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SCARAB

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Scarab narrowed his eyes. Skulduggery Pleasant?

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

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

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

What about Guild?

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

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

You got a plan, I take it?

Im going to destroy the Sanctuary.

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

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

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







2
HOME INVASION

[image: Image Missing]he missed him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Did you arrange it? she asked.

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

OK.

Make sure youre on timehe doesnt wait around.

And youre sure the head is Skulduggerys?

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

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

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

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

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

Im not too fond of him either.

You scarred him, I hear.

He had it coming.

Yes, he did.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Where is he? he yelled.

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

Her father spun to her. Who was here?

No one.

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

Valkyrie scanned the room. A bat, she decided.

Her dad froze. What?

A bat. It flew through the window.

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

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

Damn.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hes gone, Wreath said from behind her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Very well.

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

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

Valkyrie nodded and positioned herself beneath the spare room window.

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

Were meeting the seller tomorrow.

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

This time its different. It has to be.

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

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

She didnt get much sleep.







3
THE PLAN, SUCH AS IT IS

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

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

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

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

Her mother looked at him. A quick nine what?

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

You dont play golf, his wife pointed out.

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

Club.

What could be easier?

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

Golf is stupid, he agreed.

Then why would you want to take your clients golfing?

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

I dont think people wear those any more.

Oh.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I was attacked.

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

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

It wasnt the vampire, was it?

What?

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

His names Caelan. And no, of course not.

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

Im fine.

What did he say anyway? The vamp.

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

No chit-chat then?

Hes not the type.

Strong and silent, eh?

I suppose. Also the sun was going down.

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

Im sensing that you dont like him very much.

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

Like him? No. I dont even know him.

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

You already did.

Can I ask you another?

Can you ask me somewhere my parents wont hear?

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

Ask away, she said.

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

I expect so. Dont see why they wouldnt.

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

These past few months have been terrible, Valkyrie admitted.

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

Valkyrie said nothing.

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

Right.

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

Valkyrie took a sudden breath. II really dont know.

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

He loves the Bentley. And so do I.

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

I will, she said. Ill mention it.

Unless you dont want me around.

Valkyrie raised an eyebrow. Did I say that?

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

She shrugged. Thats only when you annoy me.

Have I annoyed you lately?

Youre annoying me now

Fletcher grinned and Valkyrie held out her hand. Downstairs.

He took her hand and bowed. Yes, mlady.

Instantly, they were in the backroom of Bespoke Tailors.

You can let go of my hand, said Valkyrie.

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

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

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

Whats wrong? Valkyrie asked.

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

Whos Dreylan Scarab? asked Fletcher.

Hes the assassin who killed Esryn Vanguard.

Whos Esryn Vanguard? asked Fletcher.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Whats a faade tattoo? Tanith asked.

Its not important.

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

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

Normal?

No scars.

Wow.

Like I said, its not important.

When can you try it out?

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

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

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

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

Valkyrie sighed. Do we have the money?

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

Speak for yourself, grumbled Fletcher.

You didnt contribute anything, Tanith frowned.

Is contributing time not enough? Fletcher replied archly.

Not when youre trying to buy something, no.

Oh.

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

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

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

Unless something goes wrong, Valkyrie said.

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

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

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

Show us the skull, said Valkyrie.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Thats the Murder Skull? Tanith asked. Youre sure?

Positive.

If youre lying to us Valkyrie began.

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

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

Its all there, Tanith said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

That was unnecessary, Fletcher seethed.

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

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

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

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

So what did you do with it?

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

You advertised?

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

Who?

I dont know.

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

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

What did this woman look like? asked Tanith.

Dark hair. Pretty enough. All business.

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

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

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

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

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

Heterochromia, Tanith said. Davina Marr.

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

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

So what do we do? asked Fletcher.

We steal it, said Valkyrie.
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[image: Image Missing]t was raining. Again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

This is our opportunity to strike back against our enemies. We have a chance to succeed where everyone else has failed
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If you enjoyed Skulduggery Pleasant Books 4-6, check out these other great Derek Landy titles.
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Book 7: KINGDOM OF THE WICKED. Magic is a disease. Across the land normal people are suddenly developing wild and unstable powers. Wielding the magic of the gods, they’re set to tear the city apart, unless someone stands up to them. For Skulduggery and Valkyrie, it’s going to be another one of those days.

Book 8: LAST STAND OF DEAD MEN. Two wars rage. One is a war between sanctuaries a war of loyalty and betrayal and last, desperate stands. The other is a war within Valkyrie Cain’s own soul. If she loses, Darquesse will rise. And the world will burn.

Book 9: THE DYING OF THE LIGHT. Following the loss of Valkyrie Cain, Skulduggery Pleasant must track down Darquesse before she turns the world into a charred, lifeless cinder and so he draws together a team of soldiers, monster hunters, criminals and Valkyrie’s own murderous reflection. not everyone gets out of this alive.

 Buy the ebook here
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Book 10: RESURRECTION. Valkyrie Cain has been out of action for years, recovering from the war against her alter-ego Darquesse. But Skulduggery Pleasant is still fighting to save the world. When an old enemy threatens to return, he persuades Valkyrie to join him for just twenty-four hours. But they need someone else, someone inconspicuous. Enter Omen Darkly. Not a warrior. Not a detective. And definitely NOT the chosen one…

Book 11: MIDNIGHT. For years, Valkyrie Cain has struggled to keep her loved ones safe from harm, plunging into battle – time and time again – by Skulduggery Pleasant’s side, and always emerging triumphant. But now the very thing that Valkyrie fights for is in danger as a ruthless killer snatches her little sister. With Skulduggery racing to catch up and young sorcerer Omen scrambling along behind, Valkyrie only has six hours to find Alice before it’s too late.

Book 12: BEDLAM. On a desperate journey to recover her sister’s lost soul, Valkyrie Cain goes up against the High Sanctuary itself, and there’s nothing Skulduggery Pleasant can do to stop her. With Abyssinia’s grand plan about to kick off in a night of magic, terror and bloodshed, it falls to Omen Darkly to avert a war and save the lives of millions.

 Buy the ebook here
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This time, the bad guys take the stage. Tanith Low, now possessed by a remnant, recruits a gang of villains – many of whom will be familiar from previous Skulduggery adventures – in order to track down and steal the four God-Killer level weapons that could hurt Darquesse when she eventually emerges. Also on the trail of the weapons is a secret group of Sanctuary sorcerers, and doing his best to keep up and keep Tanith alive is one Mister Ghastly Bespoke.

When the villains around her are lying and scheming and plotting, Tanith needs to stay two steps ahead of her teammates and her enemies. After all, she's got her own double-crosses to plan – and she’s a villain herself ...

 Buy the ebook here
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For anyone who ever thought their parents were monsters… Amber Lamont is a normal sixteen-year-old. Smart but insecure, she spends most of her time online, where she can avoid her beautiful, aloof parents and their weird friends.

But when a shocking encounter reveals a horrifying secret, Amber is forced to go on the run. Killer cars, vampires, undead serial killers and red-skinned, horned demons – Amber hurtles from one threat to the next, revealing the terror woven into the very fabric of her life. As her parents close in behind her, Amber’s only chance rests with her fellow travellers, who are not at all what they appear to be ... Witty, action-packed and heart-stoppingly thrilling, Demon Road will take you on an epic road-trip across the supernatural landscape of America.

 Buy the ebook here
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Reeling from their bloody encounter in New York City at the end of Demon Road, Amber and Milo flee north. On their trail are the Hounds of Hell – five demonic bikers who will stop at nothing to drag their quarries back to their unholy master.

Amber and Milo’s only hope lies within Desolation Hill – a small town with a big secret; a town with a darkness to it, where evil seeps through the very floorboards. Until, on one night every year, it spills over onto the streets and all hell breaks loose. And that night is coming ...

 Buy the ebook here
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About the Author

DEREK LANDY lives near Dublin. Before writing his children's story about a sharply-dressed skeleton detective, he wrote the screenplays for a zombie movie and a murderous horror film. "I think my career-guidance teacher is spinning in her grave," he says, "or she would be if she were dead."
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