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This book is dedicated to Natalie.

There are many stories to remember you by, Natalieeb. The time you turned the toaster on to its side to make cheese on toast, for example, only for the bread to get flung across the countertop and land, much to your disappointment, cheese-side down on the floor.

Or the time you ripped your tights off in the middle of a nightclub and screamed “I’m the Hulk!”

Or even the time you broke up with a boyfriend because of his “weirdly large” eyelids.

You were odd. You were loud. You were argumentative (though never to me). You were wonderful and special, and the first time we met you proposed to me. I let you down gently and a few years later ended up with your best friend, but you never let your heartbreak show. I admired that.

I had included some of your funniest stories in this book, actually, which I felt would be a sad but loving tribute to your memory. But I had to cut them for space.
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It started with phone calls.

A withheld number and a long, empty silence. Whenever Gavin tried to envisage the caller, he always saw him – or her, his imagination could never decide on the gender or appearance – just standing there, head down. Never sitting, never walking – just standing. He could almost feel it in the silence, that expectation, that potential for quick, sudden movement. As if the caller was conserving energy. As if the caller was getting ready to strike.

He didn’t know why he’d been targeted or who was doing it. Undoubtedly, some kid somewhere, bored of video games or whatever, having dialled this number at random had decided that, yep, this is the person I’m going to torment. Kid singular. Not kids. This was not a fun prank played with friends. There was never any giggling or hushed voices on the line. Just the long, lonely silence.

So Gavin did what anyone would do – he stopped answering the phone to withheld numbers. An easy fix, he reckoned, as he went to work, as he played with his dog, as he fell asleep with his wife. He had enough to be doing with his time than answering some dull prankster’s calls: the water, for instance. It was giving him trouble again. The local council were as helpful as they could be, but they reminded him that his house was, technically, outside their jurisdiction, and he could tell they were getting tired of his complaints.

Gavin did not like complaining. He had never once sent a plate back to a restaurant kitchen and couldn’t imagine a time, ever, when he’d demand to speak to the manager of a store.

This didn’t mean he was a pushover. He was the guy in the cinema who made his way over to whoever was causing a disturbance and asked them, politely but firmly, to stop talking or to put away their phone. When it came to enjoying movies, Gavin was quite prepared to kick up a fuss.

So, when his own phone rang, loud and obnoxious, in a packed cinema, right as the masked killer was stalking the final girl through the old house littered with the bodies of her dead friends, it was beyond mortifying.

He always put his phone on airplane mode the moment he settled into his seat. It was his ritual. He put the drink in the cup-holder, then the straw in the drink, then he tapped on airplane mode and, lastly, he cleaned his glasses, whether they needed it or not.

As every last person in the theatre turned to glare at him, he yanked the phone out of his shirt pocket and stabbed at the screen, but the thing just wouldn’t shut up. He tried turning it off, but messed up and somehow made it louder. He hurried down the steps, tucking the phone under his armpit, then burst through the doors into the quiet, carpeted corridor.

His grip was so tight he wouldn’t have been surprised if the phone cracked in his hand. He didn’t recognise the number on the screen, just like he didn’t recognise the ringtone. He didn’t even use a ringtone – he hated the bloody things and always had his phone on vibrate. He swiped to answer and clamped the device to his ear.

“Yes?” he said, hating whoever was calling. When they didn’t respond, his anger grew. “Yes? Hello?”

Still no response. They could undoubtedly hear the anger in his voice – but none of this was their fault. He was the one who’d screwed up. He took a deep breath and let it out and said, as calmly as he could, “Hello, Gavin Fahey speaking?”

The caller didn’t reply, but didn’t hang up, either.

“Can I help you?” Gavin asked.

Nothing. It was the prankster again. It had to be. Only this time they hadn’t withheld their number – which meant that Gavin could now block it. He hung up and did exactly that, then put the phone on vibrate only and shoved it back in his pocket before re-entering the theatre. 

He didn’t head back to his seat, though. He didn’t want to cause any more of a disturbance than he already had, and he really didn’t want to suffer more glares from his fellow audience members. Besides, the film was almost over. He stood against the wall as the final girl shot the masked killer, as the killer flipped backwards over the banister and fell all the way to the floor.

The final girl took the stairs down, watching the killer the whole time. She knew her stuff, this girl. She knew that if she took her eyes off the bad guy for even a moment, he’d disappear. So down the stairs she came, gun gripped in trembling hands and a thin trickle of blood running from the perfect cut along her cheekbone.

Shoes crunching on broken glass, she approached the unmoving figure. Gavin reckoned she had, at most, two bullets left. She moved around, staying away from the killer’s hands. Crouching, she reached for the mask, pulled it off to reveal the actor from that TV show.

Huh. Gavin could usually spot who the bad guy was in these things. This one had caught him by surprise. He liked that.

The killer’s eyes snapped open and the final girl jerked back, pulling the trigger. But the gun, in fact, was empty, and the bad guy dived at her, and Gavin’s phone rang again.

He spun, barged out, striding away from the doors even as they closed behind him. Another number he didn’t recognise. He swiped to answer.

“Yeah?” he said, properly angry this time.

No response.

He didn’t say anything, didn’t curse at the prankster, didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of knowing they’d got to him. He just hung up and blocked the number. He once again turned his phone to vibrate only. He’d figure out what had gone wrong in the morning. Tonight, he wasn’t in the mood.

The shopping centre was quiet as Gavin strode to the car park. It was always a surreal experience, walking through a space designed to be packed with people that was suddenly empty. Shop windows were dark; doors were shuttered. Somewhere, someone was polishing the floors.

He paid for parking, then passed the stairs. Glass doors slid open and he walked out on to the fourth floor of the car park. His Lexus – twelve years old, silver, in great condition despite its dire need of a wash – sat waiting across all that empty concrete. His footsteps echoed as he walked. A scenario straight out of a horror movie, like the one whose final few minutes he was missing right now.

He was halfway to his car when the theme from Halloween blasted from his pocket and actually made him jump.

He pulled out the phone – he hadn’t known it even had the Halloween ringtone – to end the call without answering, but his wife’s name flashed at him. He took a breath and resumed walking as he answered.

“Hey,” he said. “I’m just leaving now. There’s something wrong with my phone so don’t be surprised if it cuts out halfway through this call. What’s up?”

Jessica didn’t answer right away.

“Hello?” Gavin said. “Can you hear me? The signal might not be great – I’ll call you back when I’m on the road, OK? Sweetie?”

“Sweetie,” said a voice that was not his wife’s.

Ice water flooded Gavin’s veins and he stopped walking and blinked.

Something wrong with the line, a corruption of sound in some way, distorting her voice, that’s all it was.

“Jessica?” he said.

“Jessica,” the caller repeated, mocking him.

A new kind of fear took hold, unlike any Gavin had ever known, as the possibilities and the implications of those possibilities invaded his thoughts. Someone had his wife’s phone. Someone was at the house right now with his wife’s phone in their hand and his wife was – what? – hurt? Injured? Dead?

“Who is this?” he asked. “Where’s Jessica?”

“Downstairs,” said the caller.

Rushing air filled Gavin’s ears and he nearly toppled. “Don’t hurt her,” he whispered.

The caller laughed softly.

“Don’t you hurt my wife!” Gavin screamed into the phone. He ran for the car, unlocked it and jumped in. He started the engine and, as he peeled out, the car took the call and he was able to drop the phone on to the passenger seat.

“You’ll never make it in time,” said the caller.

Gavin ignored the taunt, taking the first ramp down. The undercarriage knocked against the ground and in any other situation he’d have winced at that, but damaging his car was the least of his worries right now. The ramp curled round and he went faster, roaring into the third floor of the car park, which was just as empty as the fourth. He swept on to the next ramp and the bumper shrieked against the wall and the tyre hit the low kerb and he cursed but kept going. As long as he didn’t wreck the car, as long as he didn’t sabotage his drive home, none of it mattered.

He sped out on to the second floor. Two more ramps to go, then out through the barrier. Steering with his left hand, he searched his pockets for the ticket. Where the hell had he put it?

“How long will it take you to get home?” the caller asked. “Fifteen minutes? Think you can do it in half the time if you go fast enough? This time of night, with the roads empty, you might be lucky. It still won’t be fast enough to save your wife.”

“Shut up,” Gavin snapped. He found the ticket, put it between his teeth, almost smashed into the ramp wall, but yanked on the wheel just in time.

“Hurry,” the caller said. “Hurry.”

Gavin reached for the phone, but it slid away from him. He reached again, snagged it, held it with his thumb hovering over the red X on the screen. To call the cops, he’d need to hang up. To hang up would mean the caller would no longer be delayed.

The car’s undercarriage smacked painfully off the ground again as Gavin roared on to the first floor and swung round. He braked, jolting forward in his seat, and slammed the heel of his hand on to the horn. A Hyundai with L-plates, its reversing lights on, blocked his entry on to the final ramp. Gavin’s window whirred down and he snatched the ticket from between his teeth.

“Move!” he screamed. “Get out of the way!”

The voice on the other end of the phone laughed.

The Hyundai backed up a little and then stopped, and the white lights went out as the driver shifted gears, and Gavin slammed the horn again. The car inched forward, the driver frantically turning the wheel, but it still wasn’t going to manage the manoeuvre.

Gavin screamed another curse and put his car in Park and opened the door to jump out, but the Hyundai jerked back, then forward, and then straightened, and Gavin shut the door. The Hyundai started to crawl down the ramp, Gavin right behind it.

“It sounds like you’re busy,” the caller said. “I should let you go. I’ve got things to do.”

Keep the caller talking. He had to keep the caller talking. “Who are you?” Gavin asked. “Why are you doing this?”

The Hyundai’s learner driver was too nervous, too hesitant. They were only halfway down the curving ramp.

“You want to know who I am, Gavin?” the caller asked.

“Yes. Please, you have to tell me.”

“You’ll die not knowing,” said the caller, and ended the call.

Ahead of him, the Hyundai stopped.

Gavin blasted the horn, but the Hyundai didn’t budge. Then, astonishingly, the driver turned off the engine.

“Move!” Gavin screeched through his open window.

The driver sat there, nothing more than a dark shape.

Gavin opened his door and lunged out, and the Hyundai’s door opened in response.

“Move your car!” Gavin shouted. “Please! This is an emergency! Please get back in and move your car!”

The driver got out. At first, Gavin thought he was wearing a hat, a woollen hat, maybe, but it wasn’t a hat, woollen or otherwise. It was a mask, a black mask made from plastic or something, that covered his whole head, a mask with a blank, expressionless face, like a mannequin’s. Only the eyes showed any humanity – or the eyes behind those narrow eyeholes, at any rate. They glittered in Gavin’s headlights.

A thousand thoughts battered their way into Gavin’s mind. This was the caller. But if the caller was here, then he wasn’t about to go downstairs and kill Jessica. So Jessica was safe. But Gavin wasn’t. Not even remotely.

All those movies Gavin loved, where the good guy is confronted by the masked killer, he’d always wondered how he would fare in the same situation. Would he be fast enough to escape? Would he be strong enough to fight? Would he be smart enough to win? And here he was, staring at his very own bad guy, and he didn’t know what to do and his legs wouldn’t work and he couldn’t even shout or curse or threaten or scream.

But something bubbled inside him, a churning kind of energy, and he realised it was adrenaline and all of a sudden he was moving, turning to dive back into the safety of his car, but the driver was moving too, raising his hand, and he was holding something – a knife? Was that a knife? – and then Gavin was behind the wheel and the car folded in around him from all sides, crushing his legs, his ribs, his shoulders, his arms and his spine and his skull.

He stayed alive for a few seconds in the sudden silence and stillness that followed, but he couldn’t see anything and all he could hear was the air escaping his ruined lungs, and footsteps, slow footsteps, getting fainter. And then he died.
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Cadence Clearwater felt like she was under arrest. The interview room was small and grey. To her left was a two-way mirror, allowing observers to see in, but not letting her see out. To her right, a binding sigil was carved into the wall, restricting all magic. The chair she was sitting in was straight-backed and bolted to the floor. The table was small, also secured in place, with two stainless-steel loops for chains to be threaded through, should the suspect be in need of restraint.

There were no restraints on Cadence. She wasn’t a suspect. She just felt like one.

Her foot tapped the ground incessantly. She realised that she was picking at her fingernails. There was dried blood there. There was dried blood on her clothes and splashed across her cheek. It wasn’t her own.

The door opened and she went cold. She was expecting another detective, maybe someone she knew. She wasn’t expecting her.

Valkyrie Cain walked in, carrying two cups of coffee. Cadence knew her face – everyone in the magical communities did. This was the face of the girl who’d saved the world and it was also the face of Darquesse, the being who had murdered thousands of mages on Devastation Day, who had then gone on to wreak havoc across countless dimensions before returning to save reality itself by restarting the universe.

Valkyrie looked younger in person. She was as tall as Cadence had heard – six foot – and she had the broad shoulders and strong legs that could be seen in the photographs and Network footage that every mage had watched. Her outfit didn’t disappoint, either: jeans and scuffed boots and a long-sleeved top, army green, that stretched lightly over her muscles. She dressed like she was ready to chase down a bad guy or fight to the death, whichever came first. Her hair, dark with a middle-parting, had a gentle wave to it now, which softened her face. She looked a few years younger than Cadence’s own twenty-four years, though she must have been thirty-one or thirty-two by now.

But when Valkyrie sat at the table Cadence changed her mind. Lines or wrinkles or crow’s feet didn’t give away Valkyrie’s true age, but those dark eyes did. They’d seen too much, and they were haunted. Bright but haunted.

“Hi,” Valkyrie said, her voice gentle as she held out one of the coffees.

Cadence took it. She’d never developed much of a taste for coffee, but if Valkyrie Cain offers you a coffee, you take the coffee.

“You know who I am?” Valkyrie asked. Cadence nodded. “Then you know I’m here to help. You’ve been through a traumatic experience and you want time to process what’s happened, but you also know why we need to speak to you so soon, right?”

“It’s important to get as many details as possible from a witness while they’re still fresh in the memory,” Cadence told her dutifully. “Before the memory itself starts to take short cuts.”

“My partner will be joining us in a moment, and we’ll begin. How are you doing, Cadence?”

Cadence smiled shakily. “Not well.”

“I’d imagine not. How long have you been a detective for the Sanctuary?”

“Two months.”

“Before that you were an operative for, what, ten months? And before that you were with the Roarhaven Police Department, right? For three years? Not everyone from the RPD gets to make the move over to the Sanctuary, and not everyone gets to move from operative to detective. And then to be assigned to a murder case within two months? That’s impressive.”

“I just … I needed to do something with my life. Something positive. Something that would help people.”

“There are easier ways to help people than becoming a detective.”

“I needed a change. I wasn’t happy at the RPD and then, well, I broke up with my boyfriend and that kind of messed me up. I wasn’t in a good place, you know? He … well, I found out he was seeing someone else and I suddenly felt like I had no worth any more, so …” She gave a thin laugh. “Sorry. This is completely irrelevant.”

Valkyrie didn’t look like she minded. “Go on.”

“I just realised I had to either embrace failure or grab on to my career with everything I had, so I grabbed. Getting assigned to this case might sound impressive, but I practically begged Detective Garde to let me tag along.”

“Why this one in particular?”

“I thought I might be able to help. That I might be able to offer a different perspective.”

“You didn’t think Detective Garde would be able to handle it on his own?”

“No, God, no, nothing like that.”

“I wouldn’t blame you if you did think that – he is new to the Irish Sanctuary, after all. How much do you know about him?”

“Detective Garde doesn’t really talk a whole lot about his past, but I know enough. He’s one of the detectives trained by Cogent Badinage. I know they went after some pretty serious bad guys in their time, mostly in the American Sanctuary.”

“Nothing worse than a corrupt Sanctuary operative. So why did you think your perspective could offer anything new?”

“Um, well … no offence to him, but he was born in the 1600s. I thought it might aid the investigation to have someone a little closer to the age of the victims.”

“And Detective Garde agreed?”

“Eventually, yes. I suppose I can be determined.”

Valkyrie shrugged. “Nothing wrong with determination.”

Cadence’s voice shook a little, but she controlled it. “How is he?”

“Still in surgery.”

Cadence gave another nod. It was his blood she was splattered with.

Skulduggery Pleasant entered the interview room. Tall and narrow in a dark blue three-piece suit, crisp white shirt with a dark tie and matching hatband. His gloves were black. He sat in the chair beside Valkyrie and put his hat on the table. The light gleamed off the top of his skull. Shadows danced in his empty eye sockets. His jaw opened when he spoke and his voice was deliciously clear and smooth despite the fact that he had no lips and no tongue. 

“The first victim,” he said, “was Gavin Fahey. Mortal. Forty-three years old. Crushed eight days ago when someone turned his car into origami.”

“Yes,” said Cadence.

“The second victim was Sarah Boyle. Mortal. Thirty-six years old. Killed three days ago when her body was diced into four hundred and eighteen perfectly symmetrical cubes in the fifteen seconds she was out of her sister’s line of sight.”

“Yes.”

“And the third victim,” Skulduggery said, “was Avant Garde. Mage. Detective. Four hundred and two years old. Attacked and seriously injured four hours ago by an unknown assailant.” He leaned forward. “From the beginning, Detective Clearwater.”

Cadence put her coffee on the table, but then her hands had nothing to do so she picked it up again. “Detective Garde was assigned the Gavin Fahey murder. I read the report on the Sarah Boyle case and I brought it to him. I pointed out that they were both killed by an unknown discipline of magic so they might be connected. He, um, agreed to take me on as a partner, and we went to Sarah Boyle’s house to look for something linking her to Gavin Fahey.”

“And did you find anything?” Skulduggery asked.

“We didn’t really get a chance.” She took a sip of coffee. It tasted horrible. “I was in the kitchen. Detective Garde was in the living room. When we’d arrived, Sarah Boyle’s sister was there with her parents, but Detective Garde spoke to them, you know, using their given names. He calmed them down immediately, told them we were cops, told them the best thing to do was to go home and deal with their grief, talk about their feelings, that sort of thing. He was like a … like a therapist, I suppose.”

“How long were they gone before you were attacked?”

“Maybe five minutes. So, we were searching, and I heard the door open and I thought either they’d come back or another friend had turned up and I went out to intercept them.”

“Who did you see?”

“A man wearing a black mask. I only caught a glimpse before he waved his hand and I hit the wall.”

“So he’s an Elemental?” Valkyrie asked.

“Maybe,” said Cadence. “Though I didn’t feel that blast of air, you know? I just felt something hit me and I went flying.”

“What happened then?”

“Detective Garde ran out and the suspect turned to him and, like, waved his hand again. At that time, my view was blocked, and all I saw was a splash of blood and he fell. The suspect spoke to him and then came over to me.”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “You heard the suspect speak?”

“Yes, sir. I think he said, ‘You fail,’ or something like that.”

“Did you notice an accent? Could you identify the voice if you heard it again?”

“I’ll never forget the voice, but there was no accent that I could make out. It sounded artificial, unnatural. I think the mask did something to it.”

“What did the suspect do then?”

“He came over, looked down at me. I was winded. I couldn’t get up.”

“The doctors treated you for three broken ribs, didn’t they?” Valkyrie asked. “How are you now?”

“I’m better,” said Cadence. “There’s not even any bruising. But I thought he was going to kill me. I actually thought he was going to kill me and I just lay there. I wouldn’t have been able to do anything to stop it. I’d have just let it happen.”

Valkyrie reached over, covered Cadence’s right hand with both of hers. “You’re safe,” she said, “and you survived. That means that whatever you did, or whatever you didn’t do, was the right thing.”

Cadence swallowed, and used her other hand to wipe a tear away. “He looked down at me, the suspect, and he said, ‘Do better.’ Then he walked into the living room. When I got up, he was gone.”

“Do you think he teleported away,” Skulduggery asked, “or just climbed out the window?”

“I don’t know, sir. After that, I called it in and performed first aid on my partner. I actually didn’t really know where to start. His entire torso was …”

“We know,” Valkyrie said gently.

Skulduggery sat back, folding his arms. He tapped his fingertips against his chin.

“Can I ask a question?” Cadence asked. “Why are you investigating this? Sorcerers killing mortals isn’t exactly a rare occurrence, especially in the last few years, so why are the Arbiters getting involved?”

“The moment a Sanctuary operative gets killed or injured,” Skulduggery said, “it’s always best for a third party to head up the investigation.”

“I suppose that makes sense. If I can—”

He held up his hand. “You’re about to offer us your assistance in whatever capacity we might need, even though you’re aware that your personal stake in this could very well lead to an unconscious bias that would derail our enquiries. So we have to politely decline your offer. Thank you for your help, Detective Clearwater. Your captain will be in shortly to debrief you.”

“But I know this case. I can help you with—”

“We work better on our own,” Valkyrie told her, not unkindly. “You’ve been through a lot and your partner is in a critical condition. You focus on yourself, OK?” They stood.

Cadence stared. “Do you even have the jurisdiction to do this?”

“We’re Arbiters,” Skulduggery said, putting his hat on. “We have jurisdiction over every Sanctuary investigation around the world. We answer to no one and we choose our own cases. We’ve chosen this case, Detective. We’re taking over.”

Valkyrie took her coffee and walked out and Skulduggery followed.
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Gavin Fahey’s wife, in an effort to process his death, had obviously gone on an intense cleaning spree. The floors of their house were freshly washed, the bookshelves polished, the cushions plumped and perfectly arranged. Everything was in its place. Even the fridge magnets were symmetrical.

She was now upstairs with the specially trained Sensitive from the Sanctuary, deep in a trance that, as well as helping her through her grief, would also serve to wipe the memories of this little visit from her mind.

Valkyrie had found nothing of note anywhere else in the house and was now conducting a very thorough, very conscientious search of the living room, making sure to return anything she moved back to its original position. The Faheys’ dog, a grinning golden retriever, kept her company the entire time. The retriever was strong and healthy and young, and reminded Valkyrie of Xena when she was a puppy. Except Xena was a hell of a lot smarter than this dimwit.

She heard a car pull up outside, and a few moments later Skulduggery walked in. As soon as the front door closed behind him, the skin, hair and face he’d been wearing flowed back to the sigils etched into his collarbones. Years ago, he’d needed to activate the façade with a tap of his fingers, but these days it was all done with a thought. 

“You’re late,” Valkyrie said, perusing the shelves. As well as a number of hardbacks by Stephen King, Grady Hendrix, and Joe Hill, Gavin Fahey had a nice collection of movies on disc and albums on vinyl. Valkyrie dug that.

“Couldn’t be helped, I’m afraid,” Skulduggery responded. The retriever came over and sniffed him. For a walking skeleton, Skulduggery had a surprisingly calming effect on animals. “Have you found anything?”

“Nothing to link Fahey to Sarah Boyle. He worked in finance; she worked in publishing. She was younger and had an active social life whereas he seemed content with his wife and a few close friends. Neither victim was especially religious; neither had strong political views; neither had any extreme or extremist affiliations … They seemed pretty normal, all things considered.”

Skulduggery moved through the room, tilting his head at various items.

“We might be dealing with two victims picked entirely at random,” Valkyrie said.

“That may, indeed, be the case,” Skulduggery responded. “But even then there could be a pattern. In the 1970s, there was a serial killer in New York who liked to choose his victims as they emerged from various subway exits across the city. At six minutes past six on whatever day, he would wait for the sixth person to walk by and then follow them home. He’d spend some time watching them, getting to know their habits and their routine, and then eventually he’d break in and kill them.”

“What did they call him?” Valkyrie asked. “The Six-Six-Six Slasher? The Number of the Beast Butcher? Subway Jack? Something like that?”

“Nobody called him anything,” Skulduggery said. “No one else ever linked the murders. I tracked him down because of a single stubbed-out cigarette I found outside a victim’s window. He only detailed how he selected his targets afterwards in the interview room.”

“Some bad guys do like to talk. Was he a mage?”

“Mortal. A strange little man of average intelligence with a grievance against the world.”

“Then how come you got involved?”

He shrugged. “I’ve always liked a good mystery.”

Valkyrie picked up her not-actually-leather jacket and put it on. “Well, I’m done here. You want to give the place the once-over, I’ll be outside.”

She left him to wander and stepped out into the wet June morning, tapping the number for the High Sanctuary Medical Department into her phone. She was immediately put through to Doctor Synecdoche.

“Hey, Reverie,” she said. “Any word on Detective Garde?”

Reverie sounded tired. “He’s stable,” she said. “The wounds to his torso are extensive and there was major damage to some vital organs, all of which came very close to killing him.”

“Is he going to be OK?”

“We’ll do what we can, but for the moment we’ve induced a coma to give him some chance of healing.”

“Any idea when he’ll wake?”

“There’s no way to be sure if he will wake, let alone give you a timetable. Sorry.”

“What about the type of magic used in the attack?”

“We have no idea. His injuries are … unusual. That’s all I can say right now. You’ll be the first one I call if anything changes.”

Valkyrie put the phone away as it started to rain. The clouds were grey and heavy from one side of the built-up, penned-in sky to the other – but screw it. At least there was a sky. At least there was rain to fall, and a Dublin city for it to fall on to. At least the world still spun, and the galaxy still whirled, and the universe still existed. She couldn’t let a little bad weather ruin her mood when there was still a reality in which bad weather could form.

Skulduggery came out, the rain bending around him as his façade flowed up over his skull and over his body, covering the bones of his wrist that had been visible in the slight gap between his sleeve and his glove. 

She raised an eyebrow. “That was quick. Did you check the whole house?”

“I did.”

“Even upstairs?”

“Yes, although the Sensitive didn’t like me walking in. She said it risked upsetting Mrs Fahey. I miss the days when we didn’t have to call in Sensitives for things like this.”

“Well, now we do.”

“I just can’t help but remember that among your many talents—”

She cut him off. “I’m not doing the psychic stuff any more.”

“But it was very handy.”

“It was also very dangerous, gave me splitting headaches, and left me vulnerable to possession.”

“So handy, though.”

“And the last time I was possessed, I tried to kill a whole bunch of people.”

“So incredibly handy.”

Valkyrie pointed at her hair, which was quickly getting wet, and he sighed and bent the rain around her, too.

“You just want me to use those abilities because you’ve come to the realisation that Sensitives don’t like you,” she said.

“They don’t like anyone whose mind they can’t read.”

“So it’s got nothing to do with you mocking them right to their faces?”

“I don’t mock all of them. I never mocked Cassandra or Finbar. I don’t mock Philomena. I just mock the pretentious ones, the ones who annoy me. God, they’re so annoying. Everything about them annoys me. Especially their shoes.”

“Getting back to the murder investigation: did you find anything in the house that links the victims?”

“I did not,” he said as they walked over to the Bentley, “but if solving murders were easy, Valkyrie, everyone would be doing it.”

Sarah Boyle’s apartment was small but pretty. She’d lived alone, and the place had a pleasing sort of mess to it, with everything on the cusp of being put away. Valkyrie was the same, and she knew it’d have taken Sarah no time at all to tidy up if she had company coming. The only reason Grimwood House didn’t resemble Sarah’s apartment was the fact that Militsa liked to know where things were at all times, and insisted on imposing order on Valkyrie’s carefully contained chaos.

A big-screen TV dominated the living room. Fairy lights trailed between framed black-and-white photographs on the wall. The sofa was a two-seater – orange – with a pair of chocolate-brown cushions. There was an acoustic guitar on a stand in the corner.

The kitchen had wine glasses on the draining board. The fridge needed to be cleaned out. The table was small, with three chairs. Two of them were neatly pushed in. The third had a pile of washing that Sarah would never get round to sorting through.

In the bedroom there was a wardrobe stuffed with clothes, a fabric shoe rack below the window, and a dresser littered with various brands of make-up. There was an old rumpled teddy bear on the bed, sitting up on the pillow.

At one end of the corridor that ran from the kitchen to the apartment door, a mirror had fallen from the cracked wall and smashed. That was where Cadence Clearwater had hit it. At the other end of the corridor, the floorboards and walls were splattered with dark dried blood. A single brown leather shoe lay on its side. That was where Avant Garde had almost died.

Skulduggery and Valkyrie searched. They found nothing to connect Sarah to Gavin Fahey, and nothing to indicate why Sarah had been targeted. When they were done, Skulduggery took a last, quick sweep of the apartment to see if anything jumped out at him. He had a knack for that – for spotting the noteworthy in the seemingly inconsequential.

While she waited, Valkyrie made a few calls, arranging for the clean-up crew to come by, pick up the evidence and get rid of the blood. Skulduggery came in and they looked at each other.

“Are we stumped?” Valkyrie asked. “Is that what we are?”

His head tilted. “Of course not. We simply don’t have enough data to draw any conclusions. What we need is another victim.”

“You realise that hoping for more dead mortals is kinda morbid, right?”

“Murder is a morbid business.”

“That should be our motto.”

“We can add it to the list.”

Valkyrie’s phone buzzed and she glanced at the screen. “Sarah’s phone had been wiped but I’m looking at her records now. She was killed at eight thirteen on the evening of the fifth. She received a call from a blocked number one minute before that which lasted eleven seconds. Another blocked number called her earlier in the day, lasting nine seconds. Another the previous day, thirty-one seconds. The day before that, twenty-seven seconds. I’ll ask the Sanctuary techs to bypass that block, but if it was the killer calling, they were probably using a shielded phone so we won’t get a whole lot.”

“But even that will tell us something,” Skulduggery said. “It will tell us the killer likes to call their victims. Ask the techs to access Gavin Fahey’s records, too.”

“We should let her family pack up her stuff. You remember where everything is in case any of this becomes relevant, right?”

“I do.”

“Then I reckon you should drive me to Roarhaven. I’m having lunch with my girlfriend.”
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Tier nodded to a blonde girl walking on the other side of the campus courtyard, a pretty girl who hugged her books to her chest and laughed with her friends.

“Know who that is?” he said. “That’s Valkyrie Cain’s sister.”

Winter watched the blonde girl walk away. “You sure?”

“She’s in my history and magical history classes,” Tier said. “Everyone knows who she is, but no one ever says it out loud.”

“What’s she like?”

He shrugged. “Kind of stuck-up. She skates by on Cain’s reputation and doesn’t bother associating with anyone not up to her high standards. Like, my sister saved the world, why are you even talking to me, you know? We started in this place at the same time and she’s never spoken more than three words to me.”

Winter decided not to mention that, until five minutes ago, Tier had barely said more than a dozen words to her, so she didn’t quite know what he was complaining about. Also, it was one of the worst-kept secrets in Corrival Academy that Tier Galling was the son of Eliza Scorn, notorious ex-leader of the Church of the Faceless, so if there was anybody doing any skating on someone else’s reputation …

But he was cute, and his dark hair kept falling over his eyes, and he had a mean line to his mouth that, for whatever reason, Winter sort of liked, so she didn’t press the matter.

“What are you going to do over the summer?” she asked, and tried not to cringe once the words left her mouth.

If Tier wanted to roll his eyes at the blandest question she could possibly have asked, he restrained himself admirably. “Probably nothing,” he said. “I’ll be spending most of it on my own, back in England, and there’s not a whole lot to do where I’m from.”

“Yeah,” said Winter. “Same.”

He looked at her. “I thought you had loads of friends.”

Winter laughed. “I have, like, one.”

“Compared to me, that’s loads.”

“Fair enough,” she said, smiling. “Then yeah, I’ve got loads of friends, but they don’t live anywhere near me, so I’ll be on my own.”

The bell rang and Tier muttered something, then dropped from the wall they were sitting on. He held out his hands and Winter’s heart actually fluttered as she took them and he helped her down, even though she was easily as tall as him. They were suddenly nose to nose, his hands still holding hers, her heart still fluttering.

“Walk with you to class?” he said.

“Sure.”

They stopped holding hands, but they were walking so close to each other that their arms kept brushing, and each touch sent tingles through her. She was being so incredibly stupid right now, but she didn’t care.

They passed Tenacity Yates heading the other way, and she nodded at Tier and he nodded back.

“You know her?” Tier asked when Tenacity was out of earshot.

“I mean, I’ve chatted to her, yeah,” said Winter.

“You hear she saved the world just before Christmas?”

Winter glanced behind them. “Seriously?”

“There was a … Ah, Jesus, why can’t I remember these things? There was a thing about a guy and he was trying to bring back some old sorcerer who’d died, like, during the war, I think. Anyway, Tenacity stopped him. Beat the hell out of the dude, from what I was told.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah,” said Tier, and then frowned. “I’ve never understood that.”

“What part?”

“The saving-the-world part. Like, Tenacity is actually a pretty cool person, and I’m glad she did it because I am actually in the world, and, as miserable a place as it can be, I do like some aspects of it – but I just don’t get why so many students here get sucked into these stupid adventures.”

“Ah,” said Winter. “Yes, I’ve been noticing the same thing.”

“It’s not just me, right?”

“Not just you.”

“And not only do they get sucked into stupid adventures, they allow themselves to be sucked into stupid adventures. They want to do it. They want to solve a mystery or stop a bad guy or save Roarhaven from this thing or the world from that thing.”

“But isn’t that what the Sanctuaries are for?” Winter asked.

“Thank you!” said Tier, actually grinning now. “That’s their job. Someone wants to bring some freaky old sorcerer back from beyond the grave, you call Tanith Low and she gets her Cleavers to cut him up into little pieces, or the Sanctuary sends their detectives out, or Valkyrie Cain and Skulduggery Pleasant come swooping down out of the sky to save us all at the last minute. But why would you want to go off and do it yourself? I can barely get out of bed for class in the morning, and you want me to go save the world? Nuh-uh. Not happening.”

“So if it was ever up to you …”

“Oh, we’d all be dead,” Tier responded. “We’d be so dead you wouldn’t believe how dead we’d be.”

“Tier, to save the world, all we need you to do is wake up fifteen minutes earlier than usual and push this button.”

“Nah, couldn’t be bothered,” Tier said, and they both laughed.

The corridors were emptying fast and Winter realised where they were. “Wait,” she said, “my class is in the opposite direction.”

He blinked at her. “Then why are we walking this way?”

“I was following you.”

“But I don’t know what your next class is.”

Mia Pizazz was suddenly there, linking her arm through Winter’s, dragging her back the way she’d come. Winter had time for a quick wave before she had to devote her full attention to her friend.

“Oi, oi,” said Mia, grinning, “what’s all this, then?”

“He does not sound like that.”

“I beg to differ, guv’nor,” said Mia. “Behind that common-or-garden English accent, ’e’s as cockney as Dick Van Dyke, that lad. You mark my bleedin’ words.”

“I don’t know who or what a Dick Van Dyke is.”

“You’ve never seen Mary Poppins? Chitty Chitty Bang Bang? Dear God, Winter, what have you been doing with your life?”

“Not watching crappy old musicals on TV, that’s what.”

“I’ll have you know that those crappy old musicals are a big part of my mother’s culture.”

“Your mother’s Ethiopian.” 

“And she adores Mary Poppins, so I will thank you to not impugn the majesty of the 1960s musical.”

“Impugn?”

“It means to call something into question.”

“I know what it means. I just didn’t think you knew what it means.”

“Not just a pretty face, Winter.” The corridors were totally empty now and they increased their walking speed. “So how did it happen, anyway? You and the Brood King of Broodville?”

“I was sitting on the wall, waiting for you, and he was sitting on the wall, reading a book, and I said something about reading and that started a whole conversation.”

“What did you say about reading?”

“Like, about how good it was.”

Mia stared at her. “You said reading was good?”

“Not in those exact words, but … yeah.”

“And he still talked to you? Wow.”

“Shut up. And reading is good.”

“Reading is very good, yes. I think we can both agree. What book was it?”

Winter kept her mouth shut and Mia’s grin widened.

“What book was it, Winter? What was he reading? What was the Brood King of Broodonia reading?”

“I thought it was Broodville.”

“The kingdom expanded and had to be renamed. What was he reading?”

Winter took a deep breath. “The Catcher in the Rye.”

Mia howled with laughter.

“You’re overreacting,” Winter said, trying her very best to scowl. “And also, quiet down, for God’s sake.”

They hurried by the closed classroom doors on either side, and Mia managed to gain control of herself. “The broodiest boy in Broodtown with the flickiest hair and the dreamiest eyes, the tortured son of Eliza Scorn and Baron Vengeous, just happens to be sitting on the wall next to you, reading – what I’m imagining to be – a very battered copy of The Catcher in the Rye. Have I got that right?”

“It was quite dog-eared, yes. And what the hell happened to Broodonia?”

“There was a civil war and it all got divided into individual fiefdoms.” Mia put her hand over her mouth. “Oh, Winter. Oh, he’s perfect for you.”

“Shut up. Also, his dad is not Baron Vengeous.”

“Of course he is.”

“How does that even work? He’s fifteen, the same as us, and Vengeous has been dead for, like … nineteen years?”

“Baron Vengeous is totally his dad. Everyone knows it.”

“Everyone does not know it.”

“Where’d he put the book?”

“Baron Vengeous?”

“Tier,” said Mia. “Where did Tier put the book? He wasn’t carrying it just now, so …”

“He put it in his pocket.”

“His back pocket?”

“It may have been his—”

“So the tall, gorgeous, angst-ridden existentialist, the son of Eliza Scorn and Baron Vengeous, walks through school with a battered, dog-eared copy of The Catcher in the Rye sticking out of his back pocket? How fast was your heart beating?”

“He’s not an existentialist.”

“Nobody that gorgeous could be anything but an existentialist. How fast was it beating?”

“Pretty fast.”

“You’re destined for each other.”

“We just had our first conversation ten minutes ago.”

“Yeah, after years of long, lingering looks across the classroom. This is what they write love songs about. I would totally listen to a Korean pop song about this. It would be a banger, do you hear me? An absolute bop. It’d be called something like ‘Luv U, Girl’, or ‘In the Stars’, or, like … ‘Brood King and Ice Queen Go for Ice Cream and a Mood Ring’.”

“That’s definitely a song that should exist. And I’m the Ice Queen in this scenario, am I?”

“You’re Winter Grieving,” said Mia. “Of course you’re the Ice Queen.”

Mia led the way into the classroom without knocking. Mr Herringbone stood by the board, raising an eyebrow at them.

“Sorry we’re late, sir,” said Mia. “Winter had a toilet emergency.”

The class cheered and Mr Herringbone had to hide his smile, and Winter glared at her grinning friend as they took their seats.

“And it’s just you two, is it?” Mr Herringbone asked. “Brazen wasn’t with you during this emergency?”

“Just me and Winter, sir,” Mia answered.

Brazen’s desk, on the other side of the room, sat empty.
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“They’re staring at you again,” Militsa said, cutting into a tomato and then spearing it with her fork. When she popped it into her mouth, she took another look. “Yep. Definitely staring.”

“Let them stare,” Valkyrie said, focusing on her own food. “So long as they don’t come over, it’s cool.”

Militsa glanced at her, amused. “They’re going to come over. You know they are. They can’t not come over. They’re tourists, and you’re part of the reason Roarhaven even has a tourist industry.”

Valkyrie grunted out a laugh of derision at that, even though she knew Militsa was right. She just didn’t like to admit it. Admitting it seemed … tacky.

And of course they came over. A family of sorcerers: the mother wearing a – frankly amazing – leopard-print top, the father in a freshly purchased Ireland rugby shirt, and the boy and girl with eyes so wide it’s a wonder their heads had room for the rest of their features.

“Excuse me,” said the mother. They were American. “You’re not Valkyrie Cain by any chance, are you? It’s just, we’re visiting and we’re all such big, such huge admirers of yours, and we saw you and I said to my husband, I said, you know who that is, don’t you? And he hadn’t seen you.”

“I had my back to you,” the father added by way of explanation.

The mother nodded. “He had his back to you. And I said, you know who that is? That’s Valkyrie Cain. And the kids – these two are ours, little Kyle and little Amanda – it was the first time they’d looked up from their tablets and, well, you can see their faces. Kids, go on now and say hi to Miss Cain.”

The boy went red and said nothing and the girl croaked out a “Hi”.

Valkyrie smiled at them both, and shook their hands. “Hi there, Kyle. Hi there, Amanda.”

“When I’m older,” Amanda whispered, “I want to take Valkyrie as my name, too.”

The mother laughed self-consciously. “She’s been saying that practically since the day we told her about taken names, but we told her—”

“We told her there’s only one Valkyrie Cain,” said the father, chuckling.

“Only one Valkyrie Cain, we said. Miss Cain, we’re sorry for interrupting your lunch, but we really had to come over and say … we had to just say thank you. Darquesse is … she’s a part of you. She is you, in a way, and you’re her, and we’d just … we pray to her every day to thank her for this world we live in and for bringing us all back. Ever since the Deletion, ever since the Great Reset, we have valued each and every moment we’re given. Thank you for that, Miss Cain. Thank you.”

“Thank you,” said the husband, almost bowing.

Valkyrie smiled, didn’t know what to say, so she said, “Cool.”

The mother wiped a tear from her eye. “Could we trouble you for a photo?”

Militsa continued on with her lunch, doing her best to hide her grin, while Valkyrie posed for a series of pictures and then said goodbye to the family as they headed for the exit. She called Amanda back, and the little girl hurried over.

“When you’re older,” she told her, “you can absolutely take the name Valkyrie if that’s what you want.”

Amanda beamed, and then skipped out of the door.

Valkyrie turned back to her plate.

“You’re such a softie,” Militsa said.

“Shush. I’m busy being a role model and inspiration to little girls everywhere.”

“You’ll make a great mum someday,” Militsa said, and Valkyrie choked on her food while Militsa laughed. The day was saved by a message coming through on Valkyrie’s phone.

“Gotta go,” she said.

“Tell Skulduggery I said hi.”

Valkyrie kissed her and left the café. The sky had cleared since the morning and so she tied her hair back and tapped the black metal skull on her belt. The necronaut suit flowed over her clothes and she took off, trailing white energy as she left the ground behind her.

She flew over Corrival Academy. Usually teeming with students, the summer months meant the campus was quieter, with a lot less drama and a drastically reduced number of life-threatening injuries. They still happened – even the adult sorcerers, like Militsa, managed to get themselves into all sorts of trouble while conducting their research and experiments – but once the adventures of a certain number of intrepid students were removed from the equation things tended to get a lot safer.

Valkyrie skimmed over the streets, keeping her speed down. She should really have been wearing the white, stylised skull mask that she could pull down from her hood. The last time a speck of grit had got in her eye she’d crash-landed on Decapitation Row in front of dozens of people who were too busy taking pictures of her to bother helping her up. But she loved the feeling of the rushing wind against her face, so she left the mask in the hood and she left the hood where it was.

She approached the twin structures that towered over the city: the Dark Cathedral – where they worshipped Darquesse and sang hymns to Valkyrie – and the High Sanctuary, which the Grand Mage and his Council of Elders shared with the mayor of Roarhaven. She veered towards the High Sanctuary, landing at the top of the steps so suddenly that a man shrieked and dropped the files he’d been carrying.

“Sorry,” she said to him, the suit flowing back into the black skull as she passed through the doors. She crossed the foyer, took the elevator up and stepped out. Skulduggery was waiting for her. He tapped his pocket watch before putting it away. “You’re late.”

“Now you know how it feels,” Valkyrie replied, shaking her hair out of the ponytail as they started walking. “But at least you know why I’m late – I was having lunch with a hot chick. Why were you late this morning?”

“I had things.”

“Things?”

“To do.”

“Things to do. You had things to do. That’s all you’re going to say?”

“I would happily go into more detail, but it seems as though we’re about to be interrupted.”

Cerise came forward, her tablet held close to her chest.

“Arbiters,” she said, “the Grand Mage is ready for you. If you’d like to follow me?”

She led the way to the Grand Mage’s door, opened it, and allowed them to pass through.

Since taking his post, Ghastly had allowed the mayor to commandeer the huge office at the top of the High Sanctuary, and had moved into a slightly more modest space a few floors down. It was still a big office, lined with shelves on which rested important books and ancient artefacts, and it still had a magnificent view of the city, but it revelled less in its authority. There was a round oak table in the middle of the room and Ghastly’s desk was off to one side – a desk on which Ghastly Bespoke had laid his sleeping head.

The top of Ghastly’s head – like the rest of Ghastly’s head – was ridged with perfectly symmetrical scars. His sleeves were rolled halfway up his thick
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