left to prepare. So thank you for telling me.”

He shrugged. “Sure. There’s no venue as such, or at least none that anyone has mentioned. Just a week from Monday, at precisely three in the afternoon, our powers will peak and, you know...”

“We’ll do battle.”

“Yeah.”

The conversation lulled for a moment.

“I like your house,” he said. “The outside of it, at least.”

“You wanna go for a walk?”

“Sure,” he said, smiling. “Yeah. That’d be great. Where to?”

She nodded behind him. “Like, the gate?”

“That’d be awesome, yeah.” They walked to the gate, and stopped. “That was cool,” he murmured.

“I ran into your friends yesterday.”

Koa soured. “Whatever they said, whatever they did, I can only apologise.”

“They’re not the nicest people.”

“In their defence, though, when they’re not face to face with the person they see as the enemy who must be destroyed, and you catch them when each of them are alone, they’re actually worse.”

She laughed. “Is that so?”

“I thought they might be less aggressive and mean, but, as it turns out, no.”

“As it turns out, they’re a good influence on each other.”

“They’re actually nicer as a mob, which doesn’t happen an awful lot.”

“They said they’re your substitutes.”

“I doubt they used that word.”

“They did, actually. They’ve come round, and now quite like it. You should use it on them, and watch them light up.”

Koa grinned. “I’ll do that, and I’ll let you know how it goes. But yeah, they’re my substitutes. We were all gathered up at around the same time, so we’ve been together for years.”

“But you don’t like them?”

“I really don’t. I can’t wait for this whole thing, the Reckoning, whatever, to be over. Win or lose, at least I’ll never have to see any of them again.”

“Why were you picked to be the one who fights?”

“Honestly, I think it’s just because I don’t get angry like they do. It’s not like I’m better than any of them, because I’m not. I’m just... calmer. Praxis reckons it’s easier to train someone who isn’t looking to kill their sparring partners.”

“So you were anointed, were you?”

He actually blushed. “It sounds stupid, doesn’t it?”

“No,” she said. “It just sounds... different. It sounds like there were ceremonies and stuff.”

“There were.”

“See, I opened a box and a Spark flew into me, and that’s how I became the Child of the Faceless Ones.”

“Sounds a lot simpler than what I had to go through. There were candles, and chanting, and special oils that I was anointed with, and then...”

“Then?”

“Then I felt the power of the Ancients flow through me. Did you feel the same when you...?”

“Yep,” she said. “Just a mad rush of strength and... This overwhelming feeling that I could do anything.”

“Yeah,” said Koa. “Yeah. And now regular magic is so easy.”

“Yes!” she said, slapping his arm. “Everything I do is awesome! The biggest fireballs, energy streams that go on forever—”

“And the flying.”

“The flying!” she said, rolling her eyes. “It is so unbelievably amazing, isn’t it?”

“No matter what happens after this, no matter what happens when my power levels settle down, I’m choosing a discipline where I can fly.”

“Absolutely.”

“Apart from anything else, you will never put on weight.”

“It burns so many calories!”

“Every time I land, I am starving, I swear to God.”

“Dude, me too,” she said, and they laughed, and the front door opened and her dad stood there.

“Is that the Teleporter?” he asked.

“No, Dad.”

“Who is it?”

“He’s just a friend.”

“A normal friend or a magic friend?”

“Dad!” she said, appalled. “You can’t say that! What if he’d been mortal?”

“Oh, yeah,” said Desmond. “But he isn’t, right?”

“No,” she scowled, “he’s a sorcerer.”

“Hello, sir,” said Koa brightly.

“Hello,” said her dad, and curtsied. “Winter, we have to go. Where’s the Teleporter?”

“I’ll message him,” she said, taking out her phone. When her father didn’t go away, her scowl deepened. “You can close the door now. You can close the door, Dad. Dad, close the door!”

“I’ll close the door,” her father said, and closed it a little before Winter took hold and shut it firmly.

“Your dad seems nice,” said Koa, as her thumbs tapped her screen.

“He’s OK,” she murmured, sending the message. She put her phone away.

“It’s so good to talk to someone who understands,” Koa said. “And not just about how cool it all is, but... the other part, too.”

She hesitated. “The scary part.”

“Yeah. Like, I don’t want to fight you.”

“I don’t want to fight you, either.”

“So if it’s to the death, do we just keep hitting each other? I don’t know if I could do that. And let’s not forget, by the way, that just about everyone seems fine and dandy with the thought that two seventeen-year-olds should beat each other to death.”

“Yeah,” said Winter. “That’s fudged up.”

“It is fudged up. One of your Elders – Elder Doubtful, I think? – has been trying to get everyone to agree that it won’t be to the death, but apparently this sort of thing is decided by cosmic balance? Which is fudging stupid. What a fudging mess.”

“Don’t use it too much,” Winter said quietly. “It’ll lose all meaning.”

“Good point,” he answered, and sighed. “There’s so much about this that I don’t like.”

“I don’t like how much the universe is, like, deciding these things for us,” she said. “We get our power, we become the Childs of the whatever, and suddenly the universe is drawing us together and deciding, OK, they will do battle on this day at this time. I mean, what the hell? Who’s talking to the universe when the universe makes these decisions?”

“There’s a bunch of scientists who are monitoring various—”

“Rhetorical.”

“Sorry.”

“So then, OK, we meet up a week from tomorrow when our power levels go up another notch and, like, do battle.”

“For thirty-seven minutes,” said Koa. “We’ll be at our strongest for thirty-seven minutes exactly, and then it’ll cut off. That’s what they estimate, judging from my bioscans.”

“You get bioscans?”

“You don’t?”

“No,” she said. “And the reason I don’t get bioscans is the same reason I don’t have a trainer: because nobody wants me to win.”

“Aw, that’s not true.”

“My own school doesn’t want me to win, even though there are no Faceless Ones any more. Even though, when I win, nothing will change. They’re all terrified that I win and suddenly I transform into Goggoroth the Many-Tentacled One.”

He looked unsure. “Is that one of their names or are you making that up?”

“As far as I know, I’m making it up.”

He smiled. “And you’re sure you won’t? Turn into a Faceless One, or whatever?”

“Pretty sure. Whereas, in the unlikely event of you winning—”

“Thank you.”

“—then things would change.”

“What do you mean?”

She regarded him. “They’re saying that we have to fight because our powers are building and if we don’t use up this excess power on each other, we’ll die in a year. Right?”

“When they explained it to me they were a lot more graphic, but yeah.”

“There’s this woman,” Winter said, “Witch Mother – or the Witch Mother, whatever you want to call her – and according to her, if you win then sorcerers will get more powerful, and if they get more powerful, they’ll try to take over the world or something equally stupid.”

Koa turned his head slightly, looking at her out of the corner of his eye. “Are you being serious?”

“It won’t be next week or next year, but that’s what she says. I don’t know if I believe her. I mean, she claims to have been alive back when the Ancients were around, and I don’t know if I believe that, so... But that’s why I have to win, apparently. To save the mortals.”

“I thought...” he said, and stopped.

“What? Go on, say what you were going to say.”

“I thought you were anti-mortal.”

“Who told you that?”

“I just heard. Aren’t you, like, an Isolationist, or something?”

“No,” she said. “But whatever – just because I don’t like them, doesn’t mean I want to see them harmed.”

“So the fate of the world hinges on which one of us kills the other? A bit far-fetched, isn’t it?”

“She’s not the only one who thinks this is more important than we’ve been led to believe. I met the son of the Devil yesterday.”

“You did?”

She nodded. “He says I have to win. I’m going to talk to Valkyrie about it in a few minutes; we’re heading over there after this, because she was talking to him, too, and it’s all just so very confusing. But yeah, so now he’s pressuring me.”

“So, like, the son of Arava Kahann wants you to win?”

“I know how that sounds. That sounds like I’m on the evil side, only I don’t think I am. I’m not really sure that there is an evil side, but I also don’t know if there’s a good side. Like, can you guarantee that mages won’t get a power boost if you beat me?”

Koa looked at her, and looked away. “Praxis never even mentioned any of that stuff. All I know is that there are a lot of mages out there who really, really want me to win.”

“So, basically, the two people who are going to be doing the fighting don’t want to fight and don’t see why they should fight—”

“And everyone else is pushing them into it,” Koa finished, shaking his head in disgust. “We should just, like, meet up on the day and then—”

“Not fight,” Winter finished.

He grinned, and then his grin went away. “And then, twelve months later, our power burns us out from the inside.”

“So they say.”

“Sorry?”

“They say our power will burn us out from the inside, but they don’t know.”

“Their Sensitives have seen it happen.”

“Sensitives see all kinds of things,” Winter said, “and some of it contradicts the rest. I bet there’s a Sensitive out there right now who’s seen a vision of a future where we don’t fight and this excess magic of ours fades away all on its own – but no one will tell us that, because they want it to go ahead.”

“The thing is, though, if the Devil wants us to fight, wouldn’t that be as good a reason as any to do the opposite?”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Winter said, “and I bet we could do it. We’ve got every discipline of magic at our disposal right now, haven’t we? If we focus on psychic stuff in the next week and try to see our own future, I bet we could find the path where nobody dies.”

“And if we do, then we know it’s possible, so when the Reckoning comes around, we could literally meet, shake hands, and not fight.” He frowned. “Can we do that?”

“We’re young, good-looking, and magic,” she said. “We can do anything.”

And then somebody opened fire.
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Winter and Koa dived for cover as bullets tore chunks out of the wall, chewed up the path, and smashed the front windows of the house.

“Stay down!” Winter screamed at her parents, somewhere inside.

Koa scrambled between the wall and the flowerbeds, getting to the corner, and Winter raised herself to a hunkered position, flakes of wall in her hair. Someone shouted an order and the gunfire stopped.

Winter’s phone rang.

“What’s happening?” her mother asked, terrified.

“Don’t know,” Winter whispered. “You and Dad?”

“We’re OK. We’re staying low. Be careful.”

“Love you,” said Winter, then ended the call and stuffed the phone back in her pocket.

She heard footsteps – a single set, unhurried. The gate swung open and Alter Veers strolled through.

“Don’t get up,” he said, looking down at her. “There’s a bunch of people with guns who have orders to kill you on sight.”

She glared. “What the hell are you doing?”

“You’re all set to visit Valkyrie, right? Yeah. The Teleporter you spoke to, the one who was going to take you, he’s an Isolationist. He told me about the visit and I couldn’t let that happen.”

Energy burned in her fist, and Alter held up his hands.

“If you hit me at this range you’ll kill me. Is that what you really want?”

Winter let the energy fizzle out, and when Alter went to speak again she lunged at him, glimpsing the gunmen arranged in a staggered formation on the other side of the road. She brought Alter down before anyone could open fire, his shirt curled in her fists.

“Talk,” she snarled.

Alter didn’t seem overly perturbed. “This is all your fault,” he said. “If you’d just gone along with our little plan and become the leader we needed you to be, then we wouldn’t be in this situation.”

“Sir!” one of the gunmen shouted.

“It’s OK!” Alter called back. “Stay in position!” He lowered his voice again, and rolled his eyes. “Department X.”

Winter tightened her grip. “They’re Department X?”

“I mean, that’s not what they’re actually called. No one would call themselves Department X, not even mortals. And it’s not all of them, obviously. We were only able to recruit a handful.”

“Recruit them to what?”

Alter grinned. “OK, keep this to yourself, but we recruited them from Department X to something that they think is Department X but isn’t. It’s all so ridiculously secretive over there that they have no way of telling whose side they’re on. They think I’m a sorcerer who’s working with mortals to kill other sorcerers because... You know, I’ve forgotten my own cover story. Point is, they think we’re here on official Department X business.”

“So why are you here?”

“To keep you busy. I mean, they don’t actually pose a threat to you, not now that you’re all powered up for the Reckoning. And with Koa Koa here? I wish I could hang around to watch you dismantle them, I swear to God. Oh, in case you’re worried, I set up sound dampeners around the area, so, unless one of your neighbours happens to pass by on their daily jog, you should be fine.”

Winter became aware of her eyes starting to burn with energy. “Alter, I’m going to give you one more chance. Why are you here?”

“To keep you busy, like I said. To distract you. I just can’t have you teleporting into Coldheart right now.”

“Why? What’s happening in Coldheart?”

Alter smiled again. “If I’m not walking away in thirty seconds,” he said loudly, “focus your fire on the house and don’t stop until her parents are dead.”

“Goddam it, Alter!”

He reached up and pulled her hands away.

“You’re Kingmaker, aren’t you?” she said, moving off him as he stood. “You told me Kingmaker recruited you and that he influences Chorus Wild – but you’re Kingmaker.”

Alter stood over her, fixing his shirt. “Chorus makes wonderful speeches and he inspires droves of disillusioned sorcerers – but he’s not what you’d call an ideas man. He’s not a big-picture kinda guy.”

“But you are.”

“Big or small, I’m the guy who cares about pictures. I endured Imperator Dominax, stole every secretive, mysterious donor in his address book – including two of the richest people alive – and turned Perfect World into the Conductors.”

“And you wanted me to lead them.”

“That’d be the start of our plans for you, yeah. The Conductors need a leader. The thing is, if it isn’t you...”

Her eyes widened. “You’re going to break Chorus Wild out of Coldheart.”

“Oh, no, not me,” said Alter. “I’m just clearing the way for others. Making sure it happens. You would have been amazing, Winter. You still can be. That’s why I don’t want you dead. I believe that you have greatness in you, and I believe you’ll change the world. You just have to stay alive long enough to do it.”

He gave her a nod, and opened the gate and walked through, and she listened to his footsteps.

“OK, boys and girls,” he said to the Department X soldiers, “kill ’em all.”

More gunfire, and Winter closed her eyes and reached out with her thoughts, found five minds filled with hostility and fear and excitement. She couldn’t find Alter’s, for Alter was already out of range, but she froze what she could and the shooting stopped. She got to her feet. The soldiers stood trembling, unable to move of their own accord. Careful not to jolt her thoughts, she moved awkwardly over the wall, aware that the only thing stopping those fingers from squeezing those triggers was the single command she kept pumping out.

She was about to lose control and Koa sensed this, so he vaulted the wall and ran to them. Her thoughts slipped and the soldiers resumed firing, and Winter threw the nearest one off his feet with a blast of energy that was designed merely to incapacitate, not kill. Because she was nice.

Koa tore the gun from the hands of the gunman closest to him and shattered the man’s hip with a backhanded slap. Winter leaped over him as he fell, his scream rising in his throat, and sank her fist into the soft, spongey mass of the biggest soldier’s face. His teeth flew from his mouth in all directions and his cheekbone rearranged itself politely round her knuckles.

The woman opened fire and bullets pockmarked the wall of the house and Winter stepped away before they reached her. The gun swung to follow but it was moving so slowly that Winter was able to get close and take the gun away from her. After that, time resumed unspooling at its normal rate, and the woman jumped back, her eyes wide with shock. She pulled her sidearm and fired but Winter reinforced the air between them until it was as solid as concrete, catching the bullet. She didn’t know how she’d done that. She hadn’t even thought about it – it had just happened.

Koa walked by the woman, put his hand on her head and said, “Sleep,” and she crumpled.

Then they both turned to the last gunman.

Koa gestured and the gun flipped out of his hands. Winter gestured and he pawed at the invisible grip that was suddenly stopping him from breathing.

“This is incredible,” Koa murmured.

She glanced at him. “Why can’t magic be like this all the time?”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking!” he said. “It’s effortless. Like, you don’t even know what you’re going to do, but...”

“But magic interprets your intent.”

“Exactly.” He looked at her, his eyes bright. She knew how he was feeling. Alive. Electric. Unstoppable. “Your prisoner’s unconscious,” he said, and Winter let the gunman drop.

“Oops,” she said.

“Maybe we should do it,” he said.

She raised an eyebrow to him. “I’m sorry?”

“Maybe we should fight. I mean, if it’s going to feel this good...”

She smiled, and shrugged. “It would feel amazing to... unleash, wouldn’t it? And, like, you could take it. No one else could take it but you could take it.”

“We wouldn’t have to hold back.”

“That sounds... God, that sounds amazing.”

He grinned at her, and then pulled that grin back in. “But then I might hurt you.”

“Or, more likely, I’d hurt you,” she said. “And that wouldn’t be nearly as much fun.”

“Oh, wow,” he said, half sitting on the top of the wall. “I actually wanted to fight there, for a moment. Like, genuinely. Nothing anyone has said to me in these last few years has made me want to take part in the Reckoning – but after a few seconds of actual violence and I was ready to...” He shook his head. “It’s addictive.”

“We’ll have to be careful around each other.”

“Spending any length of time together is probably not a good thing.”

She didn’t answer.

“Do you agree?” he asked.

She gave another shrug, and looked back at him.

Something passed between them and they both took two steps and kissed, long and hard. When they broke off, Koa was breathless and Winter was lightheaded, and they looked at each other with hunger in their eyes. Moments passed and the hunger grew.

Then Winter’s eyes widened. “Something’s happening in Coldheart,” she said.
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Something was happening in Coldheart.

The lights in the cell flickered. No, not just the cell – the lights outside flickered, too. Valkyrie got up from her bunk, barely had time to frown before the ground suddenly dipped and she fell, crashing to her knees, cursing as the entire island juddered and her belongings tumbled from shelves, and a phrase popped into her head.

When the world tilts, dive for the door.

She looked up.

An alarm sounded and the door to her cell, to all the cells, clanked open, and Valkyrie scrambled up and darted through right before it slammed closed again. It caught her hair and she yelped as she was yanked back, heard screams from all around her as limbs were caught and crushed and mangled. The other convicts, the ones who were ready, who had obeyed the instruction in time, were looking at each other with delight. The prison’s alarms sounded and the lights started flashing.

Valkyrie reached behind her, tried pulling her hair from the door, and her eyes fixed on someone swimming against the flow of convicts heading for the stairs.

Oh good, it was Evanescent, with her flattened, redesigned nose, and she’d brought another one of those delightful shivs.

“I told you I’d be back!” she shouted, even though she’d said no such thing.

Evanescent came in with a low stab and Valkyrie kicked her and she growled, came in again and Valkyrie did the same thing, keeping her back with her manic, flailing legs while she did her best to come up with a strategy.

She mistimed a kick on purpose and brought her hands low, ready to catch the knife hand when it came in, and Evanescent changed targets like she figured she might. She stabbed towards Valkyrie’s exposed throat and Valkyrie flung up both arms, somehow grabbing Evanescent’s wrist in the scramble, but Evanescent wrenched her wrist out of her grip and stabbed Valkyrie in the side.

The pain was a cold rush that felt like a punch and became something sharper, but already her hand was over Evanescent’s, making sure she didn’t pull it out, didn’t stab her again. Valkyrie reached over her head with her free hand, taking a good hold of the bar, and lifted her legs, one curling round Evanescent’s waist, the other knocking her grasping hand away from the shiv and then snaking over her shoulder.

She crossed her ankles and forced Evanescent’s arm across her belly and squeezed. Evanescent’s eyes bulged and she went for the shiv again but Valkyrie pulled it out herself, roaring through clenched teeth, then gripped the shiv between those teeth and used both hands to hold herself up. Evanescent’s own shoulder cut off the blood to her brain and her eyes rolled and her legs gave out. She dropped to her knees and slumped, and Valkyrie kicked her away from her.

The shiv was clumsy and ugly but at least it was relatively sharp, and she hacked at her hair until she was free of the door. She doubled up, one hand pressed against the wound. Her blood flowed freely.

This tier was empty, though the tiers below were teeming with prisoners fighting guards. She tossed the shiv into her cell and forced herself up.

On the next tier down, two convicts were pummelling a lone guard. Holding her breath against the pain, she jumped into the closest one, her knee to his chest, and couldn’t even take the time to admire how far back he flew before she had to smash the other guy’s head into the wall. She hauled the guard to his feet. His eyes were wide, his face was bloody, but he was coherent so she left him and ran on.

A convict was beating a guard over the head with his own shock stick. The charge had faded from the weapon, and the bracelet prevented the convict’s grip from charging it, but a stick was a stick and so Valkyrie took it from him, used it to break his jaw and then fracture his shin. The convict dropped, screaming, and she tossed the stick to the guard. In his hand, it lit up again.

She faltered for a moment, groaning to herself, then put one hand to the railing and jumped, fell on to a crowd of inmates doing their best to rip the scythe from a Cleaver on his knees. She threw elbows and headbutts. She hit the ground and someone tried stomping on her head. A prisoner was on top of her, hands scrambling for her throat. Someone pulled him away and dragged her to her feet, then recognised her and threw her over the railing. She snagged a handhold and swung, and her blood-slicked hand lost its grip and once again she fell into a group of convicts. They ignored her, for the most part, and she let her hair hang over her face and battered her way to the stairs.

Gates opened and Control and Restraint teams, outfitted in full riot gear and wielding thunderous, bone-crunching magic, waded into the sea of prisoners. There was suddenly a tidal shift and the prisoners began heading in the opposite direction, at which point even more C&R teams deployed. Nobody knew where to go.

Apart from Valkyrie. She knew exactly where to go.

The last section of stairs was blocked by panicking convicts and so she jumped, landed on an empty patch of ground and immediately folded over. The left side of her orange jumpsuit was turning dark. She took three shallow breaths and got up. Blood drenched her side and her leg and she was leaving footprints as she started moving again, running for the security doors that gaped open, undefended. Emerging from the other side, she headed for the next set of doors, then veered off at the last moment, running now for the convicts who were fighting a small group of Cleavers and officers, trapped in a corner. Right before she hit the first bad guy she came to, she glimpsed Doctor Tacent in all that chaos – going after Difficult Grigoras.

Someone grabbed her and she tripped him and when he fell he pulled her down on top of him. She dropped an elbow but he covered up. His fist thumped into the shiv wound and made her scream, and then both his hands closed around her throat. She tried to prise his fingers away but she was already lightheaded. She slapped weakly at his face but he wasn’t going to be distracted, not by that. She tried to spit but didn’t have any saliva.

With seconds left until she passed out, Valkyrie shoved her fingers down her throat and retched and then vomited on to his face.

He shrieked and let go and turned away, and she dropped as many elbows as her pain allowed. When he went limp she sagged, wiping her mouth and spitting and holding her side. Tacent was the only one left standing, and he was still stalking Grigoras, who was crawling away on his hands and knees. Tacent’s right hand lit up with energy.

“What did you think would happen?” Tacent said. “Did you think I wouldn’t find out? Did you think you were smarter than me, Warden?”

Grigoras stopped crawling to answer and Tacent lashed a kick into his ribs, turning him on to his back.

“Doctor,” Valkyrie said.

Tacent glanced at her, his eyebrows raising fractionally. “Valkyrie. My, my, isn’t this wonderful? If I never believed in providence, now I do. The universe is allowing you to watch.”

“Help me,” said Grigoras.

“Hold your tongue, Warden.”

Valkyrie grunted a little as she got to her feet. “How’d you get out of your bracelet?” she asked, walking forward.

“Don’t come any closer,” Tacent said. “Even though this man has been part of a conspiracy against you, you’ll still try to save him because you can’t help but be the hero.”

Valkyrie stayed where she was. “What conspiracy?”

“Please help me and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know,” Grigoras said.

Tacent sighed. “Once more, Warden, hold your tongue or I will burn it out of your skull. We’ve both been manipulated, Valkyrie. You, as a major part of a grander scheme, and me, as a minor means to that same end. I do not appreciate being manipulated. It offends my sensibilities.”

“Doctor, please,” Grigoras said. “I can pay you.”

Tacent gave Grigoras his full attention. “How much?”

“Whatever you want,” Grigoras said. “One million? Two?”

“If you have two million, why start at one? Is that what your life is worth to you – less than the sum total in your various bank accounts? That is interesting, Warden – because if you don’t value your own life more than the money you possess, then why should I value your life at all?”

Grigoras tried to formulate an answer but couldn’t, and that was all Tacent needed. He raised his hand and Valkyrie charged as he fired and the energy stream went wild, carving a scar into the wall before it cut off. With her side screaming, she wrapped her arms around his waist from behind and lifted, arching her back, and then twisted, slamming him headfirst on to the ground. There was an ugly crunch to accompany the move and he flopped and didn’t get up. She heaved herself to her feet. Grigoras wasn’t so lucky. He lay there with half his head missing.

She took a moment, and then searched through Tacent’s pockets. She found the sliver of metal with the sigil carved into it, and tried to remember the unlocking rhythm. She tapped it and nothing happened. She tried again. Nothing.

Scowling, she pocketed the piece of metal and carried on. She made it through the next set of security doors and the cold wind whipped her hair.

The two squabbling engineers, Welk and Nexal, huddled together at the edge of the chasm. They had the console dismantled and were fiddling with wires.

Lying open on the ground between Valkyrie and the chasm was a large, heavy-duty zip-up bag. Wincing with each step, she made her way over, recognising the machine she’d seen in Cell Zero. The Bonnie, as they’d called it, was a chunky metal sigil connected by wires and pulsing with green power. Whatever was going wrong with the prison, she was pretty certain the Bonnie was the cause of it.

Nexal looked back at her and said something, and Welk looked back and his eyes widened. They argued among themselves for a bit, and then Nexal grabbed a wrench.

OK, then.

With her hand pressed to her side, Valkyrie walked to meet him as he stormed towards her. When they were about ten strides away from each other they stopped, and Valkyrie started shouting.

“I don’t get it!”

Nexal frowned. “What? What’d you say?”

“Why’s it called the Bonnie?”

“What?”

She took two steps closer. “Why’s it called the Bonnie?”

“How do you know what it’s called?”

“No,” she shouted, “why? Why is it called the Bonnie?”

“Because it emits a field that eclipses the prison’s energy output!”

Another two steps and she raised a hand to her ear. “What’d you say? It eclipses?”

He nodded, and shouted. “Totally eclipses! Like the song!”

One step closer. “What song?”

He moved closer, too. “The Bonnie Tyler—”

Valkyrie took the last few steps before he knew what was happening and popped him right on the chin. He tottered backwards, arms pinwheeling, but didn’t go down. Valkyrie groaned, more out of frustration than pain, but there was a fair amount of pain in it, too.

Behind him, Welk had finished messing about with wires and was now tapping on the console, calling up one of the solitary confinement cells.

Nexal started moving back and forth, like a boxer who didn’t know how to box. Still, he had the wrench, and that was enough of a threat to warrant some wariness. He lunged and swung and Valkyrie had to move suddenly, which sent fire raging throughout her body.

Emboldened by the grimace on her face, Nexal came at her with a war cry. She dodged the wrench and threw him over her hip and broke his arm as he fell, then hunkered down with her eyes closed. That had been a mistake. She waited until the worst of the pain had passed, and when she looked up again, Chorus Wild was stepping out of his cell and smiling over at her.

She straightened, slowly, and left Nexal to his screaming. She shuffled, wincing with every step, to the chasm. The wind tossed her hair and found its way down her jumpsuit, buffeting what it could.

“Hello, Valkyrie!” Chorus called out happily. “Of the three times that I’ve ever met you, how come, on two of those times, you’ve been bleeding to death? Why is that, do you think?”

She dearly wished she could think of something clever to shout in return, but she was, as he’d pointed out, too busy bleeding to death.

Welk was now warily holding a wrench as Chorus watched her draw closer. When they didn’t have to shout at each other to be heard, he made a point of looking at her injury.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked.

“Get back in your cell,” she told him, “or I’ll drag you back.”

He grinned. “Even if you could manage it, which you can’t, I won’t stay there for long. I’ve got friends everywhere – friends I never even knew I had!”

A woman appeared, a Teleporter.

Chorus laughed. “This lady? The people who planned all this? The gents who’ve just let me out? I’ve never even met them! They freed me because they believe in what I’m doing! You can’t stop progress, Valkyrie!”

Welk used the wrench to hit Chorus over the head and Chorus dropped, face-first, to the rocky ground. A second later he stirred, tried groggily to get up, but by then the Teleporter was kneeling on his back and shackling his hands.

Valkyrie frowned at Welk. “You’re not Conductors?”

“Tell them they should have handed him over to us when we’d asked,” Welk said grimly. “All this... it wasn’t necessary.”

“Come on,” the Teleporter said. “We have to go!”

Welk gestured to the bag. “You need to deactivate that before the prison crashes. You’ve got, maybe, three minutes left.”

“I don’t know how!” Valkyrie yelled.

“He does!” said Welk, pointing at Nexal with one hand and reaching for the Teleporter with the other. The Teleporter vanished, taking both Welk and Chorus Wild with her.

Valkyrie hurried over to Nexal. “Hey!” she shouted. “Deactivate the Bonnie!”

“Get away from me!” he screeched. “You broke my arm!”

“How do we turn it off?”

He turned to her, tears in his eyes. “You think I’d ever help you? You think I’d ever—” He frowned, looking behind her. “Where are they?”

“They teleported away.”

Nexal sat up, clutching his arm. “Without me?”

“Welk said you knew how to deactivate it!”

He stared at her. “I don’t!”

She stared back at him. “He said you did!”

“I told him I did because he’s always telling me how much smarter he is, but I... I mean, I understand the theory!”

“That’s more than I do!” she said, grabbing him by the collar and dragging him, screaming, to his feet and over to the bag.

Nexal stopped crying long enough to shout into her ear. “If I disconnect even one wrong wire, it’ll send out a pulse to cut all power to the prison and we’ll crash! We’ll all be killed!”

“Then you’d better not disconnect the wrong wire!”

He stared at her in disbelief and she narrowed her eyes. He swallowed, looked down at the Bonnie, and hunkered over it.

Then he turned and bolted, running away, hollering about escape pods.

Valkyrie took a moment to quietly curse, and then turned her attention to the bag.

She tried moving it with her foot and it was like pushing a wall, so she gripped the long fabric handles with both hands, put all her weight into it, and dragged the Bonnie for a few seconds across the stone floor, towards the chasm. Then she reset, and did it again.

Reset and drag. Reset and drag.

When she’d dragged it to the edge, she let go of the handles and shuffled round. Biting her lip, she hunkered, fingertips digging beneath the Bonnie until she got what she figured would be the best grip she was likely to get. And then she heaved.

Her muscles strained. All those muscles she’d worked so hard to build, had worked so hard to maintain. The muscles she’d fed with the right food at the right time, the muscles she’d allowed to rest and recover, the muscles she’d demanded great things from. So much in her life had spiralled out of her control – her guilt, her self-loathing, her autonomy, her destiny – but her body hadn’t let her down. It was strong. It was beautiful. It was hers.

And this? Saving the people in this prison, staff and Cleavers and convicts alike, and saving however many innocent people on the ground who would die when this place crashed on to them, was all about muscle. Was all about how much she was willing to lift right when it meant something. Right when it mattered.

Keeping her back straight, she started to straighten her legs. Her fingers burned, her forearms screamed, she felt the tendons in her neck about to snap, and still she lifted. Ignoring the weakness, she lifted. Ignoring the blood loss, she lifted. Ignoring the pain, she lifted.

The Bonnie balanced on its side, right at the edge of the chasm, almost toppling over, and then that green power pulsed. Three minutes were up.

The prison went dark, and plummeted, and Valkyrie wrapped her arms around the Bonnie and pushed herself off the ledge.

She fell, spinning through the chasm, and lost her grip as she dropped through the bottom of the island. Free of the Bonnie, the prison halted its descent and its cloaking shields reactivated and it vanished from her sight.

As she fell and flipped, Valkyrie stuck her hand in her pocket, pulled out the thin bit of metal. She held it close to her chest, cupping it with her other hand. Ignoring the fact that she was falling to her death she tapped it, then tried again, doing her best to replay, in her mind, those moments when Tacent’s thumb played that irregular, peculiar rhythm and she’d sat there, waiting for her magic to come back to her.

Ba-da-bam, ba-da, ba-da-ba-da-bam...

Valkyrie twisted, the wind squeezing tears from her eyes, and the ground rushed to meet her and the bracelet sprang from her wrist.
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Flying from Coldheart to Roarhaven scorched her prison jumpsuit until she was leaving strips of it fluttering and smoking in the wind, so instead of going straight to the High Sanctuary she landed behind Militsa’s place. She stumbled in, bandaged herself up as best she could, pulled on fresh clothes and used the house phone to call Skulduggery but he didn’t answer. She grabbed a baseball cap, pulled it low over her eyes, and left the house. She hopped on the first tram that passed. At a junction, the section she was sitting on split from the others and swerved smoothly left, joining up with another tram heading towards the Circle Zone. She was halfway there, and focusing on not keeling over, when she changed her mind.

She moved into the middle section right before it detached and looped round on its own before joining a tram going south. Dripping blood that none of her fellow passengers noticed, she chose a seat in the very back and a minute later that section joined a tram heading south-east, to Corrival Academy. Walking through the High Sanctuary doors might get her thrown into an interrogation room. She needed someone actively on her side.

She got off the tram, took a few moments to gather her strength, and walked into Corrival.

“Good afternoon,” the receptionist said, smiling. “How can I help you?”

“Could I speak with Militsa Gnosis, please?” Valkyrie asked, in as normal a voice as she could manage.

“And who shall I say...?” the receptionist began, and then he recognised her. “Oh.”

“It’s urgent,” Valkyrie told him.

The receptionist peered over the desk and looked at the floor. “You’re bleeding.”

“Am I?”

He hesitated, then came round and helped her into a room off to the side.

“Please wait in here,” the receptionist said. “I don’t know if Miss Gnosis is on the grounds at the moment, but I’ll alert Principal Sorrows, also.”

“That sounds fine,” she said, “though could you ask them to hurry?”

The receptionist smiled. “Of course,” he said, and left.

Valkyrie was in a good-sized office. Lots of space. Lots of light. She collapsed into a chair. She closed her eyes and when she opened them China was frowning at her.

“Oh good,” China said. “You’re not dead.”

She stood to one side and Reverie Synecdoche hurried forward.

“Don’t worry, nobody knows I’m here,” Reverie said. She lifted Valkyrie’s T-shirt and peeled away the bandages. Using two fingers, she poked at her abdomen. Valkyrie clenched her teeth.

“We have hanna leaves,” China said, “if you would like to ease your discomfort.”

She shook her head.

“Valkyrie, the wound is deep but it hasn’t hit anything major,” Reverie told her. “I can heal you right here, but I’m going to need you to lie on this desk and stay perfectly still. Can you do that? It will be painful.”

“Life is pain,” Valkyrie muttered, heaving herself out of the chair. China cleared the desk and they helped her on to it. She lay back and Reverie laid her hands over the wound. Heat spread as her hands started to glow.

“Militsa?” Valkyrie asked, keeping her eyes on the ceiling.

“I’ve left word,” said China. “I’ve also called Skulduggery.”

“Thank you,” she mumbled. “Coldheart?”

“It’s a mess, from what I’ve been hearing, but it’s a mess that’s being cleaned up as we speak. Cleavers have teleported over and the inmates are being herded back into their cells. The warden is dead.”

“Yeah.”

“I’ve heard rumours that you were seen defending prison staff.”

“Tried.”

China patted her shoulder. “Good girl,” she said, and hesitated. “Your sister and your parents are unhurt.”

“Why would you say that?”

“Before I go on, I need to remind you not to move.”

“China...”

“Just before the prison break, Winter was attacked by armed assailants at your family home.”

“Do not move,” said Reverie.

“I wasn’t,” said Valkyrie.

“You tensed.”

“You didn’t tell me I couldn’t tense.”

“Don’t tense.”

Valkyrie forced herself to relax.

“I feel like I should reiterate that no one you care about has been hurt,” China said, “but your parents were present at the time of the attack.”

“You’re tensing again,” Reverie warned.

Valkyrie bit her lip and focused on relaxing her core. “Who did it?” she asked in a quiet voice. “Who attacked them?”

“I haven’t had time to gather the details. Koa Koa was there, and apparently he helped.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“He’s the Child of the Ancients, but they’re friends. Of a sort. I’ll leave that for her to explain. The important thing is that they’re all safe and well.”

Valkyrie looked at her, and nodded. “Thank you, China.”

“Of course,” she said, and left, and a moment later Skulduggery strode into the room.

“How’s Winter?” Valkyrie asked.

“Healthy and annoyed,” Skulduggery said, “and she doesn’t know yet that you’ve escaped. How are you?”

“Fine,” she said, a fresh bout of weakness sweeping over her. “I’m fine. I’ll be fine. Reverie, tell him.”

“She will be fine, so long as she stops tensing up,” Reverie murmured, her eyes closed.

“I spoke with Ghastly,” Skulduggery said. “He said if the reports are true, about you helping contain the inmates, and once he’s viewed the security footage, he reckons a full and immediate pardon is on the cards.”

She licked her lips. She was so thirsty. “Even though I’m technically an escaped convict?”

“Is that what you’d call it?”

“What else is there?”

“I’m just saying, did you actually escape from prison or did you merely fall out of prison?”

“Falling is still escaping,” she said. Her voice was stronger, her pain reducing. “Insadoom was behind it.”

He nodded. “They released a statement.”

“They said we forced them to do what they did.”

“That’s, essentially, the gist of it. They claim their original plan would have resulted in zero casualties, but events spiralled out of control.”

“I’m sure that’ll be a comfort to the guards who were beaten to death.”

“Stop moving,” said Reverie.

“Sorry. So what happens now? We’re going to get Chorus back, aren’t we?”

“That could start a war.”

Valkyrie frowned. “They attacked us.”

“What was their alternative?” Skulduggery asked. “To let us ignore their constitution while the ink is still wet?”

“Why are you defending them?”

“They found themselves in an impossible situation.”

“And is Ghastly taking this as well as you are? Are the other Sanctuaries?”

“The other Sanctuaries are calling for blood.”

Valkyrie grunted. “I’m not surprised.”

“Don’t grunt,” said Reverie.

“Sorry.”

“It’s a delicate situation,” Skulduggery said.

“Maybe so, but there’s right and there’s wrong. Insadoom have the bad guy. They either give him back, or we take him.”

Skulduggery watched her and didn’t respond.

Reverie shifted her hands and Valkyrie bit down on the inside of her cheek to stop from crying out. When the pain lessened, she relaxed. “I spoke to a man called Revnan Cur – apparently he’d been talking to you.”

“He had.”

“Oh good, then I won’t have to describe how unsettling he is.”

“Did he mention the apocalypse? An Ark?”

“The Ark of the Covenant?”

“No.”

“The Arc de Triomphe?”

“No.”

“Hark, the herald angels sing?”

“Valkyrie—”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m just happy to be out of prison and Reverie is making me feel all buzzy.”

“That will pass,” Reverie muttered.

“Aw,” said Valkyrie.

Reverie took her hands away and they stopped glowing. “That’s as much as I can do right now. The wound will need time to stitch itself back together, and if we were in a clinic, then I could ensure that happens smoothly. Valkyrie, the moment you are able to come in – come in. Do you understand?”

“I do. Thank you.”

Reverie nodded, checked her watch, and walked out without another word.

Valkyrie got off the desk, prodding her tender side. “So what Ark was he talking about?”

“Noah’s,” Skulduggery said.

“The one with two of every kind of animal?”

“Animals do not seem to be on the itinerary. It would appear to be a vessel where Cur and some of his followers can wait out the apocalypse and, presumably, arrive in whatever world replaces this one.”

“So we know who the new Noah is?”

Skulduggery didn’t answer right away, and Valkyrie raised an eyebrow as she started twisting her torso.

“You think it’s Bilious Fervor,” she said.

“I think we’re being manipulated. Some of these manipulations have led us to the good reverend, and some have led us beyond him.”

“That’s what Tacent said, right before he killed Grigoras. He said Grigoras was part of a big conspiracy against me, that he’d been manipulating me and manipulating Tacent. He didn’t say what the goal was.”

“To get our attention, maybe? To draw us in? Right now, for whatever reason, all roads are leading to Hellfire.”

She thunked the heel of her palm against her side. It didn’t hurt. Much. “You want to follow those roads, don’t you?”

“You’ve spent the last six months in prison, Valkyrie, getting by on only the tiniest crumbs of my company. Now that you’re out, don’t you want to plunge into adventure by my side?”

“I’ll tell you exactly—”

“Valkyrie!”

She spun as Militsa came running in, and they collided in a kiss that was as frantic as it was essential.

“I’ll just wait here until you’re finished,” Skulduggery said quietly.




[image: Chapter 35.]

It was weird seeing her parents in the halls of the High Sanctuary, watching them being led through the crowds of oblivious sorcerers like tourists in a vast and unknowable city, but at least they were safe here. Relatively speaking.

They waved to her and Winter waved back, and then Cerise ushered them onwards and Winter went back to watching the sorcerers. Something was definitely happening in Coldheart.

Winter and Koa sat outside Ghastly’s office like naughty schoolchildren sent to see the headmaster. Which was kind of what this was, except much, much worse. Their chairs were right beside each other. Their legs touched and they held hands but they were both too tired, too bewildered, and too troubled, to feel any kind of excitement about that.

They heard footsteps – quick, serious footsteps – and Acatour Praxis appeared round the corner.

“Here we go,” Koa whispered.

Praxis froze when he saw them, and visibly struggled to stifle his anger. He exhaled and came closer. Reluctantly, Winter let go of Koa’s hand.

“I’m very confused,” Praxis said, ignoring Winter for the moment. “Leaving aside the fact that you sneaked out of your room, and the fact that you’re fraternising with your opponent with less than a week to go until the Reckoning... you engaged a squad of armed killers in combat?”

Koa took a moment, made a show of counting out his transgressions on one hand, and then nodded. “Yep.”

“And what made you think any of this was a good idea?”

Koa was about to answer when Dragoon and his little squad ambled up, grinning.

“Someone’s in trouble...” Eunoia sang under her breath.

“This is not a laughing matter,” Praxis said.

“Oh, we’re not laughing, sir,” said Dragoon. “We take this breach of protocol very seriously. In fact, as much as we love and support our brother Koa and endorse him one hundred per cent as the Child of the Ancients, we can’t help but wonder if maybe one of us should be anointed to take his place. It breaks our hearts, but we think... we fear... that Koa may be compromised.”

“What do you think, Koa?” Praxis asked. “Do you think you’re compromised?”

Koa considered it. “Depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“It depends on what you mean by compromised. Like, if I’m compromised by reason, would that be acceptable? Or compromised by compassion? How about that?”

Praxis glared at Koa and jabbed a finger at Winter. “In six days you’re going to be killing this girl and you’re wondering in what ways you’re compromised?”

Dogwatch came round the corner, saw who was gathered and rushed forward. “No, no, no,” he said. “What are you doing? You can’t talk to Winter without her representation present!”

“You’re thinking of the mortal legal system,” Praxis told him, annoyed. “There’s nothing in the rules that stops me from talking to anyone because there are no rules for this kind of thing. Who are you?”

Dogwatch stood to his full height. “I am Tedgar Dogwatch, Sensitive and Reckoning Co-ordinator. Any interactions you wish to have with Miss Grieving need to come through my office. You are, I assume, Mr Plaxis?”

“Praxis.”

Dogwatch blinked. “In my notes, you’re Plaxis.”

“Well, your notes are wrong.”

“Do you have a Mr Plaxis on your team? Maybe I could talk to him.”

“You have a typo,” Praxis said.

“I don’t think that I do,” Dogwatch replied. “I made those notes myself and I don’t make mistakes. Koa Koa’s adult supervisor and trainer is Agadoo Plaxis.”

“Acatour Praxis, you ridiculous man.”

Dogwatch gasped, and the door opened and Ghastly started to beckon Winter in when he saw the crowd and frowned.

“Grand Mage,” said Dogwatch, saluting. “I came as soon as I was alerted!”

“OK,” Ghastly said. “Well, all of you just wait here, please. Winter, could I speak with you?”

Winter heaved herself out of one chair, walked in, and collapsed into another. Ghastly closed the door and sat behind his desk.

“How are you?” he asked.

“Fine,” she said.

“Are you hurt?”

She’d already answered that question three times since she’d arrived. “I’m fine,” she said.

He nodded, and leaned back in his chair. “Department X,” he said. “A shadowy mortal organisation hell-bent on destroying sorcerers turns up on your doorstep.”

“Apparently.”

“Apparently? You’re the one who identified them.”

“Alter Veers identified them.”

“Alter Veers. Yes. An Isolationist friend of yours.”

“He pretended to be a friend, but he was running the Conductors with Chorus Wild. He tried to recruit me. Failed. He says he’s not behind the prison break, but I don’t see any reason to believe him.”

“The Conductors aren’t behind it.”

“Who is?”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you.”

She rolled her eyes. “Right.”

“Are you going to ask about her?”

“Valkyrie?”

“The prison break led to a riot in Coldheart. People have been killed.”

“I’m assuming she’s all right. If she was dead, it wouldn’t be you talking to me, it’d be Skulduggery.”

Ghastly nodded. “She escaped.”

“Seriously?”

“Along with Chorus Wild and a few others, yes.”

“She’s working with them?”

“No, no. She tried to stop them, and ended up escaping.”

Winter considered this, and then rolled her eyes.

“Is everything OK?” Ghastly asked.

“It’s just typical, you know?”

“What is?”

She sighed. “What’s cooler than a detective? An Arbiter. What’s cooler than an Arbiter? A convict. And what’s cooler than a convict? An escaped convict.” She shook her head. “My sister just cannot settle for normal.”
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China Sorrows had a private jet. She had a private jet with a bar and her own attendants.

“I don’t see why you’re surprised,” China said. “Private jets are entirely my thing.”

“Entirely your thing?” Valkyrie echoed, raising an eyebrow at Militsa.

China scowled. “This is what I get for spending my precious time around teenagers,” she said. “Their vernacular. It is hardly a fair exchange.”

Militsa popped an olive into her mouth. “Well, I, for one, am not complaining.”

“Me neither,” said Valkyrie. “I thought we’d have to fly commercial all the way to Texas. I’ve had my fill of being cooped up in a confined space with a bunch of irate people I don’t know, thank you very much.”

China smiled, lifting her glass of stupidly expensive whisky from the console as the jet passed through a little turbulence. When it settled, she replaced the glass.

Skulduggery came out of the cockpit and took his seat.

“They’re still not letting you fly the plane?” Valkyrie asked.

He sounded grumpy. “I told them I can fly unencumbered by engines and still they refuse to even let me at the joystick. China, surely you can talk to them.”

“The pilots are the pilots, Skulduggery.”

“I’m aware of who the pilots are, but putting to one side, for a moment, the fact that I can actually fly, I am also a fully qualified pilot.”

“Qualified?” said Militsa.

“Maybe not qualified as such,” he said, sounding even grumpier, “maybe I don’t have every scrap of required paperwork, but I was the eighth person to ever make a sustained, controlled, powered, heavier-than-air flight. Surely that counts for something.”

“Well, that’s impressive.”

“Thank you, Militsa. It is.”

“Did you ever meet the Wright brothers?”

“I spoke with them on several occasions about the mechanics of their designs, yes, but they were overly suspicious of my disguise so I mostly shouted at them from afar. They mistook my intentions as hostile and they asked, through an intermediary, that I stay away. I respected that request, though I did steal their aircraft later that night.”

“Did you tell the pilots that story?”

“I did. They remained unmoved.”

The PA system chimed softly.

“Miss Sorrows,” the pilot said, “we are five minutes out.”

China held her finger down on a button. “Thank you, Captain. Understood.” She released the button, and frowned as Militsa reached for her belt. “What are you doing?”

“Getting ready to land,” Militsa said.

“Oh, my dear, no. We’re not going to be landing.”

Militsa watched her. “What do you mean? You said there was a private airfield thirty miles from Hellfire.”

“I did, yes, and while the jet shall indeed be touching down there and refuelling for the return trip, you three will not be on board. I will, because my days of jumping out of aeroplanes have long past, but you three will be—”

“Jumping out?” Militsa interrupted.

Valkyrie smiled her apology when Militsa looked at her. “I meant to tell you.”

“We’re jumping out of the plane?”

“Both Valkyrie and I can fly,” Skulduggery said, “so I really don’t see what the issue might be.”

“I’ve never jumped out of a plane before.”

“Of course not. Why would you have? You should never jump out of a plane unless you absolutely have to – which we do. I will be managing the air pressure within the cabin and immediately outside the door to allow for a calm exit. Once the door has closed behind us, and the jet is flying onwards, I will be taking all three of us down in a controlled, gentle descent.”

“All three?”

“I don’t have my necronaut suit,” Valkyrie said, “so flying would scorch my clothes. Also, we want to sneak in unnoticed, and trailing white lightning is not the best way to do that.”

“I’ll get us as close as possible while safely remaining out of sight,” Skulduggery continued. “We’ll be relying on your shadow-walking to manoeuvre us through town.”

“Won’t we be able to see the Ark from up here, even in the dark?” Militsa asked. “I mean, it’s going to be a bloody huge boat, isn’t it?”

“Thinking of the Ark as a boat is, apparently, old-fashioned and unimaginative.”

“So we should think bigger?”

“We should think stranger.”

“But even if we could see it from here,” Valkyrie said, “we still need to talk to Fervor. He’s been leading us to this point since Ersatz started killing, and we need to find out why.”

“So there’s going to be fighting?” Militsa asked.

“Hellfire is a town of Kahannists, both mage and mortal, so yeah, there’ll probably be fighting. If there is, you stay back. Just in case it gets out of hand.”

Valkyrie didn’t have to say Fletcher’s name. They were all thinking it.

Militsa realised she was still holding the two parts of the seatbelt, and she let them drop. “China, are you sure you don’t want to come down with us?”

“Sadly, I need to stay with the jet. These shoes are not made for sneaking, and only I can wave away the security requirements when we land.”

“You’ve come a long way to wave.”

“Am I not allowed to spend time with my two favourite people in this entire misbegotten world of ours, and whoever tags along with them?”

Valkyrie couldn’t help but smile. “That is definitely one of the top three sweetest things you’ve ever said in my company.”

“China Sorrows,” Skulduggery said, “getting sentimental in her old age.”

“We’re both gliding through our fourth centuries, my darling man,” China replied, “but don’t let the wrinkled skin and the brittle bones fool you. I am as young as I ever was.”

The PA system clicked to life again.

“Miss Sorrows,” the captain said, “we appear to have a problem.”

China pressed the button on her console. “What is it, Captain?”

A crackle. A hiss.

“Ma’am, there appears to be a man standing on the starboard wing.”

Skulduggery was the first to move but Valkyrie was right behind him. She knelt on a seat and cupped her hands around her eyes to look out of the window. She could see the blinking lights on the wing but it was too dark to make out anything until China dimmed the lights in the cabin.

The man stood on the wing, hands by his sides. It was still hard to see him because everything he wore was black, including that familiar, blank-featured mask, like the head of a mannequin. The speed, the wind, none of it budged him.

“The moment I’m outside, tell the pilot to take evasive action,” Skulduggery said, striding for the door.

But the man pointed towards the cockpit and his hand lit up, and Valkyrie shouted a warning, but there was nothing she could do. A stream of energy erupted from his hand and there was a shriek of glass and metal and wind from up front and the jet lurched. Valkyrie flew off the seat and across the aisle even as Skulduggery went tumbling and Militsa cried out. An alarm went off and oxygen masks dropped and the plane went into a dive. Valkyrie clung on to the back of a seat until she got a foot to the seat behind and righted herself.

The cockpit door, now below her, sprang open. The cockpit was gone. In its place was mangled metal and fire and smoke and, beyond it, the darkness of the ground they were hurtling towards.

Valkyrie shouted for Militsa but she couldn’t even hear herself, let alone Militsa. She reached down and grabbed China’s outstretched hand. The plane was practically vertical and it lurched again and China dangled for a moment, her legs kicking the empty space between her and the ruined cockpit. She still held her walking stick in her other hand. Valkyrie wanted to tell her to drop it, but she couldn’t find the breath.

Then the wind died as Skulduggery pushed it back, and Valkyrie’s ears popped painfully.

“Climb up to me, please,” he said.

Militsa clambered, helping Valkyrie with China, and they held on to whatever they could as Skulduggery gathered them into as tight a group as possible. He snapped his open palm at the door and the wind whipped it away, and he turned to them.

“We’re going to link up and step—” was all he had time to say before the man in the mask reached in and plucked him from the plane.

Without his controlling hand, the wind tore and pushed at them once again, and Valkyrie’s hair was in her face and through it she saw China shrug at her, and then step to the door and disappear.

Militsa took her hand and Valkyrie nodded and they tried to jump together but Militsa fell first and Valkyrie stumbled, cried out, but she was alone now, alone in the darkness and the blinking lights and the terrified whine of the engines. She got her fingers round the side of the door and pulled herself to it and through.

She flipped.

She tumbled and spun and rolled.

The jet went one way and she went the other and she turned, spread her arms and legs, stabilising herself, scanning the fast-moving gloom.

She glimpsed Skulduggery and the man in the mask and ignored them.

She saw a small, thin line of bright energy, twisting through the dark. China’s walking stick.

Arms by her sides, Valkyrie altered her trajectory and flew, trailing white lightning. She could see China now, still clutching the stick, and matched her speed. She crashed into her and China may have cried out, Valkyrie didn’t know, the world was rushing wind. They fell, and Valkyrie scanned the skies around them.

China jabbed her shoulder and Valkyrie looked to where she was pointing, caught sight of Militsa below them. She put on a burst of speed. Militsa saw them, reached for them, sent herself into a tumble. Valkyrie clung to China and China snatched at Militsa’s spinning, grasping hands.

They connected, and Valkyrie’s whole body jerked with the extra weight. The town was below them and the plane hit a building and the explosion lit up the streets and Valkyrie tried turning, tried aiming for the flat ground and then the flat ground crunched into her.

She wheezed. She groaned. She fought to breathe. She opened her eyes and China was pulling her into a sitting position. China said something but Valkyrie’s ears needed to pop. All sound was far away.

Militsa was getting to her feet. She looked OK. She stumbled, dizzy, but she was OK. That was good. Valkyrie felt better now.

China slapped her – light but sharp – and Valkyrie focused. She made herself yawn and her ears popped and sound flooded in.

“—hurt?” China said.

Valkyrie blinked at her. “What?”

“Are you hurt?”

Valkyrie wriggled her toes, flexed her ankles, bent her knees. “I’m good,” she said, and China let go of her and Valkyrie stood.

Hellfire was burning. The blaze from the crash was spreading, though the streets were still empty.

“There,” Militsa said, and Valkyrie spun, saw Skulduggery and the man in the mask drop out of the sky and disappear behind the houses next to them.

“Go,” said China. “Go! I’ll only slow you down!”

Valkyrie ran. Her clothes were a little scorched but otherwise OK. Her boots were still in good condition. That was important. Boots were needed for stomping.

Valkyrie darted between two houses, emerging on the next street over. It was quiet, too, so she ran to the next street, where the ground made the shift from paved roads to dirt tracks. There was a big old wooden barn with a hole in its roof and the sounds of things breaking inside. With Militsa sprinting to catch up, Valkyrie hauled open the door.

She didn’t know what it was so it must have been the Ark. The craft filled the space of the huge barn, held off the ground by thick metal struts. It was impossible to guess its shape, it looked like a flying saucer made out of ugly angles.

Skulduggery was on his knees before it and the man in the black mask stood over him, about to crush his skull with his bare hands.
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Valkyrie flew at him, brought her arms up to cover her head and slammed into his chest. She fell and he hit the metal strut behind him. She let him have it with two fistfuls of lightning and he went sideways, crashed into a trolley full of tools that clattered to the ground.

A dozen tendrils of shadow wrapped around those tools – the wrenches, the spanners, the ratchets – and the man in the mask stumbled under the whipping onslaught as Militsa strode forward. Valkyrie caught him with a sustained flow of lightning and he fell to one knee. She piled it on, and when she eventually cut it off Militsa went back to work.

Valkyrie grabbed a sledgehammer while Skulduggery got to his feet, and hefted it in both hands. Militsa called back her shadows and Valkyrie took a big step and a big swing and the sledgehammer came round in a big arc and collided with the black mask the way a truck collides with a deer.

It should have smashed it. It should, at the very least, have cracked it. But not even a dent.

Valkyrie swung up and over, aiming straight down, aiming to maybe hammer this guy into the ground, but he caught it. He took the hammer out of her hands as he stood, and with his free hand he pushed her and Valkyrie flew off her feet, hit one of the Ark’s struts and sprawled. The man in the mask swung the sledgehammer for Militsa, who jerked away, and then he hurled it at Skulduggery, who barely had time to use the air to deflect it. The hammer went right through the wall beside him.

Militsa’s shadows slashed his back, and Skulduggery hurled a fireball that exploded across his head, and when Valkyrie rejoined them the man in the black mask paused.

“So what’s your name?” Valkyrie asked. “We’ve had Ersatz and Gestalt, so if we’re to continue the German theme, who are you? Schadenfreude? Pretzel? Gesundheit?”

“You know my name,” he replied, and now she noticed the black clerical collar.

“Bilious?” she said. “That you?”

“Where is everyone?” Skulduggery asked.

“At a safe distance,” the Reverend Bilious Fervor said.

“You’re not thinking of lifting off, surely,” Skulduggery said. “The world isn’t even ending. Unless maybe you’re planning a test? Have we interrupted the first test flight of your Ark?”

“That’s what you’re calling it?”

“That’s what Revnan Cur called it.”

She could hear the smile in Fervor’s voice. “Then I shall defer to his wisdom.”

“Is he around? Could we talk to him?”

“Unfortunately not. You see, if Revnan Cur was here, you’d be safe.”

“And why is that?”

“Because Mr Cur is the one with the clever plans. I’m the one who carries out the will of the Hidden God. Arava Kahann is more... direct.”

“Did he give you these nifty new powers?”

“He did,” said Fervor. “Aren’t they great? I’m going to use them to kill you. Valkyrie, you’ll be last. Arava Kahann wants to give you a final chance to prove yourself. I’m not altogether sure who this charming lady is, but I’ll kill her right before you. Skulduggery, you’ll be second on my list, because the first is the frail old lady I glimpsed on my way down. That is China Sorrows one street over, is it not? She looks like she’d be easy to snap in two, so if you’d like to wait here, this won’t take but a moment.”

He lifted off the ground and Skulduggery leaped at him and Valkyrie and Militsa spun and ran, out of the barn and back the way they’d come, back to the burning street with the wreckage and the raging fires. China stood there, supported by her trusty walking stick. She saw the looks on their faces and she frowned.

Fervor flew through a building, bursting out of a window and beating Valkyrie to his target. He landed in a striding walk.

“China Sorrows,” he said in greeting as he closed in, and China flung her arms wide and a wave of blue energy hurled him back.

Valkyrie couldn’t help but grin as she reached China’s side.

“Who is this dreadful man?” China asked.

“Bilious Fervor,” Valkyrie said. “You’re first on his list to kill.”

“Because I look easy?”

“His words,” said Militsa, running up on her other side.

Fervor stood, dusted himself off.

“I await your apology, young man,” China called out. “I am not, and never have been, easy.”

She blasted him again and energy burst from Valkyrie’s eyes and Fervor reeled, but in the moments it took her to recover her sight, his fist thumped into her gut and she dropped, wheezing.

She pressed her forehead to the ground, concentrated her magic on easing the muscles in her abdomen, on coaxing them out of their spasm, and she took a breath and breathed in dust, and coughed and coughed while all around her came the sounds of struggle.

The moment she was able, she opened her eyes and raised her head. China passed her, flinging darts of red energy. Most of them missed Fervor, but the ones that hit seemed to be doing damage, and the man in the mask covered up, started ducking. But it was a feint, Valkyrie could see that. He was drawing her in.

“Drop back!” Valkyrie yelled, scrambling up.

He struck China and she hit the ground so hard she went skidding, and Valkyrie instinctively reached for her, leaving herself open for the energy stream that cut through her shoulder.

Valkyrie fell right beside China, who was groaning in pain and reaching for her walking stick. Valkyrie kicked it to her. Maybe with the walking stick she’d be able to get off the street and let Valkyrie focus on the bad guy.

She took her hand away from her shoulder. Oh, it did not look good.

There was the clicking of fingers and then Skulduggery descended from the darkness, twin streams of flame pouring from his hands. Fervor warded off the attack, forcing the flames around him, but the heat was incredible and Skulduggery was touching down now. Fervor stepped back, stumbled, looking for a way out.

Skulduggery cut off the flames abruptly, giving Fervor just enough time to suck in a breath, and then he raised his arms to the burning buildings. Those flames tilted towards him and he drew him in and spun his gloved hands, corralling the fire into a whirlwind. The whirlwind threw Fervor to the ground and enveloped him, and Skulduggery poured in more and more flames and the whirlwind grew into something terrifying.

China got up, and struggled to help Valkyrie to her feet.

“Find cover,” Valkyrie told her.

“I’m not leaving you.”

“Then call for reinforcements.”

“I’m not abandoning you, Valkyrie.”

Valkyrie pulled her arm free. “Damn it, China, we can’t fight him and worry about you!”

China looked at her. Blinked.

“I’m sorry,” Valkyrie said, deciding to feel guilty about it later. “Please hide.” She started limping towards Skulduggery and glanced back to see China holding her walking stick over her head.

China brought the stick down, breaking it against the ground. The bright energy inside burst free, twisted in the air for a moment and then flowed into her chest.

She took a step and jerked, her back arched, her arms wide, her fingers splayed. Her wrinkles disappeared as her skin tightened, and a glorious black spread through her hair from root to tip, banishing the grey. Her arms, her legs, her torso, they all filled out beneath her clothes and the colour came back to her. All those intricate, glorious sigils flashed briefly upon that flawless skin and China Sorrows, the most beautiful woman Valkyrie had ever seen, straightened up, looking young and strong and pissed-off.

Fervor lunged free of the whirlwind of fire and seized Skulduggery by the neck and that energy burst in his hand. Skulduggery flipped over backwards as he hurtled through the air.

China knocked her fists together and ran past Valkyrie. Fervor turned and she punched him and he spun. She punched him again, a body shot that would have broken concrete, then got behind him, took him by the head, and dragged him backwards to a parked car. She proceeded to slam his skull into the car’s bonnet, and when that buckled and broke she kept doing it, using him to destroy the engine block beneath.

Valkyrie looked back at the shattered remains of the walking stick, now completely empty of the energy – the life-force energy – that China had been keeping inside. It couldn’t have been easy to collect and siphon it all from the site of the life-force bomb detonation, all those years ago, but China had done it. Of course she had.

Fervor stumbled to his knees and China stood over him, catching him in a headlock. She dug her fingers under the rim of his mask and snarled, trying to pull it off.

“Valkyrie,” China called. “My strength is running out. Shackles. Do you have—?”

And then she sagged, and Fervor shook himself free, and threw China the length of the street and Valkyrie flew into him, plucking him from the road.

They crashed through the side of a house, wood cracking like bones around them. She pummelled him and he grabbed her and drove her, face-first, into the refrigerator.

She twisted, kicked the inside of his leg, caught him with an uppercut that hurt her more than it hurt him. She fell back, clutching her shoulder, and he had her around the waist and then they were flying out through a window that smashed around them. Back to the street they went, Valkyrie hitting it and rolling, and Fervor striding after her, waiting for her to come to a stop. And then Fervor’s own voice came on over speakers.

“The launch procedure has been initiated,” it said. “You have thirty seconds to reach the minimum safe distance.”

Fervor turned. “What? No. No.”

He started back towards the barn and Skulduggery came wandering out of the little alley.

“What did you do?” Fervor screeched.

“Oh, that?” Skulduggery said. “Yeah, I may have found my way into your Ark, pushed some buttons, waited for the energy to build up, and then went back and pushed some more buttons.”

“You think you can destroy it?”

“If I’m as smart as I think I am... yes.”

Fervor stared at him, and then sprinted past.

The moment he was gone, Skulduggery hurried over. “We should leave,” he said, pulling Valkyrie up. “The blast radius on that thing could take out the whole town. Where’s China?”

“Here,” China said, limping out of the smoke.

He tilted his head at her appearance. “Good to see you again.”

China helped Militsa to standing and then Skulduggery took her, and Valkyrie took Militsa, and they lifted off, flying over the flames, over the fields, over the dirt tracks and dry scrub and there was a flash behind them that lit up the world as far as the horizon, and then the roar and the shockwave and the wind and Valkyrie lost Militsa and went tumbling.

She hit the ground and the ground hit her back and she flipped and rolled and screamed in pain. When she came to a stop her head kept spinning and the world was flickering orange and darkness.

“Sweetie,” said Militsa, her hands on her, checking her, brushing the hair out of her face. Militsa had a deep cut along her forehead and a look of worry on her face. That was good. Dead girls don’t worry.

She gently pulled Valkyrie to a seated position, careful of her shoulder, and Skulduggery and China came over and they watched Hellfire burn.

“Is that it?” Valkyrie asked. “Is he dead?”

“Oh, yes,” Skulduggery said. “From what I could gather, a byproduct of starting up those engines is a burst of magic so toxic it would kill anyone who breathes it. So long as...”

“So long as what?”

“So long as his mask didn’t filter it out.”

“All this work...” Fervor said, and China cursed.

Fervor stood behind them. The distant flames danced dully in his dust-covered mask. “All this work, and look what you’ve done. Look at the devastation you are all responsible for.”

“You planned to destroy reality,” Valkyrie pointed out as she got up.

“You’ve taken something important from me,” Fervor continued, like he hadn’t even heard her, “which means you’ve taken something from Arava Kahann. This cannot be allowed to go unpunished. Now I will take something important from you.”

He raised his arm and fired without warning, but Valkyrie was already moving, diving, pushing Militsa out of the way, and the blast caught her in the chest and erupted from her back. Valkyrie fell sideways, the world darkening and going quiet. Militsa’s screams were distant and she could barely see Skulduggery as he skidded on his knees towards her. She tried to take a breath but her lungs were gone.

Militsa rolled her over, into her arms, so she was looking at the night sky. Fervor rose into it and disappeared, and Militsa was still screaming, though Valkyrie couldn’t hear her words. China was on her phone, shouting instructions most likely. Skulduggery’s smoke-smudged skull kept moving in small, jerky motions, like he didn’t know where to look, like he didn’t know how to start saving her.

But there was no saving her. Valkyrie knew that. She couldn’t feel anything except Militsa’s arms around her, though that may just have been her imagination. She wanted to say something, or smile, but she couldn’t even look into her girlfriend’s eyes. She didn’t even have enough command of her body to do that.

It occurred to her that she was about to die. That maybe her body was already dead. That these were her final thoughts. Skulduggery leaned over her, but he was darkening, like everything else. The world flicked off and she couldn’t see and she couldn’t hear and she couldn’t even feel the arms of the woman she loved. Her life slipped out of reach and she left it behind. Such a sad way to end. She didn’t want to go.

Valkyrie died alone.
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Winter woke to a knock on the door.

Mia mumbled something, clicked on her bedside lamp, and they both frowned.

“Probably for you,” Mia mumbled, her voice thick with sleep. “One of your boyfriends.”

Winter got out of bed and padded to the door. Opened it. Skulduggery wasn’t wearing a hat, and his suit was torn and dirty and smelled of smoke.

He didn’t say anything. He was quiet. She’d never known him to be quiet before. It lasted much, much longer than she expected. The world was already slowing before he said the words.

“Valkyrie is dead.”

Winter watched him, watched his jaw, waited for it to open again so he could continue the sentence, give it context, explain the joke or the ruse or the plan. Instead, he just stood there.

Winter wondered what she was going to say in response.

“Go on,” she said, which surprised her.

“We went to Hellfire,” Skulduggery said. “That’s in Texas. China and Militsa came with us. We were investigating... It doesn’t matter, right now, what we were investigating. A man named Bilious Fervor killed her.”

She heard Mia get out of bed behind her.

“I don’t understand.” Winter frowned. “Hold on. Just wait a second. Just hold on.” She shook her head. She was still half asleep so it was better to just have Skulduggery start over. Things would be clearer. “Where is Valkyrie, right now?”

“She’s dead.”

“But where is she?”

“Her body has been taken to the High Sanctuary.”

“So she’s here. In Roarhaven. Is she sick?”

“Winter, I need you to listen to me.”

“I am listening to you. I’m listening to you very well, actually. I just can’t understand what you’re saying.”

She was crying, which was odd, and he was kneeling and wrapping his arms around her, which was odder still, because she couldn’t remember sinking to the floor. His suit made it feel like there was flesh and blood under there, but it was cold. It was like hugging a dead body.
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“We’ll need to tell people,” Melissa said. The way she was sitting on the couch, perched right on the edge of it like she was a bird about to flutter away, was disconcerting. Her voice was disconcerting, too. It was brittle. Winter had never thought of her mother as being brittle before. She didn’t like it.

“What’s the best way to tell people?” Melissa continued. “Maybe a newsletter. No, that’s stupid. An email. I’ll just send an email.”

Desmond reached for her hand. “Maybe not an email,” he said, but she pulled her hand away and shook her head.

“You’re right. An email’s very impersonal, isn’t it? And people don’t always check their emails. You never check your emails.”

“That’s true,” Desmond said, “I don’t.” He didn’t look well. He was pale, with dark rings under his eyes.

“A phone call, then,” Melissa said. “I’ll just call everyone and tell them the bad news.”

The bad news. Like they had to cancel a party.

“Mum,” Winter said. Melissa turned to her, eyebrows up. “We don’t have to think about that right now.”

“Of course we do, sweetie. These things don’t take care of themselves, no matter how much we might want them to. When you’re a mother, you’ll understand. When you have kids of your own.” Melissa nodded, and her lip started to tremble.

Winter’s eyes were drawn to the bullet holes on the living-room wall. The broken windows had already been replaced, but further repairs had yet to be carried out. Everyone was busy, it seemed, dealing with recent events. That was a nice way of putting it. Recent events.

Skulduggery was the only one of them standing. His façade had melted away, though he still held his hat in his hands.

Desmond looked up at him. “How did it happen?”

“He told us how it happened,” Melissa said sharply.

“He told us bits,” said Desmond. “I want to know everything.”

“I don’t. It’s morbid.”

“She’s dead.”

“Don’t say that like I’m stupid, Des! I know she’s dead!”

“I’m not saying it like you’re stupid; I’m just saying of course it’s morbid, because she’s dead.”

“I don’t want to hear it!” Melissa screamed.

The silence that followed stuck daggers in Winter’s heart.

Desmond moved to get up. “Skulduggery, we should go to the kitchen.”

“No,” Melissa said, clutching Desmond’s wrist. “I’m sorry, Skulduggery. You can tell us.”

Desmond sat back down. “Maybe later.”

“But you want to know.”

“I don’t think I can hear it. I’m not sure I’d be able to...”

“Absorb it,” Melissa said.

“Yes. Absorb it.”

Melissa nodded, and reached for the cup of tea she’d abandoned on the coffee table.

“Mum, no, that’s cold,” Winter said, taking it from her. “I’ll make you another one.”

“Would you?” Melissa asked, smiling on reflex. “Thank you, sweetie.”

“Dad? You want another cup?”

“Sure, kiddo.”

“I’ll help,” Militsa said, following Winter into the kitchen.

Winter put on the kettle and washed out the cups. Militsa wasn’t doing much helping. She just stood there, her arms folded, staring into space.

“How are you feeling?” Winter asked, because she didn’t know what else to ask.

The anger in Militsa’s eyes surprised her. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Sorry?”

“You’re walking around like you haven’t just lost your sister. You’re walking around like at any moment you’re about to tease the rest of us for crying.”

Winter stood there, blinking stupidly.

“There’s always been something wrong with you,” Militsa said. Almost sneered. “Is that what’s happening here? You’ve flipped back to the way you used to be? Is this the little girl who couldn’t feel sadness? Is this the little girl with only half a soul?”

“I don’t think you mean the things you’re saying.”

“So you still have your soul, then? It’s still intact? You’re just not bothering to use it, is that right? Because you hated Valkyrie so much?”

“Hey!” Winter snapped.

“You’re offended?” Militsa said, laughing. “Have I hurt your feelings? Oh, no! Oh dear! All she did since the day you were born was love you and fight for you, and all you did was resent her for it!”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“She was in prison for you! She killed that guy for you!”

“I didn’t want her to! I never asked her to!”

“You didn’t have to! You were going to throw your life away and she saved you, and you never even thanked her for it!”

Winter shoved her, two hands to the shoulders and Militsa flew backwards, hitting the cabinets. “She never let me make my own decisions!”

“I know!” Militsa said through gritted teeth, coming right back. “She was overprotective! She couldn’t shake the idea that you were her responsibility! She couldn’t let you be your own person! But she loved you and she needed you and you abandoned her in that place!”

“That’s not true!” Winter said through sudden tears. “I have a right to be mad at her!”

“You had a right, you selfish little child.”

“I never abandoned her!”

“Now you’re just lying to yourself.”

“She knew I loved her!” Winter sobbed.

“She died without you!” Militsa shouted, and immediately covered her mouth with both hands as Winter’s legs buckled beneath her.

“I’m so sorry,” Militsa said, dropping to her knees beside her, pulling her into a hug as Winter wailed. “I didn’t mean that. That’s not true. It’s not true, sweetheart. It isn’t. She knew you loved her. She knew and she never had any doubt. You didn’t abandon her. You didn’t.”

“She thought I hated her.”

“She didn’t,” said Melissa from the doorway, where she stood with Desmond. “She knew you were mad at her and she knew she had hurt you, so she understood why you didn’t want to talk to her.”

“She never once believed that any of this was because you didn’t love her,” said Desmond. “Valkyrie spent half her life being angry at one person or another – she understands anger. You had a right to be mad at her.”

Winter hugged her knees and Militsa hugged her. “I thought she was indestructible. That’s how she acted so I thought that’s what she was. Even when they put her in prison. I thought she’d be fine.”

“I know,” Militsa said softly.

“I thought I had time. I thought we’d be able to get back to normal.”

Militsa kissed the top of her head. “I know.”
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Winter woke in her own bed in her own room in her own house, and she remembered why she was there and all that sadness crashed down on top of her.

It was hard to breathe, the grief was so heavy, so she sat up, took a few deep breaths, but that wasn’t helping. She swung her legs out of bed, hands gripping the mattress, head down, and she tried to fill her lungs the way she usually did, but it wasn’t working right. She didn’t have enough space, that was the problem – her room was too small – so she launched herself off the bed, opened the window and stuck her head out.

It was cooler, it was fresher, but the air wasn’t making it into her lungs in the right way and she sobbed in panic and tried again.

“Help,” she gasped, clutching the windowsill. “Somebody help.”

She bent over at the waist, turning from the window, dropped down to her hands and knees and started crying. She was breathing well enough to sob, so she stayed where she was, curled into a little ball, and wept.

When she was done she picked herself up. Her muscles trembled, like she’d been working out. Her teeth chattered. Her phone was full of messages from friends, telling her how sorry they were, how much they were thinking of her, how hard they were praying for her. She sent a quick reply to Mia and to Tier, and then she had a shower and brushed her teeth. As she dressed, she heard her uncle’s voice. She steeled herself for what was to come, and went downstairs.

Fergus and Beryl and Crystal were in the kitchen with her folks and they rushed to her when she walked in and of course they were all crying and now so was she, all over again. When they’d calmed down, Desmond wiped his eyes and said, “We’re keeping this within the family for now.”

“What do you mean?” Beryl asked, her voice shuddering.

Desmond tried a smile. “We’re not announcing the news to the public until after the funeral. It’s a magic thing. They, the sorcerers, they want to say goodbye. She was very important to them. It’d be like when a president dies, for us.”

“Of course,” said Fergus. “They’re her people. It’s only right that they’d... that they’d need this.”

“And we just don’t want everyone knowing yet,” said Melissa, handkerchief bunched tightly in her fist. “You know, neighbours and people like that.”

“Whatever you need,” Beryl said, and hugged her.

There was a knock on the door and Winter went to answer it.

“Hello,” said Carol. She was in shape, and had a good haircut and wore nice clothes. Her face was expressionless, though, like the muscles had been cut. “I’m here to grieve.”

“Yeah,” Winter said dully, standing aside to let her in. “They’re all in the kitchen. You might want to look sad before they see you.”

“Of course,” said Carol. She hesitated, and turned. “My deepest condolences, Winter. I liked Valkyrie very much.”

“Did you? Can you like anyone?”

“As much as I’m able.” She reached out, touched Winter’s arm. “If you need to talk,” she said, and then a moment later all her learned emotion animated her face into an expression of sorrow – her mouth turned down, her forehead creased, and tears came to her eyes. She walked into the kitchen and Winter stayed where she was. She was well used to being around reflections – her own reflection was taking the classes she was missing at that very moment – but she was wary about Carol. The only other reflection, that she knew about, to live for this long outside a mirror had been Valkyrie’s, and that situation had got complicated and murderous. But from the reaction to Carol’s appearance, the reflection was still fooling everyone who needed to be fooled, so Winter left the house.

Koa was sitting on the wall, the one that had all those bullet holes. “I didn’t know what to do,” he said. “I felt your pain. I think we’re connected a little. Psychically. I didn’t know what to do so I went where I thought I needed to go and ended up here. This is weird, right?”

“It’s weird,” she said, then sat on the wall beside him.

“Must not have been easy, growing up in her shadow,” he said.

“It wasn’t. Though that sounds so petty now. She’d already done so much by the time I even started out in magic. She’d saved the world and every sorcerer knew who she was and some of them loved her and some of them hated her and most of them wanted to kill her... And then there’s little old me, trying to distance myself as much as possible from the legend of Valkyrie Cain.”

“I was given reports about you, as creepy as that sounds,” Koa told her. “Praxis handed it to me one day and said to know your enemy is to defeat your enemy, which is stupid, and means nothing. But one thing I read in that report is that no one in your school even knew you were her sister until two years ago. Is that true?”

“Pretty much, yeah.”

“Well, that says something, doesn’t it? You didn’t want to get by on your sister’s reputation.”

She shrugged. “It was more than that.”

“It usually is.”

“I spent the last few years being angry at her,” she said. “I resented her for everything she’d done for me and everything she’d sacrificed for me. It’s because of me that she was in Coldheart. It should have been me in there.”

“Maybe.”

She opened her mouth, then laughed without humour. “God, I was about to launch into another one of my diatribes about how all my choices were taken away from me, like any of that matters. Like any of it ever did.”

“Of course it did,” said Koa. “I get why you’re beating yourself up, and I get why, when you look back, certain things become, like, trivial. But from what I can see, you had to assert yourself. Praxis is always talking about forging my own path towards my destiny. Now, most of the time, what he means is that forging my own path is great so long as it runs parallel to the path that he thinks I should take, because he knows best, but... but that’s not the point. You’ve got to forge your own path, Winter. That’s the only...” He bit his lip for a moment. “You know butterflies?”

“I know of them.”

“You know that when they’re emerging from the cocoon it’s the struggle that strengthens the wings and allows them to fly?”

“Ah,” said Winter.

“Your struggles make you as strong as you need to be for what’s coming. You’re not wrong for recognising that or for getting mad about those struggles being taken on by your big sister.” He shrugged. “Just like she wasn’t wrong for wanting to protect you.”

“Yeah,” she said. “So we’re both wrong and we’re both right, is what you’re saying. The dichotomy is palpable.”

“I’m not entirely sure what that means, but OK.”

They smiled at each other.

“I should go,” Koa said. “Praxis is already hassling me enough about—”

“Enemy fraternisation.”

“Yeah. Hey, speaking of... I don’t suppose you’ve had a vision where we survive yet, have you?”

“No,” she said. “But I know it’s possible. It has to be.”

He nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Me too.” He looked around, making sure there were no witnesses, and he took off, disappearing into the sky.
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Tanith picked at the skin around her fingernails. Her mind was quiet, her eyes caught on an empty bit of floor. She picked at her skin until it hurt and she frowned. She hadn’t done that in years. Decades, even. It had been a nervous habit she’d grown out of long ago.

Her phone buzzed and she checked it. She’d missed an appointment with someone. She couldn’t remember who, or what it was about, but commanding the Cleavers meant she was always meeting someone about something. She put her phone away.

Skulduggery stood beside her. He was very, very still.

The doors to the conference room opened and Ghastly came out, looked harried, followed by a stream of equally harried people who immediately split off in multiple directions. They all had their jobs to do and no time to waste, just like the Grand Mage.

“Ghastly,” Tanith called.

Ghastly turned as she approached, Skulduggery by her side. “Yes,” he said. “Hi. Sorry, this is a terrible thing to say at this moment, but can this wait? We’re in the middle of a full-blown crisis.”

“Insadoom still refusing to hand over Chorus Wild?”

He nodded. “Nine Sanctuaries, plus Australia, plus the majority of the African Sanctuaries, are pressuring us to just go in and take him back. If we don’t, they will, at which point everything will spiral.”

“This won’t take long,” said Skulduggery. “And it is quite important.”

Skulduggery’s voice sounded different. Instead of its usual velvet, his voice scratched at Tanith’s ears like broken glass.

“Of course,” Ghastly said. “A worldwide search is now underway for Bilious Fervor. Hellfire, or what’s left of it, is being examined, but, as you can imagine, that’s going to take some time. We all know how much we owe to Valkyrie and we’re not going to stop until Fervor is dead or in shackles.” Ghastly put his hand on Skulduggery’s shoulder, and squeezed. “We’ll get him. We’ll make him pay.”

Ghastly gave them both a look, and walked off.

“I have another question,” Skulduggery said.

“I have to deal with this crisis right now,” Ghastly called back, “but the moment I have breathing room, we’ll talk.”

Skulduggery nodded, adjusted his cuffs, tipped his hat to someone he knew, and started walking after him. Tanith fell into step.

When they got to the junction of corridors, instead of turning for the elevators or the stairs, they kept going straight. Ghastly went into his office, closing the doors behind him. Cerise passed, leading a trio of foreign dignitaries towards one of the more lush waiting rooms.

“I’m afraid the Grand Mage is in meetings for the rest of the afternoon,” Cerise said as she passed them.

Skulduggery nodded and Cerise carried on, and Skulduggery walked up to the doors and kicked them open.

Ghastly was just sitting behind his desk when Skulduggery sent a wall of air straight into him. The desk flipped and Ghastly tumbled, but even as the desk hit the far wall and smashed the window, he was redirecting the air to send himself slamming into Skulduggery.

Tanith closed the doors and placed her hands against the wood. A sheen spread outwards, sealing them shut.

Ghastly punched Skulduggery three times, driving him back with every blow, and then sent him stumbling with a fourth. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he roared.

Skulduggery’s hat had fallen off and his jacket was open and his tie was over his shoulder. “What are you hiding?” he asked in a very calm voice.

“What are you talking about? What the hell are you talking about? You attack me? Have you lost your goddam mind?”

“We know about Revnan Cur,” said Tanith.

Ghastly whipped his head to her. “Seriously? You’re on his side?”

“We know about Revnan Cur,” she repeated.

“I don’t know who that is!” he shouted.

A Teleporter appeared with Cerise and a bunch of Cleavers, ready to leap into battle, but Ghastly held up a hand.

“Thank you,” he said. “You may leave.”

The Cleavers returned immediately to formation, but Cerise hesitated. Then she nodded to the Teleporter, and he took them away again.

Ghastly walked to where his desk had been and stood there, hands on his hips and his head down. “I can’t believe you did this,” he said quietly. “Four hundred and whatever years of friendship and, what? It’s over?”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

He turned. “Oh, it does, Skulduggery. Oh, it does.”

Skulduggery fixed his tie. Straightened his jacket. Picked up his hat. “Revnan Cur is the son of Arava Kahann. He has been working with Bilious Fervor. We don’t know for how long. It might be decades. It might be centuries. In the last few years or so, they have been determined, it seems, to draw our attention. Why they have been so obtuse, I cannot, as yet, begin to guess. They have been drawing our attention to a scar on the timeline.”

“And what does that mean?” asked Ghastly.

“Someone has stolen eighteen months,” Tanith said.

“You must understand that you’re not making it any clearer.”

“Someone,” Skulduggery said, “either Darquesse or, more likely, Kahann, deleted eighteen months and forced us to live those months all over again.”

“And why would he do that?”

“We don’t know.”

“So what’s the problem? What do you think should be done about this? Are you looking for those eighteen months back? What?”

“We want to know what you had to do with it,” Tanith said.

“Oh, that’s easy. I had nothing to do with it because I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.”

“Bilious Fervor had a history with Difficult Grigoras,” said Skulduggery.

Ghastly frowned. “And you still think I knew that Grigoras was a Kahannist?”

“I read his file,” Tanith said.

“In that case, you’ll know that there’s no mention of Grigoras being a follower of Arava Kahann, is there?”

“No, there’s not. Not in the file I read.”

“So now I doctored his file? Is that what you’re saying?”

“Either somebody doctored the file,” Skulduggery said, “or the person who compiled the file missed it. There is, of course, a third option, in which the person who compiled it was already compromised and so purposefully left it out.”

“Please tell me that you know how paranoid you sound.”

“Who investigated him? Who wrote the file?”

“I can’t tell you that. The identity of the people who conduct our research must remain confidential.”

“I don’t know how they got to you,” Skulduggery said.

Ghastly laughed. “This is ridiculous.”

“I don’t know when they got to you. Was it when Darquesse brought you back to life? Did Kahann plant a little bit of himself into the mix?”

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that.”

“However it happened, the end result is that they compromised you.”

“Give me one single shred of proof for any of this,” Ghastly told him. “Please. I need to know that this lunacy is based on something concrete that, yes, you misunderstood or misinterpreted. I don’t care about whatever mistake you’ve made; I just need to know that you didn’t just pluck all this out of thin air.”

“The third of July.”

Ghastly sighed with exasperation. “What about it?”

“The third of July, three years ago. That’s where the scar lies – so that’s the point where we lost those eighteen months.”

“OK. So?”

“I sneaked a look at Cerise’s records,” Tanith said. “She really is very good at keeping records. Her attention to detail is magnificent.”

“If you’re going to quiz me about it, I’m afraid to tell you that my memory isn’t that good.”

“Her records for that day are missing.”

Ghastly hesitated. “So she filed them in the wrong place.”

“They’re missing. The page is torn out.”

“That’s your proof? A missing page?”

“I looked up the Global Link reports for that date,” said Skulduggery, “paying particular attention to any news reports concerning the Sanctuary here.”

“And?”

“Wiped.”

“I’m sorry?”

“They’ve been erased. Which is unusual, because Global Link reports don’t get erased. They become matters of public interest and so they’re preserved.”

Ghastly watched them both. “OK,” he said. “That is unusual.”

“Do you remember yet what you were doing that day?”

“I haven’t a clue.”

“Do you remember, then, the Roarhaven Chronicle?”

A flicker of concern passed over Ghastly’s face. “Yes,” he said.

“A misguided attempt at a local newspaper,” Skulduggery said. “Amateurish and self-indulgent, staffed by three glorified opinion columnists and no actual journalists. It ran for seven months and met an inglorious end on the eighth of August. Three years ago. Which means it was still in operation on the third of July.”

Ghastly nodded slowly.

“I contacted the gentlemen behind the paper, and requested access to any copies they might have kept. This is a report they made on the day in question.” He took a copied page from his jacket and unfolded it. Above the article was a photograph of Ghastly standing beside a handsome man. The handsome man was smiling. Ghastly was not. They were shaking hands, and the handsome man was passing over a box.

Skulduggery didn’t have to read from the page. He could recite what had been written.

“Grand Mage Ghastly Bespoke chats with Revnan Cur, of Hellfire, Texas.” He held out the page. When Ghastly didn’t take it, Skulduggery folded it up again.

“Mr Cur was a visiting dignitary all the way from the notoriously secretive town of Hellfire, according to the Roarhaven Chronicle. This was, obviously, before Ersatz started killing people and we followed the trail to Reverend Fervor’s church door.”

“OK,” said Ghastly, “so it looks like I met him. I meet a lot of people in this job. I shake a lot of hands.”

“What was in the box?” Tanith asked.

“What?”

“He gave you a gift. Did you not see the picture? He gave you a gift in a nice black box. What was in it?”

“I have no idea.”

“All gifts are logged and declared, aren’t they?” Skulduggery asked.

“They are,” Ghastly said.

“This one wasn’t,” said Tanith. “And it’s not like Cerise’s records, where the page is torn out. The page, for that day, in the logbook that’s reserved solely for gifts received by visiting dignitaries, is still there. But it’s blank. You didn’t even fill it in.”

“That’s... that’s odd.”

“What did Cur give you, Ghastly?”

“I can’t remember. It was nothing. It... I can’t remember.”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “You’re compromised. Either you’re actively working with Revnan Cur and Bilious Fervor, in which case you share responsibility for Valkyrie’s death, or you are compromised in some other way and you have allowed them to carry out their plans.”

Ghastly shook his head. “You really don’t think much of me, do you?”

“You’re not the man I thought you were.”

“And what’s your next move?”

“If I find out that you are actively helping Bilious Fervor,” Skulduggery said, “I will kill you.”

Tanith put a hand on Skulduggery’s arm, as if he was about to lunge. But he didn’t move.

“Then I’d better hope that your investigation clears me,” said Ghastly. “In the meantime, there is a crisis to avert that maybe you two can help me with.”

Tanith raised an eyebrow. “You’re assigning us a mission?”

“If it’s not too much trouble, yes. I want you to get Chorus Wild back – without starting a war with Insadoom. Can you manage that?”

“Why send us?”

“Reason one, only a small team – two or three people – could hope to get on to the island undetected. Reason two, you would both be my first picks in an ideal situation, which this certainly is not. And reason three, it will mean that you take some time away from here, and so give us all an opportunity to regret our words and see sense. You’re free to turn it down, though. It’s not the Cleaver Commander’s job to undertake a mission like this, and I can’t order an Arbiter to do it, either. So?”

Skulduggery looked at Tanith and tilted his head, and she looked at Ghastly and said, “Sure.”
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Xena was an old doggy, and had no interest in the excitable pups they passed on the beach, or the curious scents of the various pieces of driftwood. She padded beside Winter, happy to stay close. Occasionally she’d stop and sniff the air, but her days of investigating were over. She was still adorable enough to draw admiring glances from people going on walks or jogging by, however. She collected them like stamps.

Winter sat on the sand, looking out to sea, and pulled her in, between her legs, and ruffled her ears. “You’re so good,” she told her. “You’re such a good girl.”

Xena allowed herself to collapse in a heap, and rested her head on Winter’s thigh.

It was getting late, and the tide was coming in, and the beach was slowly emptying. She watched her dad walk over. He was looking a little better today – less grey.

“There used to be boulders here,” he said when he was close enough.

“Yeah?”

“Or maybe they were over there. Anyway, there were boulders nearby, and you could sit on them.”

“There’s a bench back on the grass,” Winter said.

“No, no, it’s fine. I’m sixty-two. I’m not so old that I can’t sit on the ground if I need to.” He bent over, put one hand down, tried to ease himself into a sitting position and ended up falling down beside her. “Pretend I did that with some grace and dignity,” he said.

“Are you still jogging?”

“Every day,” he said. “More or less. Well, OK, I suppose I haven’t been out for a few months.”

“The doctor said—”

“I know, I know, and I do plan on getting back to it. I’m just waiting for the weather to improve.”

“The weather is gorgeous.”

He made a face. “I don’t like it when it’s too warm.”

“Are you still golfing with Fergus?”

“No,” he said immediately. “We gave that up. I’m fine with hitting the ball, I’m just really bad at choosing the direction it goes in. Fergus couldn’t wait to quit, but that doesn’t surprise me. I’ve always been the athletic one in the family.”

“You don’t look athletic.”

“Appearances can be deceiving.”

“You don’t act athletic, sound athletic, seem athletic—”

“Other things can be deceiving, too,” he said, and held up a hand to cut her off. “I get enough of this from your mother, thank you very much. Stretch more. Go for a walk. Put down that cake. It’s easy for her. She’s doing her Pilates and her yoga and those charity walks.”

“None of that is easy for her,” Winter said, frowning. “Those are all things she decided to work at so that she’d be able to do things like sit on the ground without grunting like a moose.”

“Ah, it’s too late for me to start now. I’m set in my ways. Besides, she’s so much younger than me.”

“She’s a year younger.”

“Apart from in June and some of July, when she’s two years younger. Those five weeks make a big difference.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Winter muttered, as Xena got up, moved round, and collapsed again, this time with her head on Winter’s other thigh.

Desmond reached out, scratched the doggy’s head. “Bet you miss your mistress, don’t you?” he said to her gently. “Yep. Yep, you do.”

A familiar lump rose in Winter’s throat. “Dad, please.”

Desmond tried a smile. “Oh, sorry,” he said, and released a long, shaky breath. “How are you doing, then? We haven’t really had a chance to chat, just the two of us.”

“I’m doing OK. I’m grand.”

He nodded. “Good. Good, good. But if you weren’t good, that’d be good, too. Do you see what I mean?”

“You mean it’s OK to grieve.”

“I do. I do, indeed. In fact, I was thinking about this earlier. Your name. The name you chose. Winter Grieving. Where’s Winter? someone asks. Winter’s grieving.”

“Yeah,” she said.

“It’s like you knew what was lying ahead of us.”

“Yeah.”

He was quiet for a bit. “Did you?”

She looked at him.

He shrugged. “I was just wondering if you’d seen it in a vision or something like that. One of those prophecies. It’s just... it seems like you’ve been expecting it.”

“Does it?”

He wiped his glistening eyes and sniffed, then shrugged again. “You’re taking it really well. Obviously, you’re as devastated as the rest of us, but you’re handling it so much better than we are. And I know you hadn’t really spoken to her properly in a while. I just wondered if that was your way of creating some distance, so that when it... when it happened, you wouldn’t be... Maybe you thought it would protect you.”

“No, Dad,” Winter said, and burst out crying.

He smiled through his tears. “I wouldn’t blame you for it. God, I wouldn’t blame you at all! And I wouldn’t blame you for not telling your mum and me. It meant we had that time with her and it wasn’t, you know, it wasn’t clouded with thoughts of it almost being over.”

Winter put her hand on his arm as the tears rolled down her face. “Dad, I promise, I didn’t know.”

“It’s OK, sweetheart. I’d understand.”

“I promise, Dad. If I’d known this was going to happen, I’d have stopped it.”

“Oh, sweetheart, no,” said Desmond, hugging her. “I didn’t mean to make it sound like you had responsibility over any of this. I know you’d have stopped it! I know you would! You loved her so much! You loved her so, so much.” He kissed her forehead. “I know, sweetie. I know.”

Xena heaved a great sigh and got to her feet, then turned and nuzzled her head between them. Winter laughed, and petted her, and Xena licked the tears from her face.

“Good doggy,” said Desmond. “Cover her eyelids in thick slime.”

“Ew,” said Winter.

“Good doggy. Slime her up real good.”

She giggled and elbowed him halfheartedly and he grinned.

“Funeral’s Monday,” he said, and she realised how fake the grin was.

“Right,” she said, hollow again.

“We’re keeping it to just us, and Fergus and his lot, and her... her magic friends. Just so we can all say goodbye, together. The Great Nagus has been co-ordinating it all.”

“Great Nagus?”

He looked at her. “Grand Nagus? Grand Magus?”

“Grand Mage.”

“Yes. His office has been... they’ve been wonderful, actually. They’ve got the, uh, the thing... the grave... sorted out and they’re getting the... the...”

“The body?”

“The body ready. You know, autopsy and reports for the ordinary, like, the mortal, authorities. They’ve got the plot picked out at the cemetery, and we’re having everyone back to her house, Valkyrie’s house, after. We haven’t had to really organise anything. There’s a girl who works there, she’s—”

“Cerise.”

“Cerise, yes. All I know of her is a voice on the end of a phone line, but she’s great, she is.”

“I thought Valkyrie was getting cremated,” Winter said.

“Yeah,” her dad responded. “That was the intention, though Valkyrie never actually told us that’s what she wanted. I don’t know. I think your mum just needs somewhere to visit. I’m not sure she’s ready to... have that be over. I think she just wants to be able to talk to her. To talk to our little girl.” His voice cracked.

She sat beside him and they watched the sea and a cold thought hit her.

“What time is it?” she asked. “On Monday?”

“Oh, uh... eleven a.m. for the burial, then back to Grimwood. Why? Do you have something else on?”

“It’s a... it’s one of those prophecy things.”

He paled. “What? What is it? What’s happening?”

“You don’t have to worry,” she told him quickly. “It’s not going to happen.”

“What is it? Is it dangerous?”

“It’s not going to be.”

“What is it, Alice? Winter. What is it, Winter?”

The worry, the sheer panic on his face, was breaking her heart all over again.

“So you know the way I’m the Child of the Faceless Ones?”

He frowned. “You said that wasn’t a big deal.”

“It’s not. You know Koa?”

“The boy who was at the house when all the shooting happened.”

“Yeah. Koa Koa. In the same way that I’m the Child of the Faceless Ones, he’s the Child of the Ancients.”

“OK, right. So he’s the good guy.”

“Well, yeah, technically, but I’m the good guy, too.”

“I didn’t mean you weren’t, I’m just... Anyway, go on.”

“So me and Koa are supposed to have this competition.”

“OK,” he said. “That doesn’t sound too bad.”

“It’s not,” she responded, “but out of sheer principle, we don’t want to do it. So on Monday, when we’re supposed to have this competition, we’re just gonna meet up and shake hands.”

“Can he come to the house?” Desmond asked. “Is there any reason you wouldn’t be able to shake hands at the funeral?”

“None at all,” she said. “I’ll invite him over. He’s nice. You’ll like him.”

He exhaled, and she watched his whole body relax a little.

“Did he get bored?” he asked.

“Sorry?”

“Koa Koa. When he was choosing a name, did he get bored halfway through and just repeat himself?”

“Oh, no. The first Koa, he said, is from the Kaurna tribe in Australia, and the second Koa is from Hawaii. They mean two completely different things.”

“Oh. OK.” Her dad bit his lip for a second or two. “I was trying to think of what my name would be, if I had to choose one.”

“What did you come up with?”

“Circumbendibus Trout.”

The laugh exploded out of her. “Oh my God.”

He nodded. “Circumbendibus is another word for a rambling way of speaking, which I have been told I am sometimes guilty of. And trout is one of my favourite types of fishes.”

“That’s brilliant,” she said. “I really wish you were a sorcerer now, just so you could use that name. But you should keep it. Even for mortals, taking a name, even if you never tell anyone, is often enough to stop yourself from being controlled.”

“Then Circumbendibus Trout is who I shall be,” he announced. “Though you can still call me Dad.”

“Thanks. I will.”

He slapped his thighs. “OK then, enough of this sitting-around lark. Help me make lunch.”

Winter nodded, gently scooted Xena to her feet and then stood herself. She looked back to where her dad was holding out his hands.

“Come on,” he said. “Getting down, I’m aided by gravity. Getting up off the ground, I have to fight against the pull of the very planet itself.”

“Getting old sucks, huh?”

“We like to think that wisdom compensates for it, but it generally doesn’t.”

She took his hands and pulled him up as easily as if he were a toddler.

He stared at her. “How strong are you?”

“Oh,” she said. “Yeah. My strength and my magic has increased for the competition.”

“What kind of competition is it? Weight-lifting?”

“Sure,” she said. “Something like that.”




[image: Chapter 43.]

Tanith didn’t let many people carry her.

Over the years, there had been a handful. Two boyfriends and one girlfriend, all of whom had liked to sweep her off her feet if the occasion called for it. There had been others who’d tried – in a non-combat capacity – but she’d shut that down immediately.

Being carried by Skulduggery was different from all the others. With him, it wasn’t romantic, wasn’t possessive, wasn’t dominant – it was practical. He stood upright and held her, like the delicate princess she was, as he skimmed across the surface of the Atlantic, diverting the sea spray around them. He’d put on a burst of speed every now and then, punting whenever a decent wave presented itself, and she begged him to do tricks. But he was not, as he reminded her, a surfboard, so Tanith closed her eyes and dozed with her head against his chest.

They approached the island from the north, aiming for a spot on the steep cliffs between a rusted ladder, the bottom of which had snapped off decades ago, and narrow stone steps that had eroded to the point of being unusable. There had once been a jetty at the base of the steps, smashed to kindling long ago, and that’s where Skulduggery brought them. Tanith got her feet against the cliff and adjusted her gravity, then straightened out of his arms. She jogged up the side, reached the top and peeked over. When no one shot her or kicked her back into the ocean, she signalled Skulduggery and took a ninety-degree step, righting herself on the top of the cliff.

Skulduggery flew up, landing beside her.

This corner of the island was mostly karst, lots of rock and short, stubby grasses. Further in, the trees began, quickly turning into a lush and varied woodland, no doubt helped by strategic planning and plenty of magic. The island had three towns – the main one being the southernmost Doom Bay – and a few smaller villages. One of those villages was barely visible over an outcrop of rock just ahead. An old watchtower stood nearby, surrounded by scaffolding. Insadoom was still building and reinforcing its defences, but they’d been assured that there was no work scheduled for this one today.

They hurried to the watchtower, keeping low. Hent Borasco stood waiting within. Skulduggery went first, and Hent noticed the way his fingers moved.

“You don’t trust me?” he asked. “I told you I’d be alone, and I’m alone.”

“Of course we trust you,” Tanith said, smiling. “Skulduggery’s just being cautious. Thank you for doing this.”

Hent scratched his beard and looked away. “Yeah, well. Someone has to try to avert a war that Insadoom doesn’t stand a chance of winning.”

“You’re taking quite a risk,” said Skulduggery.

“I’m aware. It had better be worth it. And I have your word, don’t I? No one gets hurt.”

“No one gets killed.”

“That wasn’t what we agreed,” said Hent, anger clouding his face.

“We’re not going to do anything rash,” Tanith assured him. “This, today? This is just to collect the information that we’re going to need in order to come up with a plan. We’re not here to hurt anyone.”

“Have you told him that?” Hent said, casting a glare to Skulduggery. “And you’d better be thinking clearly. What, you don’t think we hear the news, living on this island? I know you lost your pet and I don’t want—”

Skulduggery picked him up by the throat and Tanith lunged, her hands on his arm.

“Put him down,” she said quickly. “Please put him down. Skulduggery. He’s worried. He’s scared. Please.”

Skulduggery didn’t move for a few seconds; was just this pillar of bone in a good suit holding a grown man off his feet like he weighed nothing. But then he let Hent down, and released his grip.

Hent rubbed his neck and snarled, about to launch into a tirade, when Skulduggery cut him off.

“I apologise,” he said. “You’re an ally and I assaulted you. You’re risking a lot, going against your fellow Isolationists like this. You’re important to us. I’m sure there are others on Insadoom who share your concerns, but none of them are brave enough to do something about it. So I appreciate you, Mr Borasco. I do. But if you disrespect Valkyrie Cain again, while she is no longer around to defend herself, I will hurt you in ways both terrible and imaginative, and I shall do so happily, and then I’ll continue with my mission.”

Hent watched him. “Your apology was to threaten me?”

“It seems so.”

“Then I apologise, too. I’d never met her, but, obviously, we all owe Valkyrie Cain literally everything. What I said was rude, but I didn’t mean anything by it.”

Tanith clapped them both on the shoulders. “Let’s leave that conversation there, what do you say? Hent, my good friend, thank you for getting us here. We’re going to carry on, we’re going to stay out of sight, and we’re not going to hurt anyone.”

“You’d better hurry, then. The next patrol will pass in four minutes.”

They hurried.

They got to the cover of the trees and moved deeper into woodland. They hiked across the island, avoiding paths and trails, until they came out the other side. Doom Bay opened up before them, a collection of pretty houses and businesses and, beyond them, the shore.

Tanith spotted a few Rippers – those her new reforms hadn’t enticed back to the Cleavers – doing security, so they avoided them, approaching the town from the east. Slipping between buildings, staying out of sight, avoiding the alarms and the cameras, they took the long route but the right one, and they entered Divine House via a third-floor window. In here, it was harder to stay undetected.

But they managed.

In among the rafters, in the gloom, over an empty chamber, they crouched.

“She hated stakeouts,” Skulduggery said softly, after a few minutes of silence.

Tanith didn’t respond. If he wanted to continue, he’d continue.

“She said she hated stakeouts, anyway,” he continued. “I told her, constantly, to have patience, but she’d just roll her eyes and complain more. But I don’t think she hated them as much as she said she did. I think she quite enjoyed them, actually.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“No,” he admitted. “That’s merely how I hope she felt about them – because I enjoyed them. Stakeouts are the patch of time before action, when everything has the potential to go right. You watch the target, you learn the routine, you note the opportunities...”

“And you talk,” she said.

“And you talk.”

Tanith smiled. “I don’t think there’s anyone alive that I enjoyed talking to more than Valkyrie. I mean, apart from Ghastly, but that’s...” She shrugged to get back on track. “She had this ability to flip between deadly serious and stupidly silly and then go right back again.”

“She embraced her whimsy as she got older.”

“She did,” Tanith said. “She did embrace her whimsy. Teenage Val was... cocky.”

“Very.”

“Cocky to the point of arrogance.”

“A much maligned human trait.”

“That may very well be, but if left unchecked, arrogance becomes insufferable. I never felt she got to that stage.”

“She did give in to her dark side and try to destroy the world.”

Tanith waved that away. “You don’t know what it’s like for teenage girls, OK? Society is making demands of you while you’re still trying to figure out the person you want to present to it, how much armour you want to wear, how many layers of defence you want to put up. Add the Surge into the mix, which is basically magical puberty for sorcerers, and is it any reason she tried to destroy the planet?”

“You’re right,” Skulduggery said. “Viewed in that context, her actions were entirely reasonable.”

“That’s how she got Militsa, you know.”

“Because she tried to destroy the planet?”

“Because of her goofiness. Valkyrie is the very definition of intimidating. I get that you have your way of looking at her, but for everyone else she was this tall, hot chick with muscles and magic – like, basically Wonder Woman with sarcasm.”

“She was good at sarcasm.”

“And that kind of package is very easy to fancy, very easy to stare at and drool over, but very hard to fall in love with. She got Militsa because that’s not all she was. She was also this silly little goofball who loved animals and eighties movies.”

“I wonder where she picked that up from.”

“I guess we’ll never know,” Tanith said, and smiled. “She was always a little sister to me.”

“And you were always a big sister to her.”

Tanith nodded and stopped talking because of the lump in her throat, and Skulduggery didn’t push it, so they waited in silence as the sky outside darkened and the lights below them came on, casting them in deeper shadow.

A man came in, fussed around with the table and left.

A few minutes later, Iota Tricks and her government entered.

Iota sat. “Before we begin,” she said, but was immediately interrupted.

“Can I ask a question?” said Wagner Conquest.

“Questions can keep until later.”

“I just want to know, what’s the delay?”

“If you’ll just hold on, I’ll be able to update you on where we stand.”

“You might be able to wait, Governor Tricks, but the rest of us don’t have the luxury. We need to put Chorus Wild on trial immediately. The plan was to get everyone’s attention on the proceedings, to allow the arguments both in and out of court to distract the Sanctuaries from coming here and taking him back. So what the hell happened?”

Tanith wasn’t able to see Iota’s face, not from this angle, but she could imagine the clenching of the jaw. “There have been complications.”

“Complications that were supposed to have been solved before we greenlit the operation,” Conquest said.

“And we thought they had been.”

“Obviously, you were wrong.”

“Obviously,” Iota replied. “So now we work towards an agreement on what to do next.”

“The plan is still a good one,” said Modena Gunarchy, “so long as we get court proceedings underway before the Sanctuaries have a chance to launch an operation. How close are we to getting Mr Wild into the dock?”

“Three days at the earliest,” said Minister Viator.

The silence that followed was heavy.

“I think I can speak for everyone,” said Iota, “when I say that we do not have three days.”

“The High Sanctuary is probably sending an army against us as we speak,” Conquest said.

“Threnodic,” Iota said, “you’re unusually quiet.”

Threnodic Wist didn’t respond for a moment. “The operation was a disaster.”

“We got Wild,” Conquest said.

“People died. Who here can tell me what went wrong? Because of us, because of an operation we launched, convicts, Cleavers, and prison staff are dead.”

Conquest sniffed. “We’re not responsible for how the convicts acted.”

“If we’re responsible for releasing them from their cells, we’re responsible for what happened after.”

“Nonsense! We’ve all read the Coldheart response protocols. Security doors should have closed and sealed. Cleaver squads should have been dispatched. Neutralising agents should have been pumped into the air supply. The fact that none of that happened—”

“Somebody alerted the convicts,” Threnodic interrupted. “Somebody went around writing messages on walls. When the world tilts, dive for the doors. The inmates were prepared to take advantage of what we were doing, which meant something went seriously wrong with our planning. Now the Sanctuaries, and the High Sanctuary in particular, are ready for war, and justifiably so.”

“If they had just done what we’d asked in the first place, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

“They didn’t give us a prisoner. How grown-up nations deal with something like that is diplomacy. Not launching attacks and getting people killed.”

Conquest laughed. “So it’s all our fault, and the Sanctuaries are blameless.”

“The Sanctuaries are not blameless. They’re arrogant and superior and slow to act. By refusing our request they put us in a position where we had to either meekly obey, and thus become little more than a vassal state, or take extreme action. We asserted ourselves. We made the big statement. But all we were supposed to do was disrupt the power supply to Coldheart Prison and sneak Chorus Wild out in all the confusion.”

“It sounds cruel,” said Conquest, “but accidents happen.”

“What do you think we should do, Threnodic?” Iota asked.

He shifted in his seat. “I don’t think we have any other choice.”

Conquest sneered. “You want us to give the terrorist back to the Sanctuaries. You see? This is what you get when you put a pacifist in a position where they have to make the big decisions. You get weakness!”

“Pacifism is not weakness,” Modena argued.

“How can you say that when we are literally watching the man’s spine crumbling before us? But, of course, Minister Wist here is an acolyte of Nuru Yewahi so I don’t think that any of us are surprised.”

Viator leaned forward. “Nuru Yewahi is an inspiration to us all.”

“Nuru Yewahi is a coward.”

“Wagner, mind your tone,” said Iota.

“My tone?” Conquest echoed. “My tone? I have to say, Governor Tricks, that I might not agree with Nuru Yewahi’s namby-pamby approach to Isolationism, but at least she’s a leader.”

“That’s enough!” Iota snapped.

There were a few seconds of uncomfortable silence before Modena cleared her throat.

“Returning Chorus Wild to the Sanctuaries is a reasonable move in the current climate,” she said.

“It makes us look weak,” Conquest growled.

“We need to make amends.”

“And then what? We give in here and we’ll end up owing them forever.”

“I agree with Minister Conquest,” said Kagu somewhat reluctantly.

Conquest barked a laugh. “Will wonders never cease?”

“Can you just be quiet for a moment?” Kagu said, annoyed. “But he has a point. The fact is, Insadoom is supposed to be our chance to break away from the old way of doing things.”

“Exactly!” Conquest said, seemingly unable to stop himself from interjecting. “Independence does not begin with apologies.”

“What would you have us do?” said Modena. “Go to war with the Sanctuaries?”

“We’d give them a bloody nose.”

“And they would annihilate us! They hate the idea of an independent nation as it is, but they’ve never had a justifiable reason to tell us we couldn’t do what we wanted to do. But if they can label us, all of us, as terrorists, if Insadoom itself becomes a terrorist state... this little social experiment of ours is over before it’s begun.”

“I didn’t say we give him back,” said Threnodic.

They all looked at him.

“So you agree with me?” said Conquest. “We fight?”

He shook his head. “We fight, we die.”

“So we don’t give in and we don’t fight – so what do we do?”

“We say no,” Iota said. “We stand firm, we stand resolute. We explain that any attempt to take Chorus Wild from our custody is an assault on this nation’s sovereignty. We let sorcerers around the world see what the Sanctuaries are doing to anyone who disobeys their directives.”

“So we do nothing,” Conquest said.

“This is not nothing, and the Sanctuaries will see that. They rule by consent. The Sanctuaries remain in place so long as the magical society allows them to. The moment the people no longer trust their leaders to act in a fair and proportionate manner, it all comes crumbling down.”

“You hope,” said Conquest. “You hope they will see that and you hope our fellow mages are thoughtful enough to recognise all that, instead of just viewing us as a bunch of upstart terrorists who need to be stomped.”

“Minister Conquest makes a good point,” said Viator. “If the Sanctuaries do not back down, they’ll invade.”

“Yes.”

“And you think we should let them in?”

“We don’t let them do anything,” Iota said. “We just let everyone else see what they do to the little guy.”

There were mutterings and grumblings, but no outright objections. They had their plan.





Skulduggery and Tanith got back to Roarhaven later that night.

“I’m assuming I’ll be briefing Ghastly alone?” Tanith said.

“Tell him what we know,” Skulduggery responded. “Tell him that Insadoom is expecting a significant show of force. They’ll be expecting the Sanctuary to arrive, trumpets blaring, to issue demands and then to just steamroll over their objections.”

“But we’re not going to do that?”

He shook his head. “We’re going to take a small force on to the island. That will be enough.”

“Will it? Most of their forces will be protecting their prison. A small force would never get through.”

“They’re not keeping Chorus Wild in the prison.”

“Huh. OK, I can see how they’d come to that decision. But where is he being kept?”

“I’m going to keep that to myself for right now.”

“You think Ghastly will send in a team without you? Well, fair enough. So when does all this happen?”

“When they think we’ll be otherwise occupied,” he said. “When they think we’ll have our minds on something else.”

“On what? What could we...?” She stopped. “Monday? You want to go after Chorus Wild on the day of Valkyrie’s funeral?”

“They’d never expect it.”

“But still... It’s her funeral, Skulduggery.”

“I doubt she’ll mind, Tanith. She’s dead.”
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The coffin was solid mahogany with deep rope carving, finished in a high gloss and fitted with brass handles and a premium-quality interior. For extra comfort, presumably.

Valkyrie didn’t look comfortable. She looked posed as she lay there, hands folded over her belly. She was dressed in the armoured black clothes that Ghastly had made for her, with the skull clasp at her hip. Maybe it was the fact that she was so still that made it all seem so false. Valkyrie was never still in life. Even when her body was motionless, she always had an eyebrow ready to raise or a scowl ready to spread.

Winter wished that she wasn’t so pale. Whoever had done the make-up had done a good job, but Valkyrie’s skin was just wrong and her hair looked flat. If Winter had been the one to make the decisions, she’d have put her in the coffin without her jacket. Her sister had worked hard to get those muscles. That should have been everyone’s final impression of her.

Whoa. Good arms.

The coffin lay on the bier in the living room.

Bier was the name for the stand that held the coffin. Winter had read that somewhere. Their other option was a catafalque, which was altogether fancier, but that was the kind of platform that would hold a dead pope, not a dead sister.

Irish wakes were a strange affair, Winter fully admitted. A last chance to spend an evening with the deceased, to have a drink and have a chat and have a laugh, to say goodbye with all the love and as much good cheer as could be mustered. Then into the fire with them or, in this case, the dirt.

But Winter couldn’t summon any good cheer this evening, just like she hadn’t been able to summon any all weekend. She’d been dreading tonight – Sunday night, the last night that Valkyrie would be above ground – and yet it had trudged its way into being as if Winter’s feelings didn’t matter, not one bit. So she left the wake and flew back to Haggard, and she sat in her room – the room that had once been her sister’s – and looked at her bookshelf.

When she was younger, the books she kept on that shelf were her favourites. They were the stories she read again and again, enough to crease the spines and dog-ear the pages. Adventure books. Mystery books. Horror books. Stories that would drag her inside the covers and keep her there until the story was over.

There were three biographies on that shelf now, and five histories. Seven more were various other pieces of non-fiction. A visitor – Revnan Cur, perhaps – might have commented that these were unusual reading habits for someone her age, and she would have replied that she had no control over the things she found interesting these days. She had little control of anything, it seemed.

There was a knock on her window and she got up, opened it. “You realise you could have just knocked on the door, right?”

“Force of habit,” Skulduggery said.

She went to her chair and sat, swinging round to face him as he climbed in.

“I missed you at Grimwood.”

“All a bit too morbid for me,” she replied.

“I wanted to see you before the funeral, in case you need anything.”

“Like soup.”

“Like soup, or help, or a conversation, or anything.”

“But mainly soup.”

“Sure. Do you want soup, Winter?”

“No.”

“Have you eaten?”

“Not hungry. I hear you’re off to Insadoom tomorrow.”

“Who told you that?”

“Ghastly came by last night. He mentioned that you might have to leave the funeral early, and I thought, right, that could only be one of two things. You’re going to get Chorus Wild back, aren’t you?”

“That is the plan, yes. But it can wait until after the burial.”

“OK.”

“What was the second thing it could have been?”

“That you’d found out where Bilious Fervor was hiding, but I knew you wouldn’t have been able to wait if you knew that.”

“No, but rest assured I am following up on every lead.”

“And are you following up the leads alone? You are, aren’t you? So when you do catch him, what do you expect to happen? You couldn’t beat him with Valkyrie beside you, when it was four against one. You go up against him when it’s just you and you won’t survive.”

“Perhaps.”

“She wouldn’t want that.”

“She’s not around to argue.”

Winter watched him. “Yeah, OK.”

“That came out harsher than intended,” Skulduggery said.

“I know. She loved you, and she wouldn’t want you to get yourself killed while you’re seeking revenge.”

His head tilted. “You don’t want revenge?”

“I imagine I do.”

“You imagine?”

“I don’t feel anger right now,” she said. “I just feel loss. I feel empty. Sad. I feel sad on a level I didn’t think was possible. I think the anger will come, and then I’ll want my revenge, yeah. Right now, though, I can’t help but think about what she would want.

“I heard Mum and Dad talking, and Mum said she would give anything to be able to change places with Valkyrie. Of course she would. It was always us. It was always her kids. We’re the priority. But for us, she’s the priority. They are the priority. When Valkyrie was first telling me about all this, about why she did it and why she put herself in danger again and again, do you know the reason? Do you know the reason, Skulduggery?”

“Her family,” he said.

“She couldn’t trust anyone else with the lives of the people she loved, so she had to do it herself. She had to take on that burden and that responsibility because what else was she going to do? What else could she do? That’s the whole reason she didn’t just walk away when things got dangerous.” Winter softened. “I think that’s what scared her more than anything. The idea of losing us. Any of us. My parents, me. You. It’s why she fought so hard. It’s why she protected me from everything she could possibly protect me from. It’s why she went to prison for me, and why she was able to keep going even after I abandoned her.”

“The longer you live,” Skulduggery said, “the more guilt you’ll build up. This is an inevitable part of life. There will be opportunities, however, to spread some of that guilt around. To assign it to the truly guilty parties. You can hate yourself for resenting your sister – that’s up to you. But you can decide, here and now, to hate the man who killed her more.”

“There’s got to be more than that,” she said quietly. “There’s got to be more than hate.”

“There is,” he said, “but right now, hate is all I’m running on.”
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The funeral was attended by family and friends. Valkyrie may have been rude to most of the people she met, but an impressive number of sorcerers actually turned up, which came as something of a surprise. They probably respected Valkyrie more than liked her, and they all undoubtedly owed her their very lives, but Winter decided to believe that they were here not because of any debt or obligation, but because they were all going to genuinely miss her.

Most of them, anyway.

Winter kept her head down, avoiding eye contact, smiling only to Mia and nodding to Skulduggery. His suit was black. His shirt white. His tie black. The knot he’d used was called a four-in-hand, which tilted the tie slightly askew. It gave a slightly rakish quality to an otherwise formal piece of clothing. She knew this because she’d read it once. She tended to remember the things she read.

Cadaver Cain was standing under the shade of a large tree away from the crowd. If the cemetery hadn’t been closed to the public, he would have been taking a huge risk standing there without a façade, without even a hat. She watched him and, like he knew he was being observed, he turned and walked back through the rows of headstones, and disappeared from sight.

After the burial she travelled with her parents to Grimwood House, over the humpbacked bridge and along the narrow road that carved its way through thick woodland. The heavy, grand gates stood open, welcoming them into the estate.

Tea was served and drinks were poured and little sandwiches were passed around on silver trays, and Winter watched the mourners talk and nod and smile sadly. Mayor Graveside came over and hugged her, and Winter introduced her to her parents and left them to talk. Tanith came in full Cleaver Commander uniform, complete with sword across her back. She didn’t even acknowledge Ghastly’s presence over the other side of the room, but Ghastly was too busy talking to important people in hushed tones to notice.

Winter left the room, went to the bathroom and shut the door. She sat on the toilet for five or ten minutes, staring at the wall. Then she stood, adjusted her smile in the mirror, and walked back to the living room, where Mia and Tier and Aphotic ambushed her.

“The Monster Hunters are here,” Tier said in hushed tones, his eyes wide. “Gracious O’Callahan and Donegan Bane. The actual Monster Hunters.”

“Cool,” said Winter, like that meant something.

“And Dexter Vex,” said Mia. “He is so hot. He is so incredibly hot. Have you seen him? Like, oh my God.”

“He’s not that handsome,” said Aphotic, annoyed.

“Which one is he?” Winter asked, and Mia pointed to the hottest man there. “Oh my stars and garters,” Winter muttered.

“Oh my God, I know,” Mia said.

Then the crowd parted and they saw a woman with raven hair, an impossible, unearthly beauty, whose startling blue eyes pierced the air between them even though she wasn’t even looking their way.

“Is that Principal Sorrows?” Mia could only whisper. Tier and Aphotic stared. One of them made a strange sound. Or maybe it was Mia.

Winter tore her eyes away and saw Fergus over by the bookcase, looking at all the novels that Gordon Edgley had written. She left her friends to their stunned, silent appreciation of China Sorrows, and walked over.

“Have you read any of them?” she asked.

Fergus smiled. “I tried. Three times, I tried. I tried with his very first book, and then I tried again, twice, after he died. It’s just not for me. I’m not much of a reader.”

“Well, in case you’re wondering, they’re good.”

“So I’ve heard,” he said. “I was just thinking of when your sister was younger. This little dynamo, always running or swimming or riding horses. Always with an answer or a smart remark.”

“Sounds annoying,” said Winter.

He nodded. “That’s what I thought. For too long.” He sighed, heavily. “I wasn’t a good uncle to her.”

“You had the twins to raise.”

“And I wasn’t a good father to them. I don’t think Beryl or I really took to parenting until much, much later. When everyone was older. Maybe it was children. Maybe I just don’t like children.”

“It’s understandable.”

He nodded. “Kids are horrible.”

They both smiled.

“I didn’t want my girls around this,” he said. “Having Stephanie out there, always in danger, always fighting, that was scary enough. I didn’t want Carol or Crystal anywhere near it.”

“Valkyrie,” Winter said gently.

Fergus’s eyes widened momentarily. “Oh, God, yes. Having Valkyrie out there. Sorry. Sometimes I still slip, even now. But it always seemed, as much as I disapproved of it all, it always seemed like she – like Valkyrie – could handle it.”

“Yeah.”

“It was like she was always strong enough, and tough enough, and smart enough to keep scraping by, from one narrow escape to the other. I was worried about her, but, at the same time, completely confident that she’d be OK. But I suppose she could only keep going for so long.” He sniffed, and straightened. “I liked her coffin.”

“It was nice, wasn’t it?”

“I’m surprised at her being buried, though. She always struck me as the cremation type.”

“I’m not sure I know what type that is.”

“Non-conformist, I suppose. She was so tall and had all the muscles and she had the magic and the girlfriend and the smart mouth and all that defiance and independence. I didn’t think she’d choose a regular burial, that’s all. She was always so... special. Like a big gay wizard.”

A laugh burst from Winter’s mouth. “Oh my God, Fergus. That’s brilliant. Let’s give her a new headstone and put that on it.”

Valkyrie would have liked that headstone. She really would have. Winter shook her head, scattering the sad thoughts before they settled, and accidentally heard some of Fergus’s thoughts while she was doing so.

“May as well say it,” she told him.

“Sorry?”

“You may as well say whatever it is you want to say.”

“Am I that obvious?”

“I’m going through a phase right now, won’t bore you with the details, where my psychic abilities are peaking. I didn’t read your mind, I swear, but I know you’ve got something you want to say.”

“That’s a little unsettling, if I’m being honest, but, well, I had been going to ask if this – Valkyrie’s death – might make you think again about where your life is headed. We only have a short amount of time to spend with the ones we love. But then I thought, no. You’re too much like your sister. You’re too much like your uncle. Gordon and Valkyrie had that same defiance in their jaws.”

“Their jaws?” she said, amused. “Not their eyes?”

“Oh, they had it there, too. The way their eyes narrowed, the way they frowned, the way a single eyebrow would go up. But they’d set their jaws the same way when they were being obstinate – they just gritted their teeth and clenched. The way you do.”

“I wasn’t aware of that.”

“You are very much like her, Winter, so I know you’re not going to let any of this interfere with the way you want to live your life. And you shouldn’t.”

“Thanks for using my proper name.”

“I don’t always remember. But I try.” He looked around, and his expression changed. “Does Skulduggery have a twin brother?”

“Twin? No.”

“Because Skulduggery is over there,” he said, pointing, “but a moment ago I saw another Skulduggery over there, only this one wasn’t wearing a hat.”

“That’s Cadaver. Cadaver Cain. He’s Skulduggery from the future.”

Fergus blinked. “Oh.”

Winter was saved from having to explain further when Carol appeared beside them, dressed in a sombre jacket and skirt.

“I didn’t know you were coming,” said Fergus, surprised. “Hello, bunny.”

Carol smiled sadly and gave him a hug. It lasted, in Winter’s opinion, exactly as long as a hug needed to last, and then Carol stepped back. “How are you, Dad?” she asked.

“I’m doing OK,” said Fergus. “I thought you wouldn’t be able to make it.”

“I rearranged my meetings so I could take the day off. Hi, Winter.” They kissed each other’s cheeks, and when they parted Crystal was standing there.

“You made it,” she said.

Carol nodded. “Yes. I rearranged my meetings.”

Beryl moved in, hugged her and Carol hugged her back. “It’s so good that you’ve come.”

But Crystal didn’t move. “Why is she here, though? She’s barely come to any family gathering since we were teenagers.”

“I’m upsetting you,” said Carol. “I’m sorry. I’ll leave.”

Crystal’s laugh was quick and humourless. “See? There we have it! Business as usual!”

“This is not the time,” Beryl said.

“Really?” Crystal responded. “The daughter who walked away has graced us with a second visit in a week, and you don’t think that this might be the perfect time to finally get an answer? Carol, what did I do?”

Carol frowned at her. “I’m sorry?”

Tears glistened in Crystal’s eyes but they didn’t fall. “What did I do that was so awful that you went away?”

The conversation in the room picked up around them in an attempt to give this family drama some privacy.

“You didn’t do anything,” Carol said. “Why do you think you did?”

“Because one day we’re sisters,” said Crystal, “and we’re worried about the same things and thinking about the same things and we’re bonded, the way sisters are bonded. The way twins are bonded. That’s what made us special. That’s what made me special. And then overnight that bond was gone. One day I knew exactly what you were thinking and the next I didn’t even know who you were.”

“And you thought you’d done something wrong?”

“What else would I have thought?” Tears now, starting to roll. “Every time we saw Valkyrie it was like being around a movie star. We wanted to know all the gossip, all the news. What had she been up to? Had she saved the world recently? Did she have a boyfriend? It was so much fun. It was... She was living a life we only dreamed about! Do you remember?”

“Yes,” Carol said. “Of course.”

“Do you remember why we loved it so much, though?”

“Because she was something we weren’t.”

Crystal nodded. “She was someone important. She was someone who mattered. And we were nobodies. We were nothing.”

“Oh, sweetheart,” said Beryl, her hands over her mouth.

“But at least we had each other,” Crystal continued. “No matter what, at least we had each other.”

“And then I broke our bond,” Carol said quietly.

“You looked at me and you decided you could do better.”

Carol didn’t respond immediately. “I wanted to be better,” she said. “I wanted to be better than the person I had been. There’s a difference, though, between wanting to be better and wanting to do better. I didn’t want to do better, Crystal. You’re my sister. I could never do better than you. I needed to be better, though, and because I didn’t want to hurt you, I left. I’m sorry. I thought I needed to.”

“Well, I’d hate to keep you from all this improving you have to do,” Crystal said, “so you can go back to your life. We’re all so proud of you, with your flashy job and your great apartment and all the meetings you had to rearrange, but we wouldn’t want to keep you.”

“Oh,” Carol said. “OK.”

Winter felt compelled to speak up. “She’s being sarcastic.”

“Thank you!” Carol responded, and turned back to her sister. “Crystal, I’m not very good with detecting sarcasm or using sarcasm, so please understand that I am not being sarcastic right now. I am proud of you. I am proud of the fact that you have a job you love and you live in a great area and you have pictures of so many friends. I don’t have many friends, or any friends, so I don’t know what that’s like, but seeing you laughing in all those pictures makes me glad that I left when I did. I understand that it made you sad and that wasn’t my intention, but I had a chance to become a better version of the person you knew, and while I was doing that, you became a better version of the person I knew. And you did it alone, without any help from me.”

Beryl was openly crying now, and so was Fergus. So was Melissa, for that matter, who’d only arrived right at the end. Winter stepped away before she joined the crying masses, focusing on her breathing as she made her way back towards her friends.

“Winter,” said a man in his early twenties. A taller, stronger, better-looking version of him stood alongside. “I don’t know if you remember me—”

“Omen,” said Winter. “How are you?”
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Omen Darkly offered a sad smile. “I’m good, thank you. This is my brother, Augur.”

“My deepest condolences,” said Augur as he shook her hand. He was a fellow Chosen One, born with a great destiny. She could probably speak to him about what she was going through, but she lacked the enthusiasm.

“Thanks for coming,” she said.

Omen leaned closer. “I don’t know if there’s anything we can do, but if there is, if anything occurs to you, please know that we are making ourselves available. Whatever you need.”

“Thank you. Oh, if you’re talking to my parents and you run out of things to say, maybe don’t mention the time I got kidnapped in front of you.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” Omen said, giving another smile. An attractive young woman joined them. “Oh, Winter, this is Gretchen.”

They shook hands, and Gretchen gave her a smile but didn’t immediately say anything about condolences, which was a welcome change. “I like your top,” she said instead. She was American.

Winter looked down at the top she was wearing. It was pretty cool. “Thank you,” she said. “I don’t know where I got it. It might be Valkyrie’s, actually. I think I borrowed it and never gave it back.”

“I’m sure she won’t mind,” Gretchen said, so deadpan that it made Winter laugh.

Omen looked horrified and Gretchen winced.

“Sorry,” she said. “Awkward situations make me say inappropriate stuff.”

“Then you would have really got along with my sister,” Winter responded. “She was the master of the inappropriate, but she carried it off so well.”

Omen nodded. “And if you ever took offence at whatever she said, she’d look at you like you were the problem.”

“Like, she wasn’t charming, as such,” said Winter, “but she was so comfortable with being rude that I think it had the same effect. Some people think that’s down to Skulduggery, and his influence on her during some pretty formative years.”

“You don’t agree?” Gretchen asked.

“I think she was born like that. I think some people are just born different, you know? Born confident and assured.”

“Pity it doesn’t run in the family,” Mia said, walking over.

Winter smiled. “I don’t think it does, though, that’s the thing. She was born like that, but I’m only the way I am because of her. And I’m not just talking about those years where I had only a fragment of a soul, although I’m sure that has something to do with it. I looked at her when I was a kid and I saw how she interacted with people and how she... It’s like there was never anyone who was better than her, you know? She could stand toe to toe with anyone and they might be stronger or smarter or tougher – but you’d never know it because she refused to be the one to back down.”

“She went up against Mevolent,” Tanith said, joining them. “She went up against Mevolent with broken bones and she lay there, in the street... telling jokes.”

“She was so stubborn,” said Omen. “So obstinate.”

“And she couldn’t trust anyone else to do something right,” Winter said. “If it was dangerous, if it might require someone, somewhere, to make an impossible choice at the worst possible moment in their lives – only she could do it.”

“Do you think that was because she couldn’t trust anyone,” Tanith said, “or because she didn’t want anyone else to have to shoulder that burden? I think it was a bit of both.”

“All I know is that she protected me again and again, and she tried to provide me with as normal a life as she could, given the circumstances, and I resented her for it.”

No one said anything.

“It was very easy to resent Valkyrie Cain,” Skulduggery said, and she turned. “It was very easy to dislike her, to think she was arrogant or rude or brash. Because she was. Wonderfully so. But, in any situation, she did what she thought was the right thing for her to do. Not always the right thing – but the right thing for her.”

“So everything she did was for selfish reasons?” Winter asked.

“Of course.”

“That’s a slightly less heroic eulogy than I was expecting, I have to be honest.”

“Really?” he asked. “Valkyrie was never going to automatically risk her life for people she’d never met – she valued her life far too much for that. Whenever she risked her life, it would only be for the people she loved, directly or indirectly. It was always, always for the people she loved.”

Ghastly passed and Skulduggery nodded to them and then joined him. Winter watched them walk to the corner, where Never was waiting. Winter had met Never, the world’s most powerful Teleporter, a few times before, enough to know that the look on their face was all business. Never and Skulduggery teleported away, and Ghastly immediately took out his phone, checked the screen, and then put it back in his pocket.

Tanith took Winter’s arm lightly. “I was sent here with a mission,” she said quietly. “I’ve been asked to introduce you to some, ah, old friends of Valkyrie’s.” She led her to the corner, where a woman with purple hair was waiting with two zombies in ill-fitting business suits. “Winter, allow me to introduce Clarabelle, Thrasher, and Vaurien Scapegrace.”

Scapegrace stepped forward and shook Winter’s hand. “My deepest, deepest condolences. Upon hearing of dear Valkyrie’s tragic passing, I was reminded of a poem I’d heard once, performed in a Robin Williams movie. It brought me comfort in those sad moments.”

“OK,” said Winter.

It was Thrasher’s turn to shake her hand next. “I wanted to call by the High Sanctuary whenever I passed, to say hi to her,” he said, “but I was always too scared.”

“Of the Sanctuary?”’

“Of your sister. She was a very scary person.”

“I suppose she was.”

“I had a speech prepared, though – if I ever worked up the courage to say hi. It’s just an update on what we’ve been doing. I thought she might like to know. But she probably didn’t even think of us once. She probably didn’t even mention us, ever, to anyone.” Thrasher looked at Winter and his eyes were so big and watery that she had to nod.

“Wait... Thrasher? Thrasher and Vaurien Scapegrace and... and...?”

“Clarabelle,” said Thrasher.

“Clarabelle!” Winter said. “Yes! Of course! You three! Val talked about you all the time!”

“She did?” Thrasher said, tears running down his face. “I knew it! Master, did I not tell you that she probably talked about us all the time?”

“I don’t know,” Scapegrace said. “I wasn’t listening.”

“Can I recite my speech to you?” Thrasher asked.

Winter’s smile stayed on, amazingly. “Me? Are you sure?”

“It isn’t long.”

“Could you shorten it?”

“But you don’t know how long it is.”

“Maybe shorten it, though. Maybe just hit the highlights.”

Thrasher nodded. “Yes, yes, of course. Thank you. Thank you for doing this.”

“Well, y’know, you didn’t give me much of a—”

But he had already closed his eyes and started. “Hi, Valkyrie! How are you? Oh my God, what are the chances of just bumping into each other randomly like this? Yes, I suppose you’re right, you are in the High Sanctuary a lot, so I probably shouldn’t be too surprised! Thank you, yes, I have. Oh, but you look great, too! You have lots of muscles and you’re so pretty! I love your hair!”

“Maybe skip ahead,” Winter said.

“Mmmm,” said Thrasher, “this is a great coffee. I’m not much of a coffee drinker because I’m still a zombie, but I could really see this becoming a habit. Maybe we should meet up for a coffee every month in this lovely coffee shop that you suggested! Every week, really? OK, then!”

“Skip to the end,” Winter suggested, and Thrasher kept his eyes closed but gave her a thumbs up.

“Oh, we’re all doing great,” he said. “We’re still running the pub, although now it’s a gastro-pub, so we’re diversifying into serving high-quality, gourmet food to a wide and increasingly appreciative clientele. Clarabelle trained herself to be a chef, and she’s really good at it.”

“I poison people,” Clarabelle muttered under her breath.

“Master Scapegrace is doing brilliantly,” Thrasher continued. “He’s great. He really is. Yes. Yes, you’re right, he has grown to respect me as the years have passed. Sometimes we will have jokes and we’ll laugh together and it’s really nice and it’s the happiest I’ve ever been in my life. We don’t get into many adventures any more, and those Necropolis people stopped asking the Master to be their king a while ago, so I don’t think we’re going to be finding ourselves in any hilarious and exciting situations any time soon!” He laughed for a few seconds and then stopped. “It’s been really good to see you. Please say hello to Skulduggery and all the others, and if ever you want to stop by the pub, we have a table in the corner we’ve been keeping for you. Thank you for being my friend, Valkyrie. I’m really going to miss you.” His eyes opened. “That last bit wasn’t from the speech. That’s just what I feel.”

“Thank you,” said Winter. “I know she’d have loved that. Will you excuse me? I’ve just seen someone I need to speak to.”

Thrasher nodded immediately and Scapegrace seized her hand again. “My deepest, deepest, deepest condolences. I’ve been trying to remember that poem from the Robin Williams movie but it continues to elude me, I’m so sorry.”

“That’s fine, really.”

“The movie, however, is either Dead Poets Society or Flubber. Watch both and you’ll be guaranteed to hear it.”

“OK, then.”

“It might be Flubber.”

“I have a feeling it’s probably Dead Poets Society.”

“Have you seen it?”

“No, but Dead Poets Society has Poets in the title, so...”

“So?”

“So he probably recites poetry in it.”

“He might recite poetry in Flubber.”

“What’s Flubber about?”

“It’s about a jar of this green flubber that escapes and... He plays a professor, Professor Flubber, who invents – he’s an absent-minded inventor who wants to get married and... I haven’t actually seen it but I remember seeing the trailer years ago and it looked really good.”

“I’ve seen it!” said Thrasher. “I watched it with Clarabelle! It’s so funny!”

“Does it have a poem in it that he recites when somebody dies?” Scapegrace asked.

“I don’t remember anyone dying in Flubber.”

“It might have been Jumanji.”

Winter looked around for some help and glimpsed Ghastly striding out of the room with his phone to his ear. Something was wrong.

“I have to go,” Winter said, and hurried after him.
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“What do you mean he isn’t there?” Ghastly said into his phone. He stood in the kitchen, his free hand clenching and unclenching. “He teleported in five minutes ago. The recovery operation should already be... And you’re sure? You’re absolutely sure?”

Winter stayed out of sight.

“OK,” Ghastly said. “You have a Teleporter of your own? Return to the High Sanctuary and await orders, then send the Teleporter here.”

Winter heard him tap the phone rapidly. “Cerise,” he said, “seal the Sanctuary. Seal my office. Nobody in or out. Skulduggery Pleasant is, as of this moment, to be considered an enemy combatant. He is to be shot on sight.”

He ended the call before Cerise could react, and turned, and saw Winter standing in the doorway. He froze – then shook his head. “I don’t have time for this.”

He walked by her and she followed him back to the living room.

“Sanctuary staff!” he announced. “Form up!”

As the Sanctuary agents and operatives grouped together, Cadaver and Tanith came over.

“What’s wrong?” Tanith asked.

“Form up, Commander,” Ghastly said. A Teleporter appeared, and Ghastly gestured to the agents. “High Sanctuary. Now.”

They teleported away, reducing the number of mourners to a mere handful – but Tanith still stood there.

“He’s ordered them to shoot Skulduggery on sight,” Winter said.

Tanith blinked. “Ghastly?”

“What the hell are you doing?” Dexter Vex said, his eyes narrowed.

“I gave Skulduggery his instructions,” said Ghastly. “I told him to meet up with the recovery team and get back Chorus Wild. He disobeyed an order.”

“He’s an Arbiter!” Tanith said. “He doesn’t take orders from you!”

“He does when it’s priority security,” Cadaver murmured.

“Since when?”

“Since he agreed to the new guidelines!” Ghastly barked. “We don’t have time to argue about this, Commander Low! I need you to trust me, OK?”

“After everything you’ve done, you think you deserve that trust?”

“I did what I had to do!” Ghastly shouted. “I gave Skulduggery an order and now I’m giving you an order – get back to the High Sanctuary and seal my office!”

She glared. “Skulduggery isn’t the enemy.”

“You have no idea what’s at stake. Do your job, Commander.”

He turned and froze. Skulduggery and Never stood before him. Never stepped away, and now they all saw the small black casket that Skulduggery was holding and turning in his hands. It didn’t appear to have a lid, or any way to open it, but one side of the casket was cracked, and a curious light glowed gently from within.

Ghastly sagged. “What did you do?”

“You’ve been compromised,” Skulduggery said. “You’ve been working against us, working to your own agenda, for years now. You’ve been working with Bilious Fervor, the man who unleashed Ersatz and Gestalt. You’re complicit in the murders that followed.”

“I don’t agree,” said Ghastly. “I did what I could to stop them. I assigned you, didn’t I?”

“You assigned us to investigate crimes perpetrated by people you’d already identified.”

“I was constrained.”

Skulduggery held up the casket. “I found this in your office. You hid it well.”

“Not well enough.”

“No. I’m curious as to why that is. You have access to hiding places no one would ever find.”

Ghastly nodded. “But they’re all off-site. I needed to have this close by. I thought my office would be secure.”

“It was fairly secure.”

Ghastly nodded. “You just needed a few minutes alone in there.” Another crack appeared in the side of the casket. “I see that it’s already begun to open itself.”

“It started the moment I found it, before I even touched it.”

“What’s inside?” Winter asked.

Ghastly sighed sadly. “About a year and a half,” he said.

“And what does that mean?”

Skulduggery paused. “This is the deleted timeline?”

“It is.”

“You captured a deleted timeline in a casket?”

“I didn’t capture anything,” said Ghastly, “and it’s not a casket. It looks like a casket. It’s shaped like a casket. But it’s a containment system so complicated that I couldn’t even begin to explain it to you because I have no idea how it works.”

Cadaver stepped closer to Skulduggery, his hands in his pockets, and bent over at the waist, examining the container. “This is different,” he said. “This kind of power is entirely theoretical. Quantum magic, almost.” His head swivelled as he straightened. “How did you get it?”

Ghastly didn’t answer, so Skulduggery answered for him. “Arava Kahann.”

“All non-essential personnel,” Ghastly said, “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask the Teleporters to take you to the High Sanctuary, where the Administrator will facilitate your onward travel.”

It didn’t take long to whittle down the guests. While they waited, Ghastly made a quick phone call and then, when only those who knew Valkyrie well were left, he continued.

“We went through hell,” he said. “All of us. The world. Valkyrie died in that timeline, too – except it happened, roughly, three years ago from where we are now. You, uh, you went on the warpath, Skulduggery, and you extracted brutal, bloody revenge – but that was just the start. For eighteen months, we leaped from disaster to disaster, from bad decision to bad decision... Billions died. Life as we knew it was over.” He took a breath. “Kahann offered me a way out.”

“You made a deal with the Devil,” Skulduggery murmured.

“When Darquesse restarted the universe, she did so with Kahann’s help. But he kept some power in reserve, and so when Darquesse expended all of hers, he still had some to play with. He looked at it like she had already altered reality, so now it was his turn.”

“He gave you the chance to reset the universe by eighteen months, and you accepted.”

“And I made sure we averted our terrible fate.”

“In exchange for what?” Tanith asked.

He shook his head. “I can’t tell you that.”

“I think we deserve to know.”

“You do, and I wish I could tell you, but there are rules I have to follow.”

“What rules?” Tanith said. “Who enforces them?”

“Magic enforces itself,” said China. “So long as it’s done right, an agreement made, using magic, is unbreakable.”

“I’m the only one – the only human – who remembers what happened,” said Ghastly. “Kahann and his cohorts were bound by magic and couldn’t tell anyone about it or lead them directly towards that knowledge. I, however, could, so the risk was all mine, because if even one other person learned this secret, the casket would open and the timeline would return. Those were the conditions I agreed to.”

“What will happen?” Winter asked. “When the timeline returns? Will it just replace this one?”

“That would be bad enough,” Ghastly said, “but no. I believe the deleted timeline will lay itself on top of this one.”

Skulduggery dipped his head. “This is what Kahann has been building towards.”

“I didn’t see the connections,” said Ghastly. “From the black-mask killers and Fervor to Valkyrie noticing the timeline and this... this moment... Kahann couldn’t make these links himself, so he let the pieces fall and trusted us to take the bait.”

“Excuse me,” Omen said, “but when you said that timeline will lie on top of this one, what does that mean?”

“In theory,” Cadaver said, “two versions of the same universe will exist on top of each other, fighting to exist in the same moment, in the same space, in the same continuum. Total annihilation of both. Essentially, and without putting too fine a point on it, simply because Skulduggery went looking for, and found, that casket means we’re all going to die.” He looked at Skulduggery. “You’ve really done it this time, genius.”

“Shut up,” Skulduggery said.

“And how does that help anyone?” Tanith asked. “I mean, what’s the point of it all? If the universe explodes, how does that benefit Kahann?”

“From what I understand,” Ghastly said, “his would be the only consciousness left in the universe, which would mean he could reshape reality into his own image.”

“So how do we stop the casket from opening?” Cadaver asked.

“We can’t.”

“There must be a way.”

“There isn’t.”

“How did Kahann seal it in the first place?”

“I don’t know. I just know that he did.”

“Then we force him to do it again,” said Vex.

“How do you force the Devil to do anything?” Augur asked.

“We don’t have to,” said Winter. “We just have to get Revnan Cur to do it.”

“Who’s Revnan Cur?” asked Gracious.

“The Devil’s son.”

“The Devil has a son?”

“He’s why they built the Ark,” Skulduggery said.

“There’s an Ark?”

“So when this reality and the deleted reality converge,” Cadaver said, “and explode into a whirling maelstrom of unimaginable energy, Mr Cur could watch it all, safe and happy – though bereft of a stylish seat upon which to perch.”

Gracious frowned. “The Ark is seatless?”

“As the only sentience left, Arava Kahann would take that energy and build a new universe, and Revnan Cur would step out of the Ark and carry on living with whatever followers he brought with him.”

“But he doesn’t have the Ark any more,” Skulduggery said. “We already destroyed it. So all we have to do is find him and convince him to save himself – and the rest of us along with him.”

“The Ark isn’t destroyed,” Ghastly said quietly.

Skulduggery tilted his head. “I destroyed it myself.”

“You destroyed that Ark, yes.”

“There’s another one?”

“Cur had two built.”

Tanith stared at him. “You knew but didn’t tell us?”

“I couldn’t,” Ghastly said. “The slightest hint of any of this could have led any one of you to the truth.”

“Do you know where it is?” Skulduggery asked. “Ghastly, do you know where the second Ark is?”

“I have six possible sites around the world.”

“Then we split up and we search each site,” said Skulduggery. “Whoever finds it, calls it in, and immediately starts looking for ways to sabotage it. I overloaded its engines and gave the energy nowhere to go, but that might not work a second time, not if they’ve had a chance to account for that design flaw.”

Ghastly held out his hands. “The casket.”

Skulduggery didn’t move.

“I have to pick up the site coordinates from my office,” Ghastly explained. “While I’m there, I’ll secure the casket as best I can. Unless you’re planning on taking it with you?”

Skulduggery passed it to him, and Never teleported Ghastly away.

“You think he’ll come back?” Donegan asked no one in particular.

A moment later, Ghastly and Never returned and Donegan cleared his throat and looked innocent.

“We need six sets of volunteers,” Ghastly said, tapping at his phone, “two to a team.”

Omen and Augur Darkly raised their hands, as did the Monster Hunters, and Dexter and Cadaver stood together.

“I’ll go,” said Militsa.

“You come with me,” China said.

“We want to help,” said Tier, stepping forward.

“Absolutely not,” China said. “You remain here and support Winter. The Reckoning is almost upon us.”

“Oh crap, yeah,” Winter muttered.

“Tanith, you’re with me,” said Ghastly.

“Actually,” Tanith said, “I’m with Skulduggery.”

Ghastly immediately nodded. “Yes, good. Great.”

“We’ll go with you,” Scapegrace said, puffing out his chest.

“Thank you. Never, I’m sending you six sets of coordinates.” He tapped his phone and then looked at the others. “Never will get us as close to these locations as he can but it’ll be up to us to fly, run, steal a car, do whatever we have to do to get there as fast as possible. We need to verify the presence of a large vessel – kind of like a flying saucer, if the second Ark looks the same as the first. If you determine that the Ark is at your location, call Never, and the rest of us will join you. Good luck, everyone, and time is not our friend on this one. Never—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Never said, and Winter watched as he teleported the teams away.

“Well,” Gretchen said, “doesn’t that just make the rest of us feel oh so useful?”

Melissa came forward, frowning. “What did she mean, Winter? What did that beautiful woman mean when she said the Reckoning is almost upon us?”

“What’s the Reckoning,” Desmond said, “and why do you need help with it?”

“It’s just the competition, remember?” Winter said. “With Koa? We’re scheduled to fight, uh, in about three minutes.”

“Fight?” her dad said. “Like, fight fight? With punching?”

“More like with magic.”

Melissa gripped her arm. “Why? Dear God, why?”

“It’s, uh... it’s my destiny?”

“Your destiny.”

“Kinda, yeah. Like, if we don’t fight, awful things will happen.”

“Let them happen,” her dad said. “You’re not fighting anyone, let alone a boy. I’m not saying you couldn’t fight a boy, or you can’t fight a boy, or you shouldn’t fight a boy—”

“She shouldn’t fight a boy, Des,” Melissa said, annoyed. “She shouldn’t fight anyone.”

“Yes. You see? Listen to your mother.”

“I’ll be OK,” Winter told them. “I’ve already talked it over with Koa, and neither of us want to fight. So we’re going to meet up, shake hands, and that’ll be it.”

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

“No punching?” her mum said. “No magicky stuff?”

“None. I kinda like him. Y’know. Like him?”

Her mother let go of her arm and her father placed his hands on her shoulders. “No, you don’t,” he said. “You’re going to grow up to be gay, like your sister before you.”

Winter smiled, and hugged him, and hugged her mum, and her phone buzzed again and she checked the messages. I’m outside. And the second one: Can’t wait to see you.

OK, kind of an odd thing to say to someone who’s just buried her sister, but whatever.

Mia hugged her and Tier nodded and Aphotic saluted for some reason, and another message flashed on to her screen as she crossed the hall. I think I might have a crush on you. She didn’t love the use of the word crush, or his timing, but before she could figure out how she felt about it she was opening the door. Another message came through. She glanced at it as she stepped out. Really looking forward to killing you.

She looked up. Dragoon and his friends hovered in the air over the driveway, and Dragoon saw her and chuckled, tossed away the phone he was holding. It fell, hitting the ground beside Koa’s crumpled figure.

Winter ran over, dropping to her knees. Koa was alive but badly beaten. His face was a mess, one eye swollen shut. The other opened just a crack, looked at her.

“Run,” he whispered.

“There’s been a slight change in the line-up for today’s event,” Dragoon called down.

“Everything OK out here?” asked Winter’s dad from the doorway.

“It’s fine, sir,” Dragoon responded cheerily. “You can go back inside now. This has got nothing to do with you.”

Desmond ignored that. “Winter, is this meant to happen? Is your friend all right?”

“Dad,” Winter said, “go back inside.”

“Yeah, Dad,” said Dragoon, “you don’t want to see what happens next, because we are going to tear your daughter apart and have a great time doing it. Winter, if you want to start begging now, it will not do you any good whatsoever, but it might save time later. It’s totally up to you, babe.”

Winter rose into the air. “My God, don’t you ever shut up?”
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Never teleported them to Pittsburgh, where it had just gone ten in the morning, then vanished along with the other teams, and Skulduggery held Tanith by the waist and they flew south away from the city. They followed a river for forty kilometres or so, then dipped lower until they skimmed the ground, making it harder for lookouts to see them approach, and flew like that for another few minutes until they touched down.

Telegraph poles, leaning away from each other, dangled heavy wires that coiled like mud-encrusted snakes on the sloping dirt track that led up to an ugly concrete wall. From there, the steel mill sprawled, a complex of immense industrial structures, dominated by towering blast furnaces, the skeletal frames of rolling mills, and the smokestacks – some resolute and tall, some diminished and crumbling – that stood against the skyline.

Decades earlier, those chimneys would have pumped plumes of steam and smoke into the atmosphere and the ground floor would have glowed with a constant, intense orange heat. But it was dark now, and cold, and the only colours came from the rust and the mud and the piles of coal and slag.

Tanith and Skulduggery walked up the dirt trail.

The mill looked abandoned, but the closer they got to the top the more evidence they saw of recent activity. Fresh tyre tracks and footprints, new padlocks and chains. They stepped over a warped railway track that disappeared under a mound of earth where long grass struggled to breathe, and climbed the metal stairs beyond. The door was open.

Skulduggery walked upon the expanse of concrete floor, passing through a labyrinth of huge machinery, while Tanith walked up a conveyor belt and jumped to the crane and then on to the top of a long-dead furnace. She traversed the space from up there, noting the jumble of ruined pipes and silos that had been dumped out of the way.

She ducked through a broken window, stepped out on to the roof to get a better look at the mill. A waft of wind played with her hair and Skulduggery flew up, landing behind her.

She pointed. “That building there,” she said. “That’d easily be big enough to house another Ark, wouldn’t you say?”

“I would indeed,” he murmured.

He wrapped his arm around her and they lifted off the roof, crossed to the next one. They could hear voices now, and they crept to the other side and peered over. People – adults and kids. A lot of them, maybe three or four thousand.

“So this is where the townsfolk from Hellfire were sent,” said Skulduggery.

“We’re going to have to get them clear before we blow the Ark,” Tanith replied.

Bilious Fervor stood on a raised walkway, talking with a few people below him. There was a bit of a commotion, murmurings and movement, as Revnan Cur made his way through the crowd, dressed in jeans and a light jacket and shaking hands and clapping backs. He picked up a kid, kissed her cheek, kept her on his hip while he shook more hands, then handed her back to her mum and carried on up to the raised area. He held out his hands for silence, and beamed at his audience.

“Here we are,” he said.

They cheered.

“Here we are, here I am, here you are – the way it was meant to be. We’re in the last few moments of this world’s life and... it’s been a blast, hasn’t it?”

They laughed and he laughed.

“This is bittersweet, I don’t mind telling you, because we all know that this world isn’t all bad. It has its good points. It’s got stuff in it we all love. We could have made it work – I know we could have. But it was undone. It was undone by the arrogance and the hubris of a little girl playing God. And hey – I’m gonna be controversial for a moment, but I don’t blame Darquesse for any of it. Ain’t that a hoot? I don’t. She did what she thought she needed to do but... but hubris and naivety, ladies and gentlemen. Hubris and naivety. And when Arava Kahann...”

He paused until the whoops and the cheers died down.

“That’s right, that’s right. And when Arava Kahann saw what Darquesse was planning he said, Sure, I’ll lend my strength to this. I’ll lend my power to this. But I’ve been around.”

“Yes, he has!” someone shouted.

“I’ve been around, he said, and I’ve seen some stuff. I’ve seen universes come and go. I’ve seen the ones that work and I’ve seen the one that don’t. And a universe needs a guiding hand. It needs wisdom. Sometimes that guiding hand needs to form an iron fist and sometimes that wisdom needs to be enforced. That’s the way of things. This world, my friends, this universe, is a test run. Arava Kahann will take what works and will reinvent the rest – and people like you and me, we’ll be home.”

The crowd cheered and wept.

Cur waited for them all to finish. “Our enemies are many. Our enemies are cunning. Valkyrie Cain is dead, but Skulduggery Pleasant is still a walking, talking abomination – but that’s neither here nor there. Our enemies have struck, as you all know, and they have hurt us, as you all know. Our brave brother, Reverend Fervor, fought them at Hellfire, but they still managed to destroy the other Ark.” He nodded sadly. “Good thing we made two, though, wasn’t it?”

The crowd roared with laughter.

“They didn’t see that coming, did they? Not so fancy smart now, are you, skeleton-man? But, like I said, they did hurt us, and we are down one Ark, which means, obviously, not everyone who was promised a seat can come along.”

The good cheer of the crowd evaporated instantly.

Cur held up his hands. “I know you’re upset. I know you’re disappointed. This is not what we wanted and I wish... I wish I’d had the foresight to build a third Ark, y’know? A third one! But we didn’t have the time nor the resources, so we are stuck with what we have.”

“Who gets to go?” someone from the crowd shouted up.

“It was a lottery,” said Cur. “I literally put names in hats and that’s how I did it. We’re gonna post the list up in a few minutes so you can check to see if your name...”

He stopped talking because Fervor had joined him on the stage.

“These people are loyal,” Fervor said.

“Yes, they are,” said Cur. “And the Hidden God loves them with every—”

“You’re going to leave half of them behind?”

“This isn’t what we wanted,” Cur said, nodding sadly, “but our enemies have ensured—”

“You promised!” Fervor shouted. “You swore to them that they’d be welcomed into Arava Kahann’s kingdom!”

“And they will be.”

“Only half of them!”

“Reverend, if I had my way, they’d all be coming. But difficult choices have to be made.”

“What was the lottery?”

“I told you, I put names into a hat.”

“What names?”

“The names of these fine people.”

“All of their names? Even the mortal names? Because if you post that list and the only names on there are, coincidentally, all sorcerers, then I think that’ll be proof that you’ve done some selecting of your own before a hat was even brought into it.”

Cur looked at him and said nothing.

“Would I be right, Mr Cur?”

A deep, deep sigh. “Those with magic will be inherently more useful in Arava Kahann’s kingdom.”

The crowd roared its displeasure, though, Tanith noticed, some more than others.

“Hellfire was a place for everyone!” Fervor shouted. “Mage or mortal, it didn’t matter! So long as you worshipped the Hidden God, you were welcome!”

“I believe I was very clear from the beginning that sacrifices would need to be made,” said Cur, but it was plain that he was losing his audience. Someone threw a broken brick. It missed, but that wasn’t the point. A look of annoyance, or boredom, or both, passed over his face and he sighed and flicked his hand and the man who had thrown the brick exploded. The crowd screamed and surged and Cur shook his head sadly at their panic.

Skulduggery pulled Tanith away from the edge, and they hurried on.
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The only reason Winter was still alive was because Dragoon and his buddies were having too much fun.

They chased her through the sky and punched her through the ground. Their energy streams burned her and sent her spinning. They pulled her hair and burst her lip. They kicked and stomped and smacked her. But every time they came close to finishing the fight they’d discover a new power or ability and get distracted by their own coolness, and Winter would manage to disentangle herself.

It wouldn’t last long, of course, because there were always at least two of them who were intent on killing her at any one time. Still, she figured that if she could continue to take advantage of their wandering attention spans, she might make it through the next few seconds.

It was unlikely that she’d make it through the full thirty-seven minutes until their power boosts vanished, but a few seconds were better than nothing.

Dragoon’s boot found the side of her head and she went whirling out of the sky and collided with the ground. Dragoon and his buddies followed her down, surrounding her as they landed.

“It was decided, collectively, that Koa’s heart wasn’t really in this, you know what I mean?” Dragoon said. “The closer we got to the Reckoning, the more he... what’s the word I’m looking for?”

“Softened,” said Remora.

“Weakened,” said Borzoi.

“Chickened out,” said Eunoia.

“All of the above,” said Dragoon. “We’re not blaming him. Fighting for the future of mankind is a big deal. Not everyone can step up to that particular plate. That’d be daunting enough on its own, without the added problem of you.”

“Pretty little Winter,” said Remora.

“If you’d have been what you were supposed to be – y’know, the clear enemy, the bad guy, the villain of the piece – then I’m sure Koa would have turned up here ready to go.”

“But you disappointed us,” said Eunoia.

“You did,” said Dragoon. “All you wanted to do was talk. And talking’s not gonna get this done, son.”

Borzoi laughed, and repeated, “Not gonna get this done, son!”

“So we had a team meeting,” Dragoon continued, “and we voiced our concerns to Mr Praxis. We all agreed that someone else be substituted in.”

Remora thrust her arms up like a cheerleader. “Gimme a D!” she screeched. “Gimme an R! Gimme an etcetera!”

“Thank you, Remora,” said Dragoon. “So they anointed me. We didn’t know if it’d work when Koa was still alive, but Praxis figured that with all this power circulating today, we could circumvent some of the requirements and massage some of the rules... and look! It worked! And then we thought, hey, if it worked for one, maybe it’ll work for the others. Mr Praxis wasn’t so keen on that, he figured too much could go wrong, so we killed him and did it anyway! Isn’t magic great? It’s got its rules but, man, if you know how to break those rules, look what you can achieve.”

Winter got back to her feet. “So at what point did you decide to almost beat Koa to death?”

“Pretty much immediately,” said Eunoia.

Dragoon winced. “I wish I could say we gave him a chance to join us, but we knew he wouldn’t. And we didn’t want him to. Four against one is, technically, unfair, but we needed the warm-up. We did that to Koa in, what, five minutes?”

“Three,” said Borzoi.

“Three minutes,” Dragoon said. “We beat him to a pulp in three minutes and not one of us got so much as a black eye. Now we’re ready for the main event.”

“That’s you,” Remora said.

“Yeah,” Winter said, “I got that, you redundant twerp.”

The smile froze on Remora’s face. “What did you call me?”

“I called you a twerp, because you’re a twerp,” said Winter. “And I called you redundant, because obviously I’m the main event. How do the rest of you cope with this idiot blurting out—”

Remora flew into her and the grass blurred beneath them as they left the other three behind. Winter ignored the fingers that were trying to gouge furrows in her face, and just laid her palm flat against Remora’s ear. She released a blast of energy and Remora flipped sideways and hit a tree. Winter touched down and Remora howled in pain and tried standing, but her balance was shot and she went tumbling into some bushes.

Borzoi zoomed in and she ducked his clumsy attempt to grab her, but Dragoon clotheslined her as he flew past and now it was Winter who flipped, and hit the ground.

“Would you please not be so easy to goad?” Dragoon said to Remora. “Would you just stop a moment, have a thought, and listen to the thought? Even Borzoi listens to his thoughts.”

“Even me,” Borzoi agreed.

“She called me redundant,” Remora said, still a little dizzy and a lot angry. “I am not redundant.”

Eunoia landed beside her. “You’re a little redundant.”

“Eunoia means that in a nice way,” said Dragoon.

“Do I?” said Eunoia.

Remora seethed. “All I was doing was making sure it was clear that she was about to get killed.”

Borzoi looked puzzled. “The fact that we’re already kicking the crap out of her wouldn’t have given that away?” 

Winter, on her hands and knees, laughed. “What’s it like to be the dumbest person on a team of dimwits?”

“Ah-ah!” Dragoon said, kicking her in the ribs. “You will not goad the easily goadable! Remora, she’s insulting you so that you’ll lose your temper and she can pick you off away from the rest of us.”

“Yeah, she wishes,” Remora muttered.

“Winter,” Dragoon said, “you’re a sneaky one, I’ll give you that. And you think on your feet – well, your knees – so that makes you too dangerous to play with. OK, gang, we’re going to kill her now. Start stomping.”

“Bagsy the head!” Remora called.

“That’s not fair!” Borzoi shouted.

“Can’t bagsy heads, Remora,” said Dragoon as they all closed in.

Winter glimpsed the figure in the sky, a dark speck speeding towards them. She covered up as the boots drew back but before the first kick was thrown a blast of energy hurled them off their feet and the figure landed where Dragoon had been standing.

A figure in black, straightening up from a crouch, a black metal skull on her hip and her eyes flashing with power.

“Get the hell away from my sister, you dicks,” said Valkyrie.
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Valkyrie picked up their names as she went.

She knew the big guy was called Borzoi because when she broke his arm and he spun away from her, crying, one of the girls pointed and shouted, “Look! Borzoi’s crying!”

Her name was Eunoia, because the other guy, the leader, said, “Eunoia. Don’t laugh,” though Eunoia didn’t try very hard to stop.

The other girl, the one that Winter was punching, was called either Amora or Ramona, because the leader ordered Eunoia to go help her, but Eunoia was still pointing and laughing at Borzoi.

“Eunoia!” the leader shouted. “Help Remora before Winter punches her head off!”

Remora, that was it. Remora.

“Jesus, Dragoon, fine! You don’t have to snap!” Eunoia said, and flew off, sulking, to help Remora.

Dragoon charged at Valkyrie. His hands lit up and she ducked under the energy streams, caught his head between her hands and blasted him with her lightning. It was strange – it looked silver now, instead of white. She wondered if that had anything to do with her resurrection, with waking up on the table in the High Sanctuary. It probably did. Magic had a way of changing.

She let Dragoon fall while she hovered in midair, distracted by the way he hit the topmost branches of the tress below, and then she heard Winter’s voice in her head.

Really you?

Valkyrie looked around.

Her sister’s voice again. Is that really you?

She glimpsed, out of the corner of her eye, Remora and Eunoia beating up Winter, and she turned, piled on the speed.

How are you doing this? she asked without speaking.

It you, Valkyrie?

Yes! Me! It’s me! You’re psychic now?

I’m everything, came Winter’s voice. Child of Faceless Ones. Power boost lasts thirty-seven minutes. Flamingo.

Flamingo?

Sorry. Word popped into head. Hard to do this.

Borzoi slammed into Valkyrie. He wasn’t crying any more and he punched her with his good arm and it was a solid hit, and he punched her again. He tried for a third but fighting in the air was a skill, as opposed to a talent, and he had no experience whereas Valkyrie had all of it. She grabbed his arm, flipped him round her body and threw, and he hurtled away from her, roaring in rage.

She turned back to help Winter, but that area of sky was now empty.

Where are you? she shouted in her mind, but the psychic link was gone. Valkyrie wasn’t in control here – it was all Winter – and so it took her a few seconds to find them. They were above her now, twisting through the clouds. Winter was fighting smart, not letting either of her opponents get behind her.

An energy stream sizzled past Valkyrie’s knee and she hissed, turned, flew, and Dragoon flew after her.

Winter’s voice in her head again: Valkyrie, how? You dead.

And I woke up, Valkyrie responded. Cerise said the coffin you buried was empty.

She aimed herself at her sister and the two brats trying to kill her. Dragoon should have stopped firing, not wanting to risk hitting someone from his own side, but he kept at it.

Valkyrie dipped and juked, and Winter saw her coming and broke away from the fighting and now they were flying side by side. They looked at each other, the wind drawing tears from their eyes.

But how? Winter asked.

Darquesse changed me. Valkyrie met her sister’s eyes. Made me immortal.

The link went away as Winter’s face slackened. Despite the fact that they had three – nope, make it four – murderous lunatics chasing them, Winter reached out. Their fingertips almost touched, energy crackling between them.

A blast of energy came very close to hitting them, and they veered off in different directions. Valkyrie looped round, dodging attacks, and finally caught Dragoon straight in the chest with a sustained bolt of her white – now silver – lightning, and it should have taken him out of the fight. For a moment she thought it had, and was already turning to Remora, but Dragoon recovered before he hit the ground, and swerved back towards the battle.

He was getting stronger, she realised. They all were.

Everyone except her.

Where’s Skulduggery? Valkyrie asked.

Looking for second Ark. Need Cur to reseal timeline before Ark launches.

There was a sudden blast of voices and feelings and Valkyrie hissed, nearly dropped from the sky, but then it cut off as suddenly as it had appeared.

What was that? she asked.

Sorry, said Winter. That was Tanith’s thoughts. They found Ark. Pennsylvania.

Valkyrie was about to respond when Remora hit her and it was like a truck had driven into her face. Valkyrie spun through the air, managing to recover before Remora grabbed her. Instead, it was Valkyrie who grabbed Remora, taking hold of her skinny wrist with one hand and with the other she grabbed Remora’s little finger and wrenched it back—

—but it didn’t break.

Remora just laughed, and headbutted her, and Valkyrie knew she was in trouble.

Energy burst from Remora’s palm, but Valkyrie still held her wrist, and managed to redirect the blast away from her face. The girl giggled as they tumbled upwards through clouds and out the other side, and that energy stream kept coming, like she had an inexhaustible supply. It occurred to Valkyrie that maybe she did. It was not a good thought.

She jabbed her thumb into Remora’s eye and Remora howled, turned away, both hands at her face. Valkyrie filled her right fist with strength and punched the back of Remora’s head with everything she had. She pitched forward and fell, like a rag doll dropped by a bored kid.

Borzoi flew past Remora, not even attempting to catch her, not even glancing at her, and Valkyrie cursed and dodged. He skimmed by and now he was chasing her back down through the clouds. They overtook Remora’s plummeting form.

I have to help Skulduggery, Valkyrie said.

Winter zipped by beneath her, chasing Dragoon. We will. Soon as finished here.

Valkyrie narrowed her eyes. I need to go now.

What?

End of the world, Winter.

A distinct edge of panic sliced into Valkyrie’s head. I can’t beat them. Too many. Will kill me.

Borzoi grabbed her clothes and Valkyrie tried to pull free, but he had a good grip. His legs went around her waist. She bucked, doing her best to throw him off, but Borzoi just laughed and whooped, like a cowboy at a rodeo.

“Hold her!” Dragoon shouted from somewhere, and Valkyrie looked down, saw him coming, his fist pulled back.

Borzoi laughed again and held her shoulders and she let him, and at the last possible moment she twisted. Dragoon thundered into them and Valkyrie went spinning and Borzoi came loose and twirled away from her, minus a head. Dragoon screamed his curses, staring at Borzoi’s tumbling corpse.

Valkyrie flew away from him, as fast as she could, and then Winter was beside her.

They swooped up and hovered there, looking at each other. “You can’t be serious,” Winter shouted over the wind.

Valkyrie wiped blood from her lip. “You can handle this. You’re getting stronger. I’m not. I can barely hurt them.”

“It’s three against one, Valkyrie!”

“And when you put another one down it’ll be two against one.”

“They’re gonna kill me!”

Valkyrie gripped her shoulders. “Look at me. They’re not going to kill you. They’re going to try, and they’re going to fail, because you’re going to out-fight them and you’re going to out-think them. And when they want to pause because they’re exhausted or they’re injured or they want to figure out what to do next, you’re going to keep going, because you’re my sister, and that’s what we do. What do we do?”

“We keep going.”

“What do we do?”

“We keep going,” Winter said, louder this time.

Valkyrie snarled into Winter’s ear. “They have no idea who they’re up against. You survived with only a fragment of a soul for eight years. When you were seven, you squashed a serial killer to death with your bare hands. There’s a future version of you who ruled the world, Winter.”

Winter nodded. “I can do this.”

“You can do this,” said Valkyrie. “I trust you.” She went to move off but her sister held her wrist.

“I can teleport you,” Winter said. “I think.”

“You’re sure?”

“These powers are intense.” She closed her eyes. “I’ve already locked on to Tanith’s location so I... I think I can send you there. Or close by, at least.” She looked at Valkyrie again, and wrapped her arms around her and they tumbled down through the sky.

“I love you,” she said into Valkyrie’s ear. “I’m so sorry I didn’t say that every day.”

Valkyrie smiled. “Never doubted it.”

Dragoon, flanked by Eunoia and Remora, came flying, and Winter broke away from Valkyrie and all of a sudden Valkyrie was somewhere else, spinning through the air over a dilapidated steelworks.
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Skulduggery and Tanith looked down from the walkway, one of the dozen or so that crisscrossed the Ark.

“Is this one bigger than the last one?” she asked.

“Looks the same,” he replied.

“Are you sure?”

“Your mind is playing tricks on you. It merely seems larger because the lives of everyone we know depend on whether or not we can find a way to destroy it.”

From outside the sounds of chaos were only growing. People were screaming and crying, and bright streams of energy flashed by the grime-covered windows. There were two men, armed, at the ramp that led up into the Ark, but their attention was on Repudiation Rattle, who approached with a desperate smile on his face and pulling two suitcases.

“Good work, fellas,” he said, aiming for the ramp. The guards blocked his way.

“You’re not on the list,” said one of them.

Rattle actually took a step back, such was his immediate indignation. “How dare you. How dare you suggest that I’m not on the list when I was assured that I was added to it not fifteen minutes ago! Is that an up-to-date list you have? Is it the latest draft?”

“You’re not getting in,” the guard said, already bored of this conversation.

“Revnan Cur himself told me I have a place on this vessel.”

“He didn’t tell us.”

“Then I will tell him to tell you!”

“Sure,” the guard said. “We’ll wait.”

Rattle stared, then opened one of the suitcases. It was filled with money. “You can have all this if you let me on.”

The guard peered down, then nodded to the other case. “What’s in that one?”

“Clothes. Toiletries. Underwear. You can have it too if you want.”

“Why would we want your underwear?”

“Why would we want your money?” the other guard asked. “The next world’s not going to have money.”

“Please,” said Rattle. “Please have mercy on me! I can’t stay here! I deserve to enter paradise!”

The guards looked at each other, and then at Rattle.

“No,” they said simultaneously and with no small amount of pleasure.

Rattle tried to lunge between them and they grabbed his arms and started dragging him back the way he’d come.

Tanith stepped close to Skulduggery and they lifted off the walkway, cleared the railing, and descended through the gloom. They landed on the top of the ramp while Rattle screeched and kicked and wailed.

Despite its shape, the Ark’s interior layout was pretty straightforward: what appeared to be mostly cramped living quarters around the edges, hemmed in by a single, wide corridor. The closer Tanith got to the centre of the vessel, travelling down one of the spoke-like narrower walkways, the warmer it got. She stepped into rooms packed with technology she’d never seen before, technology that harnessed fizzing, crackling magic, and then moved on, searching for something she could at least recognise.

She found it in the centre of the Ark – the control room. There were desks here, with chairs, and monitors, and keyboards, and dials and gauges and readouts. She hurried forward, looking for any big red buttons with the words SELF-DESTRUCT printed on them. She didn’t find any.

“There you are,” Skulduggery said, striding in from one of the other five doorways. “Have you managed to locate a button marked SELF-DESTRUCT?”

“There doesn’t appear to be one.”

“How disappointing.”

“Do you know what any of this does?”

“I know what that does.” He pointed to a pipe. “I can make an educated guess as to what that does.” He pointed to a lever. “And I have no idea what that does.” He indicated the rest of the room. “But I’m sure I’ll figure it out.”

“Will you figure it out in time?”

“Probably,” he said, and pressed a button and a whole bank of monitors came to life, showing images of corridors and the open ramp.

“Did you mean to do that?” Tanith asked hopefully.

“Not in the slightest.”

“None of this is filling me with confidence.”

“Then how about this,” Skulduggery said. “Blowing things up has always been a surprisingly easy thing to do. Buildings, cars, aeroplanes – none of these things are designed to blow up, and yet they blow up all the time. I just have to find out how this contraption blows up, and nudge it in that general direction. I did it before, with its twin, and I’ll do it again.”

“OK,” said Tanith, her confidence boosted.

Her confidence plummeted when she saw Revnan Cur striding up the ramp along with half a dozen armed supporters. He stopped halfway, turned, and Bilious Fervor entered the shot. His face may have been hidden by the mask but his gesticulations were distinctly angry. There were others now, crowding the bottom of the ramp.

“We might get lucky,” Skulduggery murmured, “and the disgruntled crowd might tear the Ark apart.”

But some of the armed men walked down the ramp with their weapons up. The crowd shouted at them. They shouted at the crowd.

Footsteps behind them and Tanith spun as two armed men hurried in, saw them, raised their guns to fire, and then lightning struck them from behind, hurled them across the room where they hit the wall and fell and didn’t get up. 

And Valkyrie strode in.

Tanith stepped back and Skulduggery stiffened.

“I knew you’d be on board,” Valkyrie said. She wore her armoured clothes. Her hair was loose. She looked amazing. “Hey. Hi.”

Skulduggery’s voice was hollow. “How is this possible?”

“Darquesse made me immortal,” she said.

Tanith blinked. “What does that mean?” she asked, even though she knew what it meant. Of course she knew what it meant. She didn’t know how it was possible, but she knew what it meant.

“I can’t die,” Valkyrie replied. “Ever.”

“You came back to life?”

“Yep.”

“You... you crawled out of your grave?”

“Wasn’t in the grave.”

“That’s why you weren’t embalmed,” Skulduggery said softly. “It’s why Ghastly had them use magic on you. He knew.”

“He did. So here I am.”

Relief and gratitude and joy exploded in Tanith’s chest and filled her head and she rushed forward, tears in her eyes, grabbed Valkyrie and hugged her. “The others,” she said. “Do they know? Winter? Militsa?”

“Winter knows. No one else. Not yet. I came straight here. What do you need me to do?”

Tanith could have kept hugging her, but she moved to the side so that Skulduggery could have his turn – but all he did was take a single step closer. “I thought we’d lost you.”

“Yeah,” Valkyrie said.

“I thought you were dead.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m glad you’re not.”

“You’re glad?”

His head tilted. “I am overjoyed,” he said, his voice staying soft. “I am ecstatic. I don’t think I’ve ever been happier. I didn’t know how I was going to get through this. I was very calm. I think you’d have been impressed. When you died in the deleted timeline, Ghastly said I went on the warpath and had my bloody revenge. But I went on no warpath this time. I was filled with the dread of a life without you in it, Valkyrie. I could think of nothing else, and I could think of nothing worse.”

Tanith watched Valkyrie try to smile but it was like the corners of her mouth refused to turn up.

“I understand the nightmare you face,” Skulduggery continued. “I understand that the prospect of losing everyone you love while you carry on living is something beyond incomprehensible. I regret with every cell of my being that I won’t be there with you for every step of it – but I’ll be there with you for as long as I can be. You have my word. You have my friendship. Forever.”

Valkyrie was crying. “I love you, too,” she mumbled, then cleared her throat and wiped her eyes. “So catch me up. How close are we to the end of the world? Oh! If the world does end, then won’t I die? If this universe stops existing, then there won’t be an existence to exist in – right?”

“You’ve found the silver lining,” Skulduggery said, patting her shoulder. “I’m so happy for you. We need to destroy the Ark before Revnan Cur gets aboard. Once his path to the next universe is taken away from him, we’re relatively sure that he’ll do the decent thing and reseal the casket that contains the deleted timeline you detected.”

“I didn’t understand half of that,” Valkyrie said, staring at him, “but even so that’s a dreadful, horrible plan.”

“It’s not the best plan in the world, no.”

“We hope that he’ll reseal this casket? We hope?”

“Hinging the survival of our entire universe on such an unquantifiable element does have its drawbacks, I admit, but we were pressed for time in coming up with a plan, and I didn’t see you chiming in with a better one.”

“I was dead!”

“You can’t use that as your excuse for everything, Valkyrie. I’ll destroy the Ark. Tanith, more than likely I will need you to stay with me. Valkyrie, we’ll fill you in quickly on the details but basically—”

“You want me to fly around, be a pest, and keep the bad guys busy?”

“Essentially, yes.”

She grinned again. “All the things I’m best at.”
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Winter punched Dragoon so hard that when he hit the ground he made a crater. That was satisfying.

But the other two were still coming after her. Eunoia howled and cackled as she flew, the noises she made reaching Winter in angry little bites despite the wind in her ears. She led her towards Grimwood, slowing down enough so that she wouldn’t be able to resist, and at least three people in the house caught her with energy streams. Her howls stopped and she fell, spiralling.

Remora was smarter, coming down out of the clouds, driving Winter back, away from the house. She hurled her into the trees and Winter smacked off a branch and went flipping into the dirt. She coughed, wheezed, forced herself to get up as Remora landed gently.

“I think it’s only right that I be the one to kill you,” Remora said. “There’s something between us, isn’t there?”

“Is there?” Winter gasped, backing off.

“You probably think I hate you because you’re blonde.”

“What?”

“Honestly, this has nothing to do with hair colour.”

“I never thought it had.”

“I just need you, before you die, to understand that I’m only doing this because I hate you as a person.”

Remora blasted her, caught her in the shoulder, making her spin and fall to one knee. Before she could steady herself, Remora ran in and kicked her, right under the ribs. Winter crashed to the ground, winded again.

“I’m so incredibly happy that I get to be the one to kill you,” Remora said. “I don’t know if it means that I’m the true Child of the Ancients, or if I’m their favourite, or whatever. I’d like to think it does. I’d like to think that I’m better than the others. I’ve always thought it, even though Dragoon was the loudest and Koa hogged the spotlight. But there was part of me that just knew that I had something the others didn’t have. A little bit of star quality. I was born to do this. Born to kill you. I just want to thank you for the opportunity. I really, truly appreciate you.”

Winter couldn’t get her breath back, couldn’t do much more than cover up, and then Koa stepped out behind Remora and hit her with a tree.

Remora hurtled into the distance and Koa dropped the tree and hurried to Winter as fast as he could limp. His face was a swollen, bloodied mess. Still cute, though.

“You OK?” he asked, helping her to sit up. She replied by groaning and he nodded. “Give it a minute. You’re going to be fine. I saw Dragoon and Eunoia, but not Borzoi. Is he still in the fight?”

She drew a finger across her throat.

“Wow. OK. I mean... can’t say he didn’t deserve it. Right, you stay here. Stay hidden until you get your breath back. I’ll keep them busy for as long as I can.”

She shook her head, pointed straight down.

“I can’t stay here,” he said. “If they find us, you won’t be able to fight them. You just need a break, that’s all. The moment you can breathe, come help me. Because I will need it.”

She reached for him but he lifted off the ground and flew.
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As Valkyrie made her way back to the ramp, she did her very best to avoid the armed conflict that was sending bullets ricocheting off the Ark’s walls. When she got to the ramp itself, she had to step over the dead bodies that had rolled to the bottom in order to approach Fervor, who was standing halfway to the door of the building with his shoulders slumped, like he could barely countenance the senseless loss of all these lives.

“Hello, you giant dork,” Valkyrie said.

He looked up and his head, still encased in that mask, jerked slightly as he did a double-take.

She smiled. Waited for him to say something.

“Is it you?” he asked.

“Who else would it be?”

“Haven’t there been others of you, over the years? Your reflection. Darquesse. That ridiculous harpy I read about.”

“The harpy was adorable,” Valkyrie said. “Don’t slag off the harpy.”

“But this is you, isn’t it? Valkyrie Cain, back from the dead.”

“You can stab me, you can shoot me, but you can’t keep me down.”

“I don’t see the point.”

“Of coming back to life?”

“Of coming back to life right when the universe is about to end. What a monumental waste of energy.”

“That’s assuming the universe does end.”

“The Ark is about to launch.”

“You seem to be having some difficulty, though, with your passenger list and the boss’s son. Do you know where he is, actually? I was hoping for a quick word.”

“You’re welcome to look for him, Valkyrie,” Fervor said, sweeping his hand towards the rest of the steelworks. “And while you do that, I think I’ll begin pulling the skeleton apart. I assume he is already on board, yes? Maybe trying to find a way to sabotage this wonderful vessel, just like he did the last one? And perhaps he’s sent you to buy him some time?”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Valkyrie said. “I just want to ask Revnan something. A favour, really.”

“Then go right ahead,” said Fervor, and turned for the ramp.

She watched him go, then turned and walked the other way, closer to the shouts and the screams from outside. “Just want to ask him to reseal that casket your daddy gave Ghastly.”

Right before she reached the door, Fervor spoke again. “And what makes you think Revnan Cur would even consider such a thing?”

She turned, eyebrow raised. Fervor stood at the ramp, unable to board before he got his answers. “Sorry? What? Why would he do it? Well, we think that if we destroy this Ark, and Cur doesn’t have his escape pod any more, then he’ll actually want to keep the casket closed.”

Fervor didn’t respond.

“By your silence,” Valkyrie said, “you know that’s a real possibility, don’t you?”

“It doesn’t matter. You won’t destroy the Ark. You can’t.”

“I’m pretty sure we can.”

“The design flaw has been fixed.”

“That one has, yeah.”

“You expect me to believe that you’ve found another?”

“I don’t expect you to do anything. I just felt like I should tell you what’s going to happen, so you can make your choice.”

“My choice?”

“Help us or don’t help us.”

“Why would I help you?”

“Because Cur is going to. You know he is. The moment the Ark blows, he’ll be begging to reseal the casket. He doesn’t want to die any more than you do.”

“That is where you’re wrong, Valkyrie. If it is Arava Kahann’s will, then it must happen. I would have liked to survive the end of everything, but at least I’ll die knowing that I have helped the Hidden God. I’ll die knowing that my sacrifice has meant something.”

She gave a thumbs up. “Good for you,” she said, turned for the door again and only glanced back when Fervor was speeding towards her.
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Winter flew between the trees, eyes on the sky beyond the branches. The sounds of fighting had stopped, which was either a really good sign or a really bad sign. She paused, gritting her teeth. It was, as it turned out, a really bad sign.

Dragoon and Eunoia held Koa. They each gripped a wrist, and he hung between them, swaying slightly as they hovered. His face was a bloody, misshapen mess.

“Winter!” Dragoon shouted. “Winter, can you hear me?”

“Winnnnnter!” Eunoia cried, giggling. “Come out to play-ay!”

“Koa has something to tell you!” Dragoon shouted, and gave Koa’s arm a shake. “Go on, now. Don’t be shy.”

Eunoia frowned. “I think he’s sleeping.”

Keeping below the canopy of leaves, Winter drifted closer.

“Winter, Koa wants you to know what we’ve discovered!” Dragoon shouted. “See, when I punched Borzoi’s head off, you know what happened? We got stronger! We got his strength!”

Eunoia cheered.

“So now,” Dragoon continued, “we’re thinking that the same thing will happen if we kill Koa! We thought you might want to watch!”

Winter angled herself to fly up behind Dragoon when a slight movement caught her eye. Remora, crouching ahead with her back to her and her eyes on the sky, ready to spring an ambush the moment Winter broke cover. Winter lowered herself to her hands and knees and then pushed forward, flying slowly over the dried leaves and twigs, over the roots and tangled bushes, circling behind Remora as Dragoon and Eunoia continued to talk and laugh overhead.

She moved up right behind her and Remora craned her neck and a more perfect opportunity was never going to present itself. Winter wrapped her arm round her throat, locking her into a sleeper hold while her legs wrapped around her torso.

Remora fell back and Winter hit the ground and tightened her grip. Remora gurgled and panicked, slapping and clawing at Winter’s arms, but Winter just lay there, rolling back and forth slightly with Remora’s exertions, her eyes on the sky.

“If you have any last words for your boyfriend,” Dragoon was shouting now, “I’d make them known! No? You sure?”

Dragoon and Eunoia drifted a little further apart, so Koa’s arms were spread wide. From here, Winter couldn’t see Dragoon’s expression, but the look on Eunoia’s face was one of pure joy. She wanted this to happen. She wanted to kill Koa. She wanted to pull him apart.

Remora finally passed out and Winter scrambled up, launched herself into the air, taking Remora with her. She turned as she flew, whipping Remora’s unconscious body around before letting go, and Remora smacked into Eunoia and Winter crashed into Dragoon and Koa fell.

There was a second or two of chaos, of the world tilting, and then Eunoia came roaring at her and Winter dodged and spun, glimpsing both Koa and Remora dropping through the trees, and then she was speeding away, Dragoon and Eunoia in pursuit.

Eunoia was right behind her now, almost close enough to grab her foot. Dragoon was catching up.

Winter couldn’t risk turning, couldn’t risk that Eunoia would anticipate her next move, so she focused on increasing her speed. They left the Grimwood grounds, flying over fields and country roads. Dragoon was almost alongside Eunoia now. Winter wanted to turn east, to fly over the sea, away from possible witnesses, but they were hemming her in, forcing her towards Haggard.

She glanced back. Eunoia’s grin was gone – she was putting all her effort into the pursuit – but Dragoon wasn’t there. Winter looked over her other shoulder. Not there, either. 

A new pain, a cramp of sharp angles, blossomed across her midsection and Winter faltered and in that moment Dragoon struck her from above, right between the shoulder blades. Winter dropped into an angled plunge where she hit a chimney and fell, whirling and tumbling. She bounced across a road and then the pavement, until a low garden wall stopped her sprawl.

The cramp receded and she sat up, getting her bearings. Her eyes focused on Eunoia flying towards her with a metal pipe in her hands, and she rolled to one side a moment before Eunoia drove the pipe through the wall.

“You psycho!” Winter snarled, kicking her away.

They both got up, but another sudden pain doubled Winter over. Her hands went to her middle as she tried to straighten.

“Oh, cramps?” said Eunoia, a mocking look on her face. “Hey, we’ve all been there, you know? Do you need a moment? We can totally postpone this until you’re feeling up to it.”

Winter doubled over again and Eunoia went to kick her in the face, but Winter moved and Eunoia’s foot caught her shoulder, sent her staggering.

“This is hilarious,” Eunoia said, stalking her. “What an ignorant end for someone who took herself so seriously.”

“Think you mean ignominious,” Winter gasped, forced to hunker.

Dragoon landed in the street. “I’m going to miss these powers once the thirty-seven minutes are up,” he said. “How long do you reckon we have left? Five minutes? Ten? Time flies when you’re having a blast, doesn’t it? I could get used to this, I really could.”

Winter hunkered again and moaned.

“Eunoia,” Dragoon said, amused, “what did you do to the poor girl?”

“This isn’t even me,” Eunoia said. “It’s her time of the month.”

Dragoon laughed. “You know what it is, Winter? The universe doesn’t want you to win. Darquesse herself doesn’t want you to win. She organised all this just so you’d be on your period on the most important day of your life.”

“Most important day of my life,” Winter said as she exhaled, “so far.”

“Oh, I think we all know this is it for you,” Dragoon replied. “You play a hugely important role in the world to come, in that you die to bring it on. But you don’t get to see any of it.”

Winter straightened, then more cramps doubled her over again.

“You’re doing exactly what Arava Kahann wants,” she muttered.

“This isn’t about gods or devils, Winter – this is about people. You’re one of the bad guys, remember? The Ancients are the only good guys in this scenario.”

“The Faceless Ones are gone.”

“They will be, when you’re dead.”

“The very fact that we’re fighting –” she paused to gird herself against another wave of gut-tightening pain – “is proof that we’re falling into the trap he set.”

“We’re not arguing about this,” Dragoon said. Energy burst from his hand and Winter threw up a shield, but Eunoia added another stream to the mix and Winter grunted. She poured more of her strength into it, but they intensified their streams and Winter faltered again. The pain radiating through her body was sapping her reserves.

“She’s almost done,” Eunoia called, stepping closer and grinning through Winter’s shield. “She’s getting ready to quit.”

Winter was seconds away from failing. Two against one was just too much to handle, especially like this, when it was all about throwing and deflecting energy. She gritted her teeth, sweat rolling down her cheeks, and the thought occurred to her that these were the wrong weapons to wield. Her sister had taught her, a long time ago, to never fight someone on their terms.

So why the hell was she doing exactly that?

She moved sideways, dropping her shield, letting the energy streams tear up the wall while she grabbed Eunoia’s head in both of her hands. She sliced into her mind, getting past the sloppily erected defences. Eunoia made a sudden, strangled cry, and Winter drove deeper – angrily and clumsily – and Eunoia’s thoughts bent inwards and collapsed. She stumbled into Dragoon and he pushed her aside and Winter kicked him, her foot rising savagely between his legs. He grunted and grabbed her, went to hit her but the pain got to him first, and he bent over with a wheeze, and crumpled.

Winter would have finished him off, but the cramps sent her to her knees right beside him.

She grimaced and closed her eyes and held her breath, making a steel drum of her lungs, and when she looked up at Dragoon he was pale and sweating and had his glowing hand pointed at her face. She slapped it away before he could fire, but he tried again, and she slapped it away a second time.

She invaded his mind, but she couldn’t collapse his thoughts, not like she’d done with Eunoia, so she swam around a little until she found what she was looking for and made him temporarily forget how to access his magic. The energy faded from his hand and Dragoon knelt there and looked confused.

The pain began to pass and Winter managed to take a first feeble breath as Dragoon dived on her. His hands went round her throat, thumbs on either side of her windpipe, and he locked his arms straight. His lips thin and wet, his teeth clenched, he pressed down with all of his weight. Winter didn’t have the leverage she needed to break his hold before he killed her.

She reached into his emotions and didn’t try anything fancy. She just turned off his anger.

Immediately, Dragoon released her and Winter gasped and a new feeling flooded her body. The cramps went away and she shuffled back, blinking.

Dragoon shook his head, getting angry again, and she brought her legs in and then kicked out. She launched him back and then got up, looking around in wonder.

Dragoon got up, too, rubbing his chest and snarling. He didn’t straighten all the way, he was still in too much pain for that, but his hands were raised and glowing again, so she took hold of them with her thoughts and bent all those fingers back. He screeched, staggered, staring at his ruined hands, and she realised that his psychic defences had dropped so she was able to reach in and switch off his mind. He fell, his eyes fluttering closed. She could have killed him, she supposed, found some way to stop his heart from beating, but she’d seen what killing that guy had done to Valkyrie and she didn’t want that on her conscience. Not if she could help it.

She rose off the ground, lifting the unconscious forms of Eunoia and Dragoon with her mind, and she took them with her into the sky and turned for Grimwood.
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Tanith chopped off a hand and spun and kicked and stabbed and whirled and slashed and jumped and flipped and landed sideways on the corridor wall and her opponents fell around her. “How’s it going in there?” she called.

“Fine,” Skulduggery called back.

“Any closer to blowing this thing up?”

He didn’t answer.

A man came running up, firing a handgun, and Skulduggery stepped from the doorway beside him, took the handgun away from him and started hitting him with it. “No,” Skulduggery said. “We do not shoot at Tanith. Bad. Bad.” The man keeled over and Skulduggery dropped the gun and walked on. “We should leave,” he said.

Tanith hurried after him. “You figured it out? It’s going to self-destruct?”

“Unfortunately, no. There is no way, that I can see, to instigate such a procedure.”

“So why are we leaving? What did you do?”

“I launched it.”

She caught up with him. “Sorry?”

“Launching the Ark will achieve the exact same result as blowing it up – it will make it unavailable for use.”

“So it’ll just...”

“Hover between realities forever, I should imagine. The launch process, now that it’s been initiated, will take approximately seven minutes – so what we have to do now is seal the door after us, and keep Revnan Cur from boarding until the engines fire.”

“I spot a flaw in your otherwise flawless plan,” Revnan Cur said, walking up the ramp.

“Ah,” Skulduggery said.

“Crap,” Tanith said.

Cur smiled. “It was a good effort. I’ll give you that.”

“Before you kill us,” said Skulduggery, “a moment of your time?”

“To discuss...?”

“Your options.”

“My options appear to be A, leave the Ark and die with everyone else, or B, stay on the Ark and survive.”

“Those are two possible options, yes,” Skulduggery said, “but I feel a closer examination is warranted.”

Cur raised an eyebrow. “You have two minutes.”

“I’ll need three.”

“You have two.”

“If I have three, I can make it entertaining as well as informative.”

Cur sighed. “Three.”

“Thank you.”

“But your time started one minute ago.”

“Not optimal, but very well. The casket is opening. Soon two timelines will collide and end everything. The Ark is launching. It cannot be averted. It cannot be shut down. The most obvious move for you to make is to stay on board.”

“I agree.”

“Might I suggest that you do not?”

“Why would I not stay on board? If I leave, and the timelines collide, then this body, this form, dies.”

“Unless you reseal the casket.”

Cur smiled. Then he laughed. “That’s your plan? Your entire strategy is asking me to close the box? That’s an awful plan. Awful. My side is about to win. Your side is about to lose. Why would I not want my side to win?”

“I think you value who you are.”

“And?”

“If you allow this to happen, and Arava Kahann reshapes the universe – where is your place in it? What is your role in it? Everything will be the way he wants it. There’ll be no opposition, there’ll be no obstacles, there’ll be no challenges... so what exactly will he need you for?”

“You seem to forget that I am Arava Kahann.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“You don’t?”

“If all you are is a physical manifestation of the Devil, why do you even need an Ark? Can’t you just merge with him once reality ends? Why do you care about maintaining this form?”

“Because it’s pretty.”

“You can make a prettier one in the next universe.”

“Doubtful.”

“You don’t want to die, Mr Cur. You don’t want to merge with your... other self, because that would mean losing this one.”

“You’re making an awful lot of assumptions, Mr Pleasant.”

“Detective Pleasant,” Skulduggery corrected, “and that bit’s rather important. I have detected, for instance, your machinations rippling through recent events. I have detected your presence. Your will. Your manipulations of people and circumstances. At first, I thought you had an endgame in mind, and so you have been arranging your pieces on the board, but increasingly I believe you simply let them fall where they may, and you exploit the outcomes.”

“Detective Pleasant, I reckon that your two minutes are up. You can leave of your own accord, or I can kill you. I’m easy, either way.”

“You have been betting against your own side this entire time,” Skulduggery said.

“You think so, do you?”

“Your plans stretch into the future of this world, of this universe, of this timeline. Yes, I found the casket, just like Kahann wanted me to, but if you close it, you can keep your plans in place.”

“You’re asking me to betray my father. You’re asking me to betray myself.”

“I don’t know the ins and outs of how you came to be, Mr Cur, but you don’t strike me as a simple man. He can’t hear us, am I right? He can’t see us at this moment.”

“That’s beyond his power.”

“Then he doesn’t even need to know how his plan failed. Blame me. I won’t tell. I’ll relish the attention.”

Cur watched him. “You just want me to walk away.”

He nodded. “Walk away. Visit Ghastly. Reseal the casket. Continue your games.”

“And you?”

“Oh, I’ll stop you. That’s what I do.”

Cur considered it, then walked down the ramp. “The timeline will be unleashed in just over eleven hours. In exactly eleven hours, I’ll meet the Grand Mage outside the Dark Cathedral. Tell him to bring the casket.” At the bottom of the ramp, he turned. “You’d better call. Send a text. Leave a voicemail. Something.”

“Or we’ll just tell him when we see him.”

Cur chuckled. “Neither of you are Teleporters, is that right?”

The ramp began to rise. Tanith and Skulduggery started forward, but Cur held up his hand and they froze in place until the ramp sealed. When they could move again Tanith went straight to the console on the wall.

She tapped the locked screen. “Please don’t tell me we’re trapped in here.”

“OK,” Skulduggery replied, and hurried back the way they’d come.
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Valkyrie was becoming really tired of getting the crap kicked out of her.

She heaved herself up on to her elbows, spat her hair out of her mouth, and watched Fervor land.

“You should have stayed dead,” he said.

Valkyrie started to get up. “Shoulda, woulda, coulda.”

“You ought to have stayed buried.”

She straightened. “Oughta, woughta, coughta.”

“I told the Hidden God that I’d ended your life. You’ve made a liar out of me.”

“Don’t think he minds, Bilious. He quite likes me underneath it all. Last year, when I spoke to him, he told me he was on my side.”

Fervor sounded amused. “This is what he told you?”

“He said he wants me to be as strong as I can be. That sounds like he needs me for something down the line. That sounds like I’m important to him.”

“There is no ‘down the line’, Valkyrie – not any more. The end is here.”

“Yeah, but we’re going to stop that, and your boss strikes me as someone who has contingency plans in place. So when we avert the end of everything, as we’re about to do, he’ll just slip back to the old plans. Which I’m an important part of.”

“He wants you to be strong, that’s true. That’s the only way you’d ever be of use to him. But if you can’t survive until the moment when he needs you, then you’re just not strong enough to do what is required. And Arava Kahann... he’s got others he can call on. Others who will be strong enough.”

“So you don’t think I feature in his plans any more?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Last year wasn’t the first time I’d met him,” said Valkyrie. “It took me a while, but I knew I recognised the feeling I had when I was talking to him. First time was back when I was seventeen years old, and he was called Balerosh.” At the mention of the name, Fervor bristled. “He’d made a deal with Abyssinia, and he had this lunatic called Bubba Moon sacrificing souls on his behalf. We killed him when we met him.”

“Balerosh was only an aspect of Illom.”

“And we killed him.”

“Illom gave his power to the universe and became Arava—”

“Killed him dead.”

“Shut up!” Fervor shouted.

Valkyrie grinned. “I love this. I love when this performance of calmness and holiness – this spiritual serenity you pretend to have attained – cracks apart, and the nasty little man behind it all peeks his head out. Hello, Bilious. There you are.”

He started for her and then Revnan Cur walked into the space, saw them and stopped.

“Where are you going?” Fervor asked. “The Ark is the other way.”

Cur looked at him, and then nodded, and then said, “This is awkward.”

Fervor turned to him fully. “Return to the Ark.”

“OK, first of all, you don’t tell me what to do. I am your god.”

“You are the son of my god.”

“In a metaphorical sense. I was never born. You understand that, don’t you? I was never a baby. I didn’t have a childhood of sitting on my daddy’s knee. The Devil never told me bedtime stories. I am part of him.”

“And you are part of his plan.”

“I’ve got my own plans.”

In the distance, there was a rumble of massive engines.

“The Ark—” said Fervor.

“Ah, yes. That’s about to launch without us.”

“You have strayed from the path!” Fervor screamed, and unleashed a stream of energy that hit Cur point-blank in the chest. At that range it should have seared straight through him.

Cur looked down at his ruined shirt, and then narrowed his eyes. “I’ve strayed? Arava Kahann has strayed from me. I’m simply doing what I need to do to survive.”

“That’s why we built the Ark!” Fervor shouted.

“So what do you think will happen?” Cur asked. “If we all pile in the Ark and this universe ends and Kahann puts another one in its place, what do you think happens next? The Ark lands in this new world and the doors open and we emerge, breathe in the fresh air and... what?”

“We live in Arava Kahann’s universe.”

“You want to live in a universe designed by Arava Kahann? Visit Hell. Seriously, it’s right there. It’s waiting for you. Have you been? I have. It’s horrible. But you don’t want that, do you? You want to live in paradise. So what makes you think this new universe will be any better than Hell?”

“The Hidden God has promised us our reward.”

“But he was pretty vague about it, wasn’t he? Pretty light on the details? Did he ask for input from you on what that reward might look like? Because I’m telling you right now that reward will suck. It’s better to stay alive in this universe, my friend. It’s not perfect, but it has moments of perfection.” He softened. “Work with me, Bilious. I need followers like you. Together, we can advance Arava Kahann’s goals and work on our own at the same time.”

“You talk of heresy,” Fervor said.

Cur shook his head. “I tried. I really did. And just so you know? He’s not watching. When you die, for his glory, he’s not even gonna know.”

And then there was a stampede of terrified people, pushing and shoving and scrambling through doorways and arches and openings. Valkyrie stumbled back, out of their path, pressing herself against a wall topped with barbed wire, and watched as Cur vanished and Fervor was taken away like a piece of driftwood caught in a current.

She watched the stampede pass. Thousands of people, some of them carrying children, desperate not to trip, not to fall, not to get trampled, heading for the cars and vans and buses they’d abandoned.

When the torrent became a trickle, Valkyrie pushed away from the wall and lifted off, flying back towards the Ark. She glanced over her shoulder at the retreating sea of people and felt a faint flicker of relief, and then that sea burst apart and Fervor flew at her like a missile.

She couldn’t dodge, couldn’t swerve, didn’t even have time to brace herself before he slammed into her, and when her thoughts resurfaced she was rolling across the ground in the space where all those people had been congregated. It was only when she staggered to her feet that she realised the ground was shaking. A smokestack crashed somewhere behind her, and she watched a crane topple, demolishing the building it fell upon in an impossible cloud of dust.

The Ark was launching.

She looked back and Fervor was right in front of her.

His fists were like pillows, if pillows were made of regret and rocks and broken bricks. They came for her in a never-ending blur of flying blood and tilting horizons. They shattered her ribs and cracked her cheek and smashed her nose, and then they became claws that left bloody furrows along her face and at her neck. Those claws grabbed her and lifted her and threw her and lifted her and slammed her and lifted her and pummelled her and lifted her and strangled her, and try as she might, and she did try, she just wasn’t strong enough to get away.

When he had expunged his rage, he let her flop to the ground and she lay there, spitting bubbles of blood with every breath, and he stood with his head down and his arms by his sides. More of her blood dripped from his hands. The sun glinted off a tooth clinging to his knuckles.

He took off his mask, his face sweaty beneath, and let it fall. “If I kill you again,” he said, “will you come back? Will you keep coming back?”

She didn’t answer, of course. She was surprised she hadn’t died yet.

“I hope you do,” he told her. “I hope you do come back, because then I can kill you again. I’d like to kill you a thousand times, until I’m bored of it. I’d like to kill you so many times that you get bored of it.”

He picked her up by the throat and they lifted into the air. He squeezed as they flew.

“I can’t kill Revnan Cur,” he said. “I want to, but I can’t. He’s still the son of the Hidden God and, maybe in time, he will see the error of his ways and return to obedience. Maybe.” Her head pounding, her lungs burning, she slapped weakly at his hands. “But I can kill Skulduggery Pleasant. And I can kill all your friends and I can kill your sister and your family.” He pressed his face into hers, his eyes gleaming, spittle flecking his lips. “I can do all of that and I will. Oh, I will. This universe may survive, but I will ensure that those who live upon it do not.”

He dangled her high above the steel mill that crumbled and shook below them. Roofs caved in, revealing the Ark, shining with a sickly yellow light, that toxic magic Skulduggery had talked about, the toxic magic that could kill someone even as powerful as Fervor, providing he wasn’t wearing his mask.

Which he wasn’t.

She gripped his wrist and he gripped hers, but while she was too weak to do any damage he pulped her wrist between his fingers and she tried to scream but could only kick her legs.

Through tear-filled eyes, she glimpsed a figure in the sky behind Fervor, a blonde-haired speck speeding towards them, and she managed a smile.

Winter collided with them and the collision flung Valkyrie through the air and she fell, spinning, towards the Ark. Holding her ruined wrist close to her chest, she found a last, desperate reserve of magic and veered away before she was enveloped by that cloud of toxic light. Landing on the cone-shaped roof of a water tower that trembled and creaked and swayed, she wrapped her good arm around the uppermost point and just held on as she moved her head, searching for her sister.

She found Fervor hurtling through a building in a most involuntary manner.

Winter flew after him, and when he tried to get up she kicked him and stomped him and caught him with a blast of energy that sent him hurtling all over again.

Her phone rang.

It took some manoeuvring, but she pulled it from her pocket. Despite the phone being reinforced and despite her clothes being armoured, the screen was still cracked and unreadable, which was annoying.

“Hello?” she said.

“Valkyrie?” Skulduggery’s voice.

“Oh, hello.”

“Where are you?”

“About to fall off a water tower. You?”

“There’s been a slight wrinkle in our plan. Without wishing to sound overly dramatic, we are currently trapped aboard the Ark with no way to abort the launch or, indeed, escape. Tanith is saying her goodbyes to Ghastly and I thought I’d call you to do the same.”

“You’ve got to get out of there.”

“Wonderful idea, wish I’d thought of it. Unfortunately, as I have said, escape seems impossible.”

“There must be a way!”

“Ever the optimist, Valkyrie! That’s what I like to see! OK, I’ll give my surroundings one more cursory scan on the remote chance that I’ve missed some obvious solution. Oh, I wonder if we should try this emergency exit.”

“Yes!” she shouted. “Try it.”

“I’m only joking, Valkyrie. There is no emergency exit and there is no escape. In forty-four seconds the Ark will travel out of this dimension and lurk between realities until the end of time, and possibly beyond. The good news is, Tanith will die within weeks, as I do not suppose anyone packed much in the way of provisions. I will, more than likely, continue to exist until my consciousness dissipates like a particularly brilliant cloud. How are you doing?”

“Skulduggery, please...”

“How are you doing, Valkyrie? Give me a parting gift and assure me that you’ll be OK.”

“I’ll... I’ll be OK.”

“And Fervor? Has he been dealt with?”

“Winter’s dealing with him.”

There was a hesitation. “Oh.”

“What? What’s wrong with that?”

“She’d better hurry, Valkyrie. Her power’s about to run out.”

“What?”

“Her power boost. The thirty-seven minutes. She’s got sixty-eight seconds left, at which point she will revert to her normal levels. Is Fervor on the brink of death, perhaps?”

Valkyrie looked round, as Fervor dragged himself to his feet. “No,” she said.

“Then you’d better—”

“Gotta go,” she said, dropping the phone as she leaped from the water tower. Energy crackled and she flew under a falling chimney, aiming herself at the ground beside her sister. She went tumbling, bit her tongue, tasted blood as she sprawled.

“You’ve got a minute left!” she shouted, coughing through the dust.

Winter frowned at her, not understanding, and then her eyes widened.

Valkyrie pointed at the Ark. “Skulduggery and Tanith are inside! Teleport in, get them out! Don’t touch the yellow light!”

“But what—”

“Go!” Valkyrie screamed, and Winter vanished.

Fervor breathed in and Valkyrie could practically see his strength returning. “She almost had me.”

“Yeah,” Valkyrie said, standing.

Fervor held out his hand and it glowed with power and Valkyrie winced in anticipation of the blast, but Winter teleported back, bringing Skulduggery and Tanith with her, and Fervor suddenly froze, the glow fading from his hand. Behind Winter, the Ark collapsed in on itself and was gone with a ripple that shook the air, and she strode forward, issuing whatever silent, psychic commands she was issuing, and then she faltered and cried out and fell to her knees, her power boost depleted.

Skulduggery and Tanith leaped at him and he waved a hand and they flew back, and he stepped towards Winter.

Valkyrie summoned the last of her strength and crashed into him, lifting him off the ground, and she flew them both across the dust and the rubble and into the sickly yellow light.

They dropped, and Valkyrie rolled to her knees and gasped. Her skin itched and then burned and then peeled. The air scorched her lungs and her guts twisted and she threw up. Fervor writhed in front of her, unable to scream, flesh dripping from his bones and the bones themselves crumbling.

Valkyrie vomited again, her weight on one arm but then that arm cracked, her bones no stronger than paper, and bent backwards and she slumped, her face breaking apart when it met the ground, and the last thing she saw before death claimed her, through the fading yellow light, was her sister and her friends. Safe.
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It was the final few minutes of the last day of school, and Winter was waiting in the principal’s office.

Her headache was abysmal and this morning when she woke up she was more tired than when she’d gone to sleep. It was a nice day, though, so that was one good thing, even if the sun hurt her eyes and was a bit too warm. The air was annoying, too. It was prickly, and awkward.

She wondered if she was just in a bad mood, but then dismissed the notion. No, the problem was the awkward air.

China came in. It was still quite an adjustment, to replace the Principal Sorrows in her head – frail, crooked, sapped of youth and vitality – with this vision that now strode the corridors of Corrival, leaving students and staff staring after her in open-mouthed wonder.

“Still no word on your sister,” China said, taking her seat.

“Right,” said Winter.

“Are you worried?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“It’s just that, last time, she died on the Monday and came back the next Monday, but it’s already been nine days and she isn’t here.”

“Darquesse made her immortal. As far as we know, immortal means immortal. We just have to be patient.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I know.”

“Your tutor has been arranged.”

Winter blinked. “My what?”

“Your tutor. He’ll be here with you on the first day of next term.”

“And what am I being tutored in?”

“Be a good girl,” China said, sorting through the small stack of files on her desk, “and answer that question yourself, would you?”

Winter watched her. “It’s not for any of the mortal subjects,” she said. “Languages, science, maths... I don’t need help with any of those.”

China smiled. “Oh, you haven’t needed help with any of those for quite a while now. All those mediocre results you’ve had in the past? I think you can stop pretending now, don’t you? These attempts to not stand out from your peers have, I think you’ll agree, been remarkably unsuccessful. You’re not only a genius, my dear – you’re a genius who applies herself. You’re a genius who works hard.” She glanced up. “I always knew Valkyrie was intelligent. Highly intelligent, as it turns out. But you? You’re something special.”

Winter shrugged it off, as China returned her attention to the report. “I don’t need tutoring for things like magic theory, or forgery, or combat arts.”

“All of which you excel at.”

She frowned. “Is it for social interactions?”

That almost got a laugh. “Despite what you may think, Winter, you are not as socially awkward as you imagine. Mortals may not be your favourite people in the world, but I have no doubt you’ll be able to walk among them without drawing undue attention.”

Winter hesitated. “Then it’s the magic.”

“It’s the magic.”

“I had my Surge while I was fighting for my life. I don’t need to take the modules or the refresher courses like everyone else because I know what I am.”

“And what are you?”

“I’m a Sensitive.”

China put down the report, folded her hands, and looked at her. “You do not seem especially thrilled.”

“It is what it is. The Surge peaked while I was doing psychic stuff, and it locked it in. When the Reckoning power boost faded away, that’s all I was left with.”

“It’s not what you wanted?”

“I don’t know what I wanted. I hadn’t decided. I thought... I thought I had a few years until I needed to make the decision. But I’m a Sensitive. That’s fine.”

China watched her. “Indeed. Your tutor is highly accomplished in his area.”

“Thank you for bringing him in.”

“Not at all, my girl, not at all. You have to make the most of the cards you’re dealt, isn’t that so?”

“I suppose.”

“Tell me, when you think of what a Sensitive does, what comes to mind?”

“Prophecies,” said Winter. “Visions or dreams of the future. Mind-reading.”

“Very useful for interrogating suspects in custody – although admittedly less so in recent years. The average mage on the street no longer trusts Sensitives to be entirely unbiased, it seems. Forgive me, but that all seems a rather passive way of thinking of the discipline.”

“But that’s what it is,” said Winter. “Everyone knows that’s what they do. It’s what we were taught in the psychic module we took last year.”

“Come now – those modules are designed to move the students forward en masse. We can’t let anyone fall behind, after all, so we cater for the, shall we say, wonderfully average. But I have higher hopes for you, Winter. You will not be a mere Sensitive. You will not be passive. You will be trained to use your power as a weapon. We will develop your telepathic, empathic, and telekinetic abilities, and any others that happen to pop up. Pyrokinesis would be fun to have, I’ve always thought.”

“Why?”

“Oh, because you get to burn things.”

“I mean why? I get that you need to alter my lessons but...”

“Why am I insisting you excel at this, the way you’ve excelled at your other schoolwork? Because I would hate to see your potential squandered. And also you need the distraction.”

“I’m sorry?”

“You’ve been through an unimaginable amount of trauma in your seventeen years, Winter. Your soul was shattered, you and your parents were murdered, your sister was killed, twice... You have to process all of that in whatever way you can. I’ve always found that having a buoy to cling to can save you from drowning in the stormiest of seas. Developing your abilities might be just the thing.” She started reading again. “How are the headaches?”

“Still bad.”

“The headaches are worst for the first two weeks of becoming a Sensitive, apparently. They will fade. Now, I believe your parents are waiting for you outside. Be sure to have a good summer.”

Winter didn’t move.

China looked up. “You’re still here.”

“I’m curious. If you could have looked like you look now at any time, why did you shuffle around with the cane for years?”

The silence stretched for so long that Winter didn’t think she’d get an answer, but then China sat back. “A good portion of my soul was drained out of me by a life-force bomb. When that happens, the life force is trapped within the bomb and, as far as we know, is eventually redistributed to the universe.”

“As far as we know?”

“Science and magic sometimes leap ahead of our understanding.”

“That’s... that’s terrifying.”

“It is quite shocking, isn’t it?”

“So your life force was sucked into the bomb.”

“And yet I retained enough to remain alive, which allowed me to open up the bomb, months later, and extract my own energy.”

“But you didn’t reabsorb it. You kept it in your cane and you stayed... wrinkled.”

“I did.”

“Why?”

“I had gone my entire life being beautiful, Winter. That was how people knew me, how they interacted with me, what they thought of me. They all had the same look on their faces and the same look in their eyes, like they didn’t want to turn away. Not even when they hated me.”

“You got tired of it.”

“Losing my beauty forced people to interact with me differently.”

“Did you like it?”

She smiled again. “I loved it. To walk into a room and not be the centre of attention is a freedom I had never experienced. I didn’t want to shatter my cane in Hellfire. I didn’t want to go back to... this. Not yet, at least. But life has a habit, does it not, of interfering with your plans?”

“I suppose it does.”

“Have a nice summer, Winter.”

Winter walked out and Mia was waiting for her with their bags. Winter slung two of her bags over her shoulders and they both wheeled their suitcases after them.

“Everything OK?” Mia asked.

Winter nodded. “I’m getting a tutor for Sixth Year,” she said. “For the psychic stuff.”

“Wow. Yeah, OK, that makes sense. But how are you gonna fit it all in?”

“What do you mean?”

They joined the throng of students dragging their luggage to the exit.

“Like, are they gonna cram in lessons after school?” Mia said. “What about extra-curriculars? Extra-curriculars are important. And when are we gonna hang out? You need free time. They can’t just tell you, hey, we’ve set up a load of extra work for you to do so, like, hope you don’t have a best friend or something. I need to be consulted on stuff like this. We should write a letter. I’ll write it, because my handwriting is prettier, but we’ll both compose it. We’ll need to sound practical and official and use reasoned arguments. I have the perfect paper to use, too. It’s got a picture of a cat in the corner.”

“The lessons won’t be after school,” Winter told her.

“When will they be? Like, weekends? Ew.”

Winter frowned. “During school, Mia. The lessons will be during school. The lessons will be school.”

“What does that mean? Like, you won’t be in your normal classes?”

“Pretty much.”

Mia stopped walking and looked horrified. “But what about me?”

“I’d imagine you’ll still be in them.”

“But you won’t be there!” Mia cried, ignoring the muttering students who were forced to manoeuvre around them. “They can’t do this! I sit beside you in, like, almost all classes almost every day!”

“You can sit beside someone else.”

“But I don’t want to!”

“Mia, I’m not leaving school.”

“They’re splitting us up!”

“We’ll still be room-mates.”

“I’ll barely see you!”

“Except in the mornings, at break, at lunch, after school, and at night.”

Mia put a hand over her mouth. “You don’t care.”

“Because they’re not splitting us up.”

“I’m not ready for this, Winter. I haven’t prepared myself.”

“You have three months of summer to get used to the idea.”

“But I want to keep sitting beside you!”

“If it’s any consolation, one of the things I’ll be doing is astral projection, so maybe there’ll be a way to send part of myself to sit beside you while the rest of me is doing something else.”

Mia blinked. “Do you think so?”

Winter did not think so. “Sure.”

They started walking again.

“OK, OK, that... that might make it better. It’ll be like I’m being haunted by the ghost of my still-alive friend. That could be cool. You could float around after me, wherever I go. You’d always be there, hovering at my shoulder, never leaving my side...”

“Jesus,” Winter muttered.

“That’s creepy,” said Mia.

“It is fairly creepy, you’re right.”

“I don’t know if I want you haunting me, Winter.”

“I definitely wouldn’t.”

“Maybe we should just learn to live with not sitting beside each other.”

“If you’re brave enough to take that step, then so am I.”

“So who’s your tutor? Do you think he’ll be hot?”

“I have no reason to think that he would be.”

“I can’t believe you’re a Sensitive. You, a Sensitive. It just doesn’t make sense. You’re one of the most insensitive people I’ve ever met.”

“What? No I’m not.”

“What was that book where they could hear each other’s thoughts and I’d bawled my eyes out at the bit about the dog and then you read it and you got to that bit and I was watching you and you turned the page and kept reading and I was like, did you miss the bit about the dog? You read it like a robot. You didn’t find it sad at all.”

“Yes, I did.”

“So where were the tears, Mr Spock? Where were the tears, Mr Data? Where were the tears, Seven of Nine?”

“Could you please stop being a nerd right now? And I think you’re getting mixed up between the different meanings of the word sensitive.”

Mia shrugged. “Maybe. English is not my first language.”

“English is very much your first language.”

“But not in my heart, and not in my soul. Korean is the language of my gooey insides.”

“I cannot argue with that.”

“What was it like? The Surge?”

“Oh. I don’t know. It was all mixed up with the Reckoning boost, and I didn’t even know that I was going through it until, like, right at the end. It doesn’t hurt as much as they say.”

“OK.”

“For me it was like really bad cramps. The kind where your legs turn to jelly and you get the shooting pain.”

“Oh, God.”

“I mean, you know, different, but it’s that level.”

“I heard it goes on for hours. Obviously, with you, it was accelerated because of all that energy coursing through you, but for me it’ll be... I just don’t want it to hurt.” She looked at her. “And what’s it like now? With the magic?”

“It’s weird,” said Winter. “I’m so used to being able to do whatever discipline I wanted, so only having one is... an adjustment.”

Their suitcases clunked over the step and then they were outside as parents waved to their kids and their kids did their best to ignore them. The lucky ones got to teleport home without any public displays, but the rest had to endure the embarrassment.

Winter’s parents waved to her from the gate and Winter gave them a big smile, held up a hand for them to wait, and they smiled back and nodded.

“This time next year we’ll be leaving and never coming back,” Tier said, appearing between Winter and Mia.

“Not true,” said Aphotic, joining them. “We’ll be staying an extra two weeks to do the final exams.”

“My point is,” Tier said, “we’re close to the end of our time here. We’ll have to say goodbye to people that we might never see again. Say goodbye to friends. It just really makes you want to embrace all the opportunities that the next year will bring.”

Winter frowned. “Does it?”

“It does. Every single one of them.” He looked at her. “How’s Koa?”

“Good, I think. He’s back in Australia.”

“Oh. That’s unfortunate.”

“He might join Corrival for Sixth Year, though.”

“That’s even more unfortunate,” he said, and raised his hand when his name was called out. “That’s my Teleporter. See you all in September.”

He went to move off, then changed his mind, and stepped towards Winter. He hesitated, and Winter widened her eyes, and he moved his lips closer, giving her plenty of time to say something.

Then he kissed her, once, gently, on the lips – and then he was gone.

It took a moment for Winter’s brain to come back online.

“A love triangle,” Mia said, practically swooning.

Aphotic’s parents called his name and he nodded, frowned, cleared his throat, and stepped towards Mia.

“Nope,” she said.

He nodded and hurried off.

Winter hugged Mia, and Mia’s eyes glistened with tears, even though they lived, like, half an hour away from each other and they planned to meet up the following day, and then Winter took her stuff over to her parents, and went home.




[image: Chapter 58.]

Valkyrie came back to life five weeks later.

Doctors and nurses came running and she lay there, gasping. When she sat up, she asked for a mirror. One of the last things she remembered was her face coming apart, but there it was, staring back at her, her brown eyes blinking. Not everything was the same, though. She still had the scar on her hand from where Billy-Ray Sanguine had cut her, all those years ago, but the bullet scar on her chest was gone – as were most of the sigils that China had spent all that time carving into her skin. Her hair was longer.

The moment they were allowed, her parents and her sister burst into the room and rushed over and Valkyrie put on a delighted smile and hugged her folks, and then Winter squirmed her way between the hugs and got one herself, and tears were shed until Reverie came in and ushered them all out again.

She slept, and the scientists ran more tests and she endured what she could and then thanked them and they left. Skulduggery was waiting.

“The casket’s been resealed,” he said as he came over. “Revnan Cur didn’t have the power to lock it as tightly as Arava Kahann did, so anyone could open it, but Ghastly says that’ll never happen because he’s hidden it too well. I have a pretty good idea where it is, though, so we’ll see.”

“Were you worried?” Valkyrie asked.

“About the casket?”

“About me. I was dead for a month and a half.”

“Others were worried. Your parents were worried. They thought seven days might be the standard length of time for you to resurrect. That was a possibility, but when the eighth day passed, it became apparent that it will take as long as it takes.”

“So how do I die?”

“We don’t know,” he replied.

She sat up straighter in the bed. “Maybe if my brain is destroyed? If I’m dissolved in acid?”

“Both of those things happened, more or less, in that toxic light, and yet here you are.”

“My body repaired the damaged parts, but that could just be because the parts were there to be repaired. If, like, I’m disintegrated, I’m not going to suddenly appear out of nothing, am I? I’ll need something to start from.”

“But there’ll always be something to start from,” said Skulduggery. “There’ll be remains, or ashes, or atoms – and if not those, then there’ll be energy.”

Her hand went to her mouth. “So there might be nothing that kills me?”

“It’s possible.”

“But everyone else will die?”

“Yes.”

“But I’ll lose everyone,” she said, her eyes brimming.

“Yes.”

“I can’t do that. I can’t handle that.”

“You will.”

Valkyrie laughed without humour. “But there has to be a limit. There has to be an end. I can’t just keep going. I’m going to get old. It might be a thousand years from now, but I will get old. Can I die then? If my body stops working, from natural causes, if it can no longer sustain me, then I have to stay dead, don’t I? Because otherwise I die, and then I come back and I’m still old, so I die again and I come back and I die again... I have to stop at some stage. Right?”

He looked at her and she felt herself go pale.

“I’m going to keep coming back to life like this, aren’t I? I’m going to keep resetting to what I’m like now, or something like it.”

“We don’t know,” he said gently.

“Why would she do this to me? Why would Darquesse...? Why would she do this?”

“Maybe she thought she was doing you a favour.”

“I’m going to have to watch everyone I love, and everyone I will ever love, die. And I was free! I died! I was done! I didn’t have to worry about any of that any more! I didn’t have to suffer! But now all I’ve got is suffering! Why would she do that to me, Skulduggery? Why is she torturing me?”

He wrapped his arms around her and she cried into his chest.
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Valkyrie spent time with her family, and visited everyone who came to her funeral, and generally did her best to restart her life. Ghastly officially pardoned her and she requested that a group be set up to examine the sentences of Consolation Grum and the good people she’d met in prison. Being nice to an Arbiter, it turned out, went a long way.

She talked with Skulduggery, and Militsa, and she talked to her therapist, and her sister, and once she’d made her decision she talked to Skulduggery again, to see if he agreed.

He did. So they went to see Ghastly.

They waited in his office. He was late, another meeting had run long, but she didn’t mind. She wasn’t especially looking forward to this conversation.

When he arrived, he apologised, sat, shoved a thick handful of documents into his desk drawer, and took a moment to exhale.

“You look tired,” Skulduggery said.

“I feel exhausted, so looking tired is a step up. Valkyrie, how are you doing?”

She considered her answer. “I’m adjusting.”

Ghastly nodded. “Adjusting is good. Better than the alternative. We know what you are, by the way.”

“I’m sorry?”

“The experts have worked it out. You are, technically, one of the Deathless.”

She frowned. “The Deathless are gods.”

“Some are, yes.”

“They’re a race of gods.”

“A classification of gods. Not a race. Not a species.”

“But just to be clear: I’m not a god, right?”

“You’re not a god.”

“OK. Good. Oh, we have something in common, you and me. We both lived through, and remember, timelines that practically nobody else has any idea about. We should form a club.”

Ghastly smiled a gentle smile. “We should. And speaking of events that happened in deleted timelines... I know about Rapture.”

She raised a cautious eyebrow. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

“I know that I fell in love with her, when you travelled back to 1703. Even though you erased all of that in your deleted timeline, saving all our lives in the process, I think part of me still felt it when I met her again. There was a recognition, I think. I ignored it, obviously – but in my deleted timeline, after you died and came back, in the chaos that followed, Tanith was killed.”

“Oh. Wow.”

“And I found Rapture, and while that relationship was undoubtedly as a result of my loss and grief, there was still something genuine there. You told me about what we’d been through in 1703 and I suppose that made things easier in a way. It let us believe this was real.”

“And then Kahann swept it all away,” Valkyrie said, “and you rewound to the beginning, and everyone was alive and you were still with Tanith. You must have... I can only imagine how that made you feel.”

Ghastly nodded. “It made me feel like I’d betrayed Tanith by being with Rapture and, when that timeline went away, that I was betraying Rapture by being with Tanith.”

“But you stayed with Tanith.”

“You think I should have ended it? Not been with either?”

“Not at all. I’m just saying, you literally had a choice between two women you loved who loved you, and you chose Tanith.”

He managed a ghost of a smile. “She is everything I want.”

“That’s nice. I’m glad.”

“And that, roughly, is all I can talk about when discussing that deleted timeline. For everything else, I’m afraid I’ll have to skimp on the details. National security matters.”

“Of course,” she said. “We understand perfectly.”

His smile now was brighter. “So today is your first day back on the job. Let the bad guys beware.”

“That’s actually why we’re here,” she said, taking out her badge. She laid it on the desk. “I quit.”

Skulduggery laid his badge beside hers. “Same goes for me.”

The smile faded on Ghastly’s face. “I don’t understand.”

“It’ll come to you,” Skulduggery said.

Ghastly frowned. “You know why I did what I did, though. If I had told you any of it, the casket would have opened.”

“That’s not why we’re quitting.”

“Then... why?”

“Skulduggery loves explaining stuff,” Valkyrie said, “so I’ll let him start.”

“How gracious,” Skulduggery said. “Ghastly, we’ve been friends since we were sixteen years old. Please understand that I do not do this lightly.”

“You don’t have to do this at all. The Arbiters are a necessary force in the world.”

“They were. We were. But we’ve been compromised.”

Ghastly frowned. “So this is about the advisory board? That was set up to help you with your workload.”

“And yet all it has managed to do is introduce new rules and regulations that bind our effectiveness.”

“Your authority has been untouched. You can still investigate whoever, whatever, and wherever you choose.”

Skulduggery hesitated. “There are other ways to stifle us. At multiple stages I could have swept in and dealt with each problem as it arose. Because of the procedures brought in by the advisory board, however, the Sanctuaries would have set up their own shadow operations to oversee my actions, therefore broadcasting my intent to our enemies.”

Ghastly slumped back in his chair. “I don’t understand. You agreed to all this.”

“We agreed to the advisory board’s involvement in order to facilitate their assistance and the use of their nifty gadgets when we needed them to deal with Ersatz.”

Valkyrie raised her hand. “I feel the need to point out that I was not consulted on any of this, and I retain the right to say I told you so.”

“You’re not happy with the advisory board arrangement,” Ghastly said. “Maybe we can revisit it, come up with a new arrangement that everyone can live with. The Arbiters are needed.”

“The Arbiters are needed because we’re on your side,” Skulduggery said. “If we weren’t friends, if we didn’t broadly support your work here, you might not be so determined to keep us around.”

Ghastly watched him. “I’m pretty sure, but I can’t be certain, that that was insulting.”

“You want to know how we came to this decision, yes? The Conductors attacked Insadoom in an effort to destabilise and derail any notion of forming an island state. They saw this enterprise as a stopgap, an ineffective solution to a broader problem. After all, if sorcerers had an island to run to every time they needed a break from the mortals, true progress, true separation, could never be achieved. So they attacked, people died, and we arrested Chorus Wild and threw him in Coldheart. Immediately, the Insadoom government requested that he be shipped over to them to stand trial. Not a completely unreasonable request.”

Ghastly sighed. “We’re not going to relitigate this, are we?”

“Tanith and I were then sent to Insadoom to explain to their government why we would not be handing over Mr Wild. Evidently, we failed to cool the temperature because within days, Insadoom attacked Coldheart Prison, resulting in the deaths of staff and inmates.”

“And almost me,” said Valkyrie.

Skulduggery nodded. “And almost Valkyrie, indeed. This was quite a bold move from Insadoom – most likely stemming from Minister Conquest – a short-tempered, impetuous man. You instructed Tanith and me to plan a mission to retrieve Chorus Wild.”

“A mission you never showed up for,” said Ghastly.

“We’ll get to that. But as it turned out, such a mission would have been a mistake, because days later a compromise was reached. Two weeks after that, Chorus Wild stood trial in Insadoom, was found guilty, and was incarcerated, with everyone in full agreement, in Coldheart. Minister Wagner Conquest and Governor Iota Tricks accepted full responsibility for the disastrous attack on the prison, stepped down from their roles, and are banned from ever seeking office again.”

“Are you going to sit there and tell me you knew a peaceful resolution would be found?” asked Ghastly.

“Not at all. I had no idea that not turning up for the retrieval mission would turn out to be the best thing. I was far too preoccupied with breaking into this office to steal the casket containing the deleted timeline.”

“Which I forgive you for, by the way. But how does this explain why you’re quitting? One of the most dangerous terrorist leaders alive has been returned to prison. Surely that’s a good thing?”

“Is he, though? One of the most dangerous terrorist leaders alive?”

Ghastly sighed. “Please don’t tell me you’re putting any stock in the word of a teenager trying to impress a pretty girl.”

“First of all,” Valkyrie said, “Alter Veers is not a teenager. Second, Winter believes him, and if she believes him, I believe him.”

“He claims to be the secret co-leader of the Conductors.”

“And he attacked my sister, at my house, with a bunch of Department X soldiers purely to stop her from alerting the Sanctuary to the prison break.”

Ghastly hesitated. “Yeah, OK, I’ll concede the point that he poses a threat. But no one’s ever told me what Alter Veer’s endgame was.”

“He wanted Winter to lead the Conductors.”

“She’s seventeen.”

“That’s what she told him. Veers is still out there, and he’s dangerous, and he’s well connected. Chorus had been leading Perfect World, just another Isolationist terrorist group that had sprung up. Alter brings in Repudiation Rattle, a known Kahannist, and suddenly Perfect World becomes the Conductors and absorbs all the other terrorist groups.”

“Are you saying Arava Kahann has something to do with the Conductors?”

“At the risk of sounding like every conspiracy enthusiast the world over,” Skulduggery said, “it’s all connected.”

“We think Alter Veers is a Kahannist, too,” said Valkyrie.

“That... that doesn’t make any sense.”

“Bear with us,” Skulduggery said. “The Isolationist community on Insadoom is established. Iota Tricks is in charge – a strong-willed leader, I think we’d all agree? But once the honeymoon period ends, reality hits, and she finds herself having to make deals with various Sanctuaries, bringing Insadoom more in line with the institutions she promised to break free from. She’s been struggling to maintain control, especially with someone like Wagner Conquest demanding that they show strength at every possible opportunity. It’s Conquest who demands that they break Chorus out of prison and when Iota refuses to use force, it’s Conquest who arranges it behind her back. What do you know of him?”

“Conquest?” Ghastly said.

“Conquest, yes. He was a City Guard officer here in Roarhaven, fired for his tendency to use violence as a first resort. This doesn’t sound familiar to you? He became an Isolationist, started showing up to meetings. Are you sure this isn’t familiar?”

Ghastly glared. “It’s familiar.”

“And why is it familiar, Ghastly?”

“You know why.”

“Yes, I do,” Skulduggery said. “Because Conquest was working for the Sanctuary, wasn’t he? He was sent in as an agitator and a spy.”

“We have to keep tabs on groups like this.”

“I’m not judging. I could judge, but if I did, we’d be here all day. So you sent in Conquest to stir up trouble whenever you needed an excuse to arrest someone. Mortal governments do it all the time. But something went wrong, didn’t it?”

“Conquest flipped.”

“He flipped. Yes. He grew to believe in the extreme ideology he was only supposed to pretend to believe in. Again, this happens all the time with mortals. Two years ago, he quit being a spy, you lost control of him, and he started calling for violent action. So with that in mind, let’s take it in order: Alter Veers brings in Rattle, Rattle strengthens the Conductors, Veers convinces Chorus to strike Insadoom, Tanith and I apprehend Chorus, and Conquest launches the mission to break Chorus out of prison... all of which leads to Iota Tricks stepping down and Nuru Yewahi becoming Governor of Insadoom.”

“I can’t argue with your chronology, but I’m failing to see your point.”

“Nuru Yewahi is probably the most respected Isolationist alive, wouldn’t you say?”

“I would.”

“She’s intelligent, wise, experienced, compassionate, and she has zero interest in leadership roles. She only agreed to take over as governor because of the very real threat of the Insadoom government collapsing if she didn’t.”

“Agreed.”

“And her recent shift to Isolationism notwithstanding, she has gone most of her life believing mortals and mages could live in harmony. She is open to discussion, to debate, and to necessary compromise achieved through integrity. She will make a far more reasonable leader than Iota Tricks.”

“I’d agree with all of that, yes.”

Skulduggery went silent for a moment, and Valkyrie waited.

“This was a Sanctuary operation from the very start,” he said.

Ghastly watched him. “What do you mean?”

“The whole Isolationist movement poses a threat to the Sanctuary system. The Sanctuaries rule by consent – which means that if a large enough section of society decides to turn their backs, the Sanctuaries will fall. You became aware of the Isolationist plan to establish Insadoom as an island state. I’m sure you, and the other Elders around the world, tried very hard to make sure it never happened.”

“Hold on a second.”

“When that failed, when an Isolationist Insadoom became an inevitability, you shifted tactics. Maybe you came to believe that having all the Isolationists in one place, where you can keep an eye on them, would be a good thing. But once the island was established, the Sanctuaries would need a formal relationship, and that seemed unlikely with such radical people in charge.”

“So you needed a regime change,” Valkyrie said quietly. “You couldn’t install a puppet as governor, that would have raised too many suspicions. But the next best thing was a governor you knew you could work with, a governor so well loved that nobody would object to her taking over.”

“And you needed Arbiters to do it,” said Skulduggery. “So one of your first moves was to set up the advisory board.”

Ghastly looked between them. “You cannot be serious.”

“As I noted, that was one of your first moves,” Skulduggery said. “An even earlier move is much more distressing. The Irish Sanctuary, in collusion with the other Sanctuaries, sponsored and funded Isolationist terrorists around the world, of which Alter Veers and Chorus Wild were but two.”

“You think this is all...? This is Machiavellian plotting, Skulduggery. What you’re accusing me of is deception and cunning of the highest levels. In order to do any of this—”

“You’d need a Machiavellian mind,” Skulduggery said. “Yes. And despite your faults, despite your misguided attempts at keeping global peace and maintaining the integrity of a flawed system, you are far too decent a man to contemplate such things. So you needed to bring someone in to contemplate these things for you.”

The door opened and closed behind them. Neither Valkyrie nor Skulduggery looked round, but Ghastly sagged in his chair.

“Sorry I’m late,” said Cadaver Cain, taking up a position on the other side of the desk. “I was too busy eavesdropping.”
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“Excellent timing, as always,” Skulduggery told him. “We were just getting to the good part.”

“Ah, yes,” Cadaver said, “the part with me in it.”

“No need to be so modest. You’ve been a part of all of this ever since you were first thrown in prison. You’d sat in your cell for years, anticipating the dangers we’d face, and you singled out what you saw as the primary threat to our existence.”

Cadaver shrugged. “At least with the Faceless Ones there would be life in the universe. The Viddu De seek to bring only death.”

“And you decided that nobody else was equipped to deal with it, that only you could defend us. But in order to do so, you’d need to be released. You could have escaped at any time, of course, but you needed more than that. You needed a pardon, and from there to be accepted into the upper echelons of power. You needed to become part of the establishment.”

Cadaver tilted his head. “So I offered to help my friend. Is that so wrong?”

“You saw where the Isolationist movement was inevitably heading. You warned Ghastly, Ghastly warned his fellow Grand Mages, and a slow panic started to swell. But you had a plan. Under your direction, the Sanctuaries started funding terrorism in order to, eventually, gain control of the Isolationist movement from the inside.”

“How insidious of me.”

“You saw Chorus Wild as an obvious leader, but you kept him in the dark. I doubt he ever considered the possibility that you were behind his glorious rise. Alter Veers, I imagine, knew, or may have at least suspected. I don’t suppose it really matters at this point.”

“In order for your plans to proceed,” said Valkyrie, “you needed the Arbiters on board. You manipulated Clutter Gaines and Cyrus Elysian, took advantage of the Ersatz situation... all so that Skulduggery would be put into a position where he would have to accept the oversight committee.”

“You make it sound like I planned it every step of the way,” Cadaver said.

“No, not necessarily – but you did seize every opportunity to steer events in the right direction.”

“I do so like to steer.”

Skulduggery switched his attention to Ghastly. “When the argument with Insadoom started, you sent Tanith and me to calm things down. Neither of us are diplomats, and you knew we were psychologically predisposed to actually make matters worse. And worse matters got, helped along by Wagner Conquest, the agitator. Officially, he was a spy who’d flipped – but he never stopped working for you, did he?”

Ghastly didn’t answer.

“In order to break Chorus out of Coldheart, of course, there needed to be a new warden. Cadaver was pardoned, and Difficult Grigoras came in and brought with him sweeping, cost-efficient changes – which made the prison significantly less secure. Conquest knew about the brand-new flaws in the system because you told him what they were.”

“And you were all so impressed with your secret plans and cunning schemes,” said Valkyrie, “that all of you – and you’re included in this, Cadaver – failed to recognise the presence of Kahannists in your midst. Alter Veers, Repudiation Rattle, Difficult Grigoras... you thought they were assets you could use, but they were using you.”

“Arava Kahann proved worrisome,” Cadaver admitted, “but you dealt with the situation with your usual aplomb. I couldn’t have asked for more.”

“You can’t trust him,” Skulduggery said to Ghastly.

“Well, he does,” Cadaver said happily.

“I don’t,” said Ghastly.

Cadaver tilted his head. “Surprisingly hurtful.”

“But he has helped. The Isolationists were an existential threat to sorcerer society.”

“And look at what he made you do to combat that,” Skulduggery responded. “Look at the compromises he has led you to.”

Ghastly sat forward. “You haven’t seen what I’ve seen. You haven’t lived through those eighteen months of hell. You don’t know what we had to do to survive. Valkyrie’s death, and resurrection, kicked off a chain of events in which billions died, Skulduggery. Billions. And I was in charge. I watched it happen and I tried to stop it and nothing I did worked. Our society divided. The world fell apart.”

“And Arava Kahann was your only hope.”

“Yes,” Ghastly snapped. “He offered me the chance to go back and prevent Valkyrie’s death and change our fate so I took it and I’m glad I took it. I made the right decision and I’d do it again. You can sit there, the both of you, and judge me all you want, but I did what I had to do and look around you. Look. The world is still in one piece.”

“Yes, it is,” Skulduggery said. “Congratulations.”

Ghastly sat back, said nothing.

“This may be an awkward moment to point this out,” said Cadaver, “but the Grand Mage and I need to be on our way. We have our first official task-force meeting concerning the Viddu De and we really can’t be late. Tea and sandwiches are being served and, while I don’t eat or drink, I do want to make note of who reaches for the sandwiches first so I can silently judge them. I’m sure you two can see yourselves out?”

“Shut up, Cadaver,” Ghastly said, getting to his feet. He left the room without speaking again.

Cadaver waited till he was gone before saying, “We’re not enemies.”

Skulduggery stood. “No?”

“Let me amend that. We don’t have to be enemies. We can even work together. It was fun, wasn’t it? Tracking down Repudiation Rattle? Just think what it would be like if we partnered up on a permanent basis. The three of us, battling unimaginable dangers with unfathomable style. What do you say?”

“You know exactly what I’d say to that.”

“Yes,” Cadaver responded. “Sadly, I do.” He paused, then nodded to them both, and followed Ghastly out of the office.

“Uncharted waters lie ahead,” Skulduggery murmured, putting on his hat and tilting it just right.

“Yep,” Valkyrie replied, standing.

“It won’t be easy, doing what we do without Sanctuary support.”

She shrugged. “Screw it. What do we do if we don’t have a secretive network of dangerously unstable individuals to help us save the world when the world needs saving?”

“We make our own,” he said.

“Damn straight.”

It didn’t take long to clear out their office on the security floor – the only things there were a change of clothes for Valkyrie and a spare hat for Skulduggery – and then they were done. He dropped her back to Grimwood and he went home to his cats and she sat around for the rest of the day, contemplating her future.

Militsa arrived and Valkyrie cooked and that evening they watched TV. Night fell quietly outside, and Xena napped on the floor and then woke. She stretched, came over, put her two front paws on the couch and Valkyrie had to lean down, scoop her up. Xena immediately collapsed against her, head resting on her lap, and Valkyrie scratched her head. Militsa scratched Xena’s flank.

“Such a good pup,” Militsa said, her voice quiet.

Valkyrie knew what she was thinking. Such a good, elderly pup. Their walks were shorter these days, and the rest periods longer. Xena’s hearing wasn’t too great and there was a lump on her belly that the vet assured them was probably nothing, but at her age they liked to check everything. Just to be sure.

It took a determined effort not to be consumed by worry. Valkyrie smiled down at her sleepy doggy and the sleepy doggy closed her eyes and Valkyrie patted her head. To give in to it, the worry, was a step she wasn’t prepared for, not yet. Her therapist had told her not to be scared of any natural instinct. It was healthy to worry – it prepared you for what was to come – but it was best to do so in small, manageable doses.

That was the tricky part, because of course Valkyrie had a lot more to worry about than pure, sweet, loyal Xena. She worried about her pure, sweet, loyal family, too, and her less pure but still relatively sweet, loyal friends. And Militsa, the woman she loved. She worried about them all.

And behind the worry was the fear.

The fear of the oncoming pain, absolutely. The fear of loss. Of being alone. Of loving and losing and what that would do to her. All these were legitimate, understandable fears.

But the other fear was colder, and emptier, and far more vast. It was the fear of what would happen after all that. All the pain and all the loss and all the loneliness. After the last human on Earth had died in her arms, after they’d bombed or starved or blundered themselves into extinction. After there was no life left, not on Earth. After the destruction of the planet. After the heat-death of the sun. Would she keep repairing? Would she keep waking up? On and on, through to the end of the universe? Of time? Through whatever lay beyond eternity?

That was all before her. That was all, inescapably, before her.

The universe was suddenly scarier than it had ever been, for it held no reward. There was no prize at the end of life, neither a heaven nor an oblivion, because there was no end of life.

Everything was coming dangerously close to meaning nothing. Her life, as she had lived it so far, could not be packed into a box in her mind, could not be sorted into a category marked youth. Because what was youth any more, to her? She had no youth, just as she would have no middle age and – unlike her gorgeous, sleeping dog – no old age, either. Every death, as far as she could tell, would lead her back to roughly this state of being. Her years here, saving the world, stopping the bad guys, living, laughing, loving, were not even a drop in the ocean of her existence. A hundred thousand years, maybe. Maybe that would count as a drop.

But probably not.

Militsa laughed at something someone said on TV, and Valkyrie smiled. She hadn’t heard it, hadn’t been paying attention, but that was OK. Militsa had heard it and it had made her laugh. Funny thing about laughter – it was entirely its own point. Laughter and silliness and the smile that Valkyrie now wore, they were gone in an instant.

They mean nothing. They are not tangible things to hold, to keep, to value. And yet they mean everything in the moment in which they exist. They are the reason we go on, and the reason we love each other, and the reason we struggle, and the reason we survive. The little things that are everything.

Valkyrie disentangled herself from Xena and got up off the couch.

“Are you making a cup of tea?” Militsa asked.

“Sorry? What?”

“Are you making yourself a cup of tea? Because I would love a cup of tea.”

“Would you, now?”

“Only if you’re making one.”

“And if I’m not?”

“Then could you make me one?”

“You were in the kitchen, like, five minutes ago.”

“Yeah,” Militsa said, “but I didn’t want one then. Please? I’ll be your best friend?”

“You’re already my best friend.”

“I’ll be your best girlfriend?”

“You’re already my best girlfriend.”

“Well, those are your only options.”

“You can’t think of anything else?”

“Not for tea.”

“How about a third option?”

“Such as?”

Valkyrie took the box from her pocket and opened it as she got down on one knee. Militsa’s eyes went wide and her shoulders straightened and she leaned back like the enormity of what was happening needed its own space.

“Nothing means anything,” Valkyrie told her, “apart from you. We don’t know how long we’ll get with the people we love but we know it’ll never be long enough. Not even if it’s an eternity. I want to spend our eternity together, for however long it lasts, and I want it to start now. Right now.”

She took out the ring.

“Will you marry me?” Valkyrie asked.

She said yes.
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