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			This book is dedicated to the wonderful producers, technicians, sound designers and actors who transform the Skulduggery Pleasant books into audio masterpieces of unparalleled genius.

			If not for a pesky stutter I would be in that recording booth with you and nailing the accents every time, instead of lying here on this couch, being fed 
grapes by a man dressed as a monkey, 
waiting to be entertained.
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			It’s just before nine, early November, and we’re outside, on a hill, seven miles from the town of Cholmondeley. It’s raining. It’s been raining all day, and the roads are flooding. The strong and frequent gusts of wind carry the heavy rain sideways. Like the story goes, it’s a dark and stormy night.

			This is Hollow Hill. The building we’re looking at, this tall slice of Gothic melodrama, has been plucked straight from the mind of Edgar Allan Poe, maybe crossed with a little Tim Burton. Sleepy Hollow Tim Burton, not Charlie and the Chocolate Factory Tim Burton.

			If a hotel could be tortured, dear reader, this is the hotel. Light spills from its windows in a transparent attempt to appear warm and inviting. It’s not either of those things. The hotel is unsettlingly big, and perches on top of this hill like a wounded bird, all broken wings and ruffled feathers. It clings on, its talons deep in the ground so that the wind doesn’t blow it away. On a clear day, when the rain isn’t so heavy, people with the time for such things would think, perhaps, that this hotel is oddly shaped, and they’d be right. There’s a reason for that.

			Headlights swoop over the trees and the bushes and the stone pillars. A car, coming up the winding road. Down at the base of the hill, where the water is deepest, this banged-up pile of junk would have surely struggled. It’s a miracle it got through.

			There are thirty spaces outside the hotel. Twenty-four are empty. Despite this, the driver of this banged-up pile of junk makes an ordeal out of parking. That’s a particular skill. When the engine cuts off, all that can be heard is the sound of the rain peppering the roof, the windscreen, the bonnet, the windows, the world. Two women sitting in the car, peering at the hotel. They’re maybe in their late twenties.

			“Well, this is creepy,” says Kate. She’s American.

			“You’ve seen pictures,” Lucy tells her. She’s English.

			“Pictures taken during the day when, you know, it already looked intimidating. But at night? When it’s raining and there’s thunder and lightning and the roads are flooding behind us and no one else around for miles? This is the kind of place you get horribly murdered.”

			Lucy looks at her friend, careful not to apply too much pressure. “If you don’t want to do this...”

			A spark of hope in Kate’s voice. “We could go to another hotel?”

			“I mean, you could go to another hotel, sure.”

			“Can I take the car?”

			“It’s my car, Kate.”

			Kate gathers air in her cheeks and exhales while she thinks. “Are there any other hotels around here? Where are we anyway?

			“Cheshire.”

			“Like the cat?”

			“Just like the cat, yes.”

			Kate’s phone is already in her hand. Scrolling and tapping, she nods. “Okay, there’s a very nice hotel in that town we passed. Chol-mond-de-ley, right? Why don’t we stay... what? Why are you laughing?”

			“I’m not laughing,” Lucy says.

			“You’re grinning like I’ve said something funny. Why are you grinning, Lucy?”

			“It’s pronounced Chum-lee.”

			“No.”

			“Yes.”

			“How can Chol-mon-de-ley be pronounced Chum-lee? What happened to all the letters in the middle? See, this is the problem with Britain. You think you’re so clever, but actually you’re awful.”

			“We are the worst,” Lucy agrees. “But it’s still pronounced Chum-lee.”

			Kate peers up at the angry, angry sky. “Do you think I’d be able to call a cab? Do you think one would come out in this weather?”

			“Do you really not want to stay here?”

			“It’s creepy. I don’t do well with creepy.”

			“I don’t do well with creepy, either – that’s why I brought you along.”

			Kate narrows her eyes. “Are you trying to guilt-trip me?”

			“I would never think to do such a thing.”

			“Because it won’t work.”

			“Of course it won’t. You’re far too intelligent and insightful to fall for such an obvious ploy.”

			“I’m not staying in this creepy hotel.”

			“Why on earth would you is the real question.”

			“There is literally nothing you can do to make me stay here.”

			“Of that I am aware,” says Lucy. “Absolutely nothing. Not one thing. Nothing except bite my lip and look worried.”

			“Not even that.”

			“Nope. Not even that,” says Lucy, biting her lip and looking worried.

			Kate shrugs. “See? My resolve is iron-clad.”

			“Looks like it,” says Lucy. “Kate?”

			“What?”

			“Please?”

			“Fine,” Kate says, scowling. “I’ll stay in the creepy hotel with you because you’re a wuss and a terrible friend.”

			“And you’re so brave and you’re a great friend.”

			“Yeah, I know,” Kate grumbles, reaching into the back seat, snagging her designer satchel bag that she got on sale two summers ago.

			They throw open the doors and jump out, squealing as they run over wet gravel, the rain immediately drenching them, plastering their hair to their skulls. Lucy gets to the main door and shoulders it open, practically stumbling into the foyer with Kate spilling in behind her.

			Like the rest of the hotel, the foyer is old, lots of wood, and it has a smell, a great smell, a wonderful smell, a smell of age. Music plays through unseen speakers – Tchaikovsky’s Symphony No. 6 – and the walls on either side are lined with shelves on which rest glass globes, eighteen in all. Strange lights flicker and swirl within them.

			“What are they?” Lucy asks.

			“Crystal balls?” says Kate as they wander over for a closer look. “Giant marbles? Snow globes? Shake one and see what happens. Oh, you know what they are? Lava lamps. I used to have a bunch of these back when they were cool.”

			“These were cool?”

			Kate hesitates. “Weren’t they? I mean, no, they weren’t. Ugh. So lame. Embarrassing for anyone who bought seven.”

			They leave the lava lamps and walk into reception, where the music transitions to Mozart’s Requiem. A young man in his early twenties waits by the desk. Lucy smiles politely as she approaches.

			“Hi there,” she says.

			The young man is a little surprised by the greeting, but he recovers well and offers a smile. “Hello,” he says.

			“I’m Lucy, hi. This is Kate. We’re checking in.”

			“Are you?” the young man says. “That’s nice.”

			An awkward moment passes.

			“Are you going to help us?” Lucy asks.

			The young man studies her. “Do you need me to?”

			“I – I think so?”

			“Why?”

			“I’m not... Yes, I’m going to need some help checking in, thank you.”

			“All right then.”

			That awkward moment circles round and comes back, stays a little longer this time.

			“Oh, dear God,” Kate exclaims, “what is wrong with you both? Sir, my friend thinks you work here. Lucy, he clearly doesn’t work here.”

			Lucy frowns at the young man. “You don’t work here?”

			“Oh, no. No, I’m a guest. The Wi-Fi in my room isn’t working, so... My name’s Asher. You’re Lucy, right? That’s a nice name.”

			“I’m gay.”

			Asher shrugs. “Well, it’s not that nice a name.”

			The door behind the reception desk opens and a man emerges, all smiles. He wears a nice suit, nothing too expensive, but generally of good taste, though his tie is questionable.

			“Good evening and welcome!” he says, clapping his hands. “I am Oscar Aylesworth, the owner and manager of the Hollow Hotel. You must be Kate Crisco and Lucy Babbage – do I have that right?”

			“I’m Lucy, she’s Kate,” says Lucy.

			“How do you do?” says Kate.

			“An American! How charming! I knew an American once!”

			Kate waits for him to complete his sentence. Apparently, that’s all he has.

			“Oh,” she replies. “Cool.”

			Aylesworth flips open a leather-bound ledger and tracks his finger down the columns. “Your rooms are ready for you. I see that you’ve also booked two other rooms?”

			“Yes,” says Lucy, glancing at the clock on the wall. “They’re due any minute now. I also requested a conference room, if you have one?”

			“We don’t have a conference room per se, but we do have a drawing room where you won’t be disturbed. May I enquire as to the nature of your business?”

			“We’re interviewing someone for a magazine,” Kate says. “Dark Delights.”

			“I don’t think I’m familiar with it.”

			“It’s new,” say Kate. “We cover all things Gothic, kooky, and cool.”

			“You’re journalists?”

			“Kind of,” Lucy says before Kate can continue. “In our spare time.”

			“And the person you’re interviewing,” Aylesworth says, leaning forward across the desk and lowering his voice, “is it anyone famous? Should I roll out the red carpet?”

			Lucy smiles. “Our guest would prefer anonymity.”

			Aylesworth straightens, a delighted look on his face. “Well now! You can be assured of anonymity in the Hollow Hotel! Mr Devoe, did you hear that? We have a celebrity staying with us tonight!”

			“I definitely heard the bit about them preferring anonymity,” Asher says, nodding. “I was wondering if I could have the Wi-Fi password?”

			“Of course, of course! It’s the name of the hotel plus four.”

			“Plus four what?”

			“Just plus four.”

			Asher pauses. “I’m not sure I understand.”

			Aylesworth suddenly looks away, waving one hand in the air. “Terry! Terry!”

			Terry hurries over. A small man with small ears.

			“Terry,” Aylesworth continues, “this is Miss Lucy Babbage and Miss Kate Crisco. Would you take their bags to their rooms?”

			Terry looks around for luggage, but the only bag he can see is the one across Kate’s shoulder.

			“This one stays with me,” Kate says, tapping the satchel and smiling. “We have other bags out in the car, though.”

			Terry looks at her, then turns and peers back through the foyer at the rain that is lashing at the glass part of the door. His entire body sags.

			“We don’t need them right now,” Lucy says quickly.

			Aylesworth waves this away. “Terry, go and fetch the guests’ luggage.”

			“Honestly, no,” says Lucy. “We can wait for the rain to ease off.”

			“Terry,” Aylesworth says, becoming quite stern, like a primary-school teacher admonishing a kitten.

			“They want to wait for the rain to ease off,” Terry says.

			“Fetch the luggage.”

			“But it’s raining.”

			“Wear a coat.”

			“I didn’t bring a coat.”

			“Why didn’t you bring a coat?”

			“I didn’t want it to get wet.”

			“You didn’t want it to get wet? Then what’s the point of having a coat?”

			“It’s a summer coat. It’s not meant for rain.”

			“And you only have one coat, do you?”

			“No. I have two coats. One for summer and one for winter.”

			“And the winter coat is meant for rain?”

			“Yes.”

			“So why didn’t you bring that one?”

			“I didn’t think I’d need it.”

			“There’s a storm!”

			“I thought it’d be over by now.”

			“Fetch the luggage, Terry.”

			“Could I borrow your coat?”

			“No. Mine is... it wouldn’t fit you. My shoulders are a lot broader than yours. You’ll be fine. It’s not raining that hard.”

			Terry holds out his hand for Lucy’s car keys and, as she’s passing them over, she winces and says, “Sorry.”

			He trudges away.

			“Excuse me, Mr Aylesworth,” says Asher, “but that password isn’t doing anything.”

			“Huge apologies, Mr Devoe!” Aylesworth says, clapping his hands again. “It’s the name of the hotel plus four.”

			“So is it ‘the Hollow Hotel’ or just ‘Hollow Hotel’ and then four?”

			“Plus four, yes.”

			“Which is it?”

			Before Aylesworth can confuse Asher further, an elderly couple shuffle out into reception. The woman’s name is Nora, the man’s name is Bert. They are the Brambles and they are very old. Nora wears a cardigan. Bert likes to wear his trousers high on the waist, so much so that his ankles are always on show.

			“Pardon me,” Nora says, in that shaky, trembling voice some old people have, “but what time is dinner?”

			A look of professional regret passes over Aylesworth’s face. “I’m terribly sorry, Mrs Bramble, but I’m afraid that we’ve stopped serving dinner. The restaurant closes at nine, you see.”

			“Oh dear,” says Nora. “Oh dear. Bert, did you hear that?”

			Bert has not heard that. Bert has only recently admitted that he even needs hearing aids, but instead of getting a matching set he decided to get one, in case he didn’t like hearing things the way he used to. His hearing aid is rarely on and never in the right ear. “Hmm?” he says. “What?”

			“They’ve stopped serving dinner,” Nora says loudly.

			“Dinner?” says Bert, blinking at her. “I suppose so. I am a bit peckish.”

			“No, Bert. They’ve stopped serving it.”

			“They have?” Bert asks, the news taking him by surprise. “Did I like it? What did I have?”

			“You didn’t have anything, Bert. Neither did I. We weren’t there.” She smiles at Aylesworth. “We got lost, you see. Bert and I? We went for a wander.”

			“We went for a wander, you see,” Bert explains to Aylesworth. “Nora and I. We got lost. So many corridors in this place. We got quite turned around.”

			“Yes,” says Aylesworth, giving them both a smile. “I did warn you about that. This building has corridors that go nowhere and doors that open on to nothing but walls. It’s part of the hotel’s charms, as it were. There is still room service, however. We could bring your food up to you.”

			“Bert,” says Nora, “they can bring our food up to us.”

			“Ooh,” says Bert, “fancy!”

			“Yes,” Nora says with a nod. “Very fancy!”

			Bert considers, and then announces, “I will have the cabbage.”

			“I’m afraid we don’t have any cabbage on the menu,” Aylesworth tells him.

			“Oh,” Bert responds, and announces, “then I will have no cabbage.” He thinks for a moment. “Do you have any parsnips?”

			“The menus are upstairs, Mr Bramble. On the desk in your room.”

			Bert peers at him. “On the what?”

			“The desk.”

			“The what?”

			“The desk.”

			“The desk?”

			“The desk in your room.”

			“The desk where?”

			“In your room.”

			“Is it?”

			“Is what? The desk? Yes. I think. I’m sorry, what are you asking?”

			“Bert,” says Nora, “the menus are in our rooms – now leave Mr Aylesworth alone. He’s a very busy man.”

			Aylesworth chuckles. “Nonsense, nonsense, I always have time for my guests.” And as these words pass his lips Friedrich Vogel comes down the main staircase. Vogel is a happy German man.

			“Ah!” Aylesworth cries. “Guten Abend, Herr Vogel!”

			Vogel marches right up to the desk, giving a polite nod to the assembled guests before turning his smile on the hotel manager.

			“Guten Abend, Herr Aylesworth! It is raining with the cats und the dogs, is it not? The cats und the dogs.”

			“Indeed it is, Herr Vogel,’ Aylesworth replies, practically giggling. “Uh, brauchen Sie etwas?”

			“Brauchen Sie etwas!” Vogel echoes. “Sehr gut, Herr Aylesworth! Sie sprechen gut Deutsch!”

			Aylesworth actually blushes. “Oh, danke, danke. I’m still learning. It’s my passion, you see. Learning other languages.”

			“Ja?” says Vogel. “How delightful! Wunderbar, ja? And how many languages do you currently speak?”

			“Just one.”

			“Und you do it so very well!”

			“Danke.”

			Asher has been waiting for a lull in the conversation, and he doesn’t squander his chance. “Excuse me, do you have the password written down, perhaps?”

			“Oh, apologies!” Aylesworth says, reaching for a card.

			Before he can pass it to Asher, lightning flashes outside and the hotel door is hurled open to the sound of thunder directly overhead. Two people stride in out of the rain.

			“Ich glaube, ich spinne!” Vogel cries. “I know you! From the specials on the television! You are all the time with the disappearing nun und the floating... with the... glowing eyeballs und the... You are—”

			Clive, a Welshman in his forties, hurries forward. “Romeo Gideon does not like to have a fuss made over him,” he says in a quiet voice. “Neither does he like to have his name spoken aloud.”

			“What’s that?” Bert asks.

			“He doesn’t like his name spoken aloud, dear,” Nora tells him.

			“Who doesn’t?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			Kate frowns at Clive. “You spoke his name aloud.”

			“I’m Clive Ferrier, hello. I’m Romeo’s assistant.”

			“You said it again.”

			“Are we not allowed to say his name?” asks Asher.

			Clive smiles apologetically. “His name can be uttered in hushed tones only.”

			Aylesworth peers at Clive’s companion, a tall man with dark hair swept back off his broad forehead. “I’m sorry, who is this?”

			Romeo Gideon approaches the desk, and nods gravely. “Exactly. Who am I? I’m nobody. I’m nothing. I have a few skills, I have a few talents, but I’m nobody to make a fuss over. Firefighters, doctors, nurses, the emergency services, retail workers, coffee-shop baristas, they’re the real heroes. Me? I just bring a little magic into people’s lives.”

			“Hi, uh, Romeo,” Lucy says in a suitably hushed tone. “I’m Lucy, this is Kate. We’re from the—”

			“The magazine. Yeah. Big fan.”

			“You’ve read it?” Kate asks, surprised.

			“Sure,” Gideon says, and it’s obvious he hasn’t. “This is some hotel. I can already feel the unquiet spirits of the dead.”

			“Who is this?” Aylesworth asks yet again.

			Lucy smiles. “This is our guest. The guest we’ll be interviewing.”

			“The celebrity?” says Aylesworth, thoroughly confused. “I’m not sure I recognise... Are you in movies, or...?”

			Clive leaps forward to spare his boss any embarrassment. 

			“Romeo Gideon is the undisputed Dark King of magicians. You’ve probably seen his TV specials or gone to one of his sold-out arena tours.”

			“No, I don’t think I have,” Aylesworth responds. “A magician, you say? For children or...?”

			Gideon laughs. “Sure. I’m a children’s entertainer. I entertain with balloon animals and rabbits out of top hats. I pander to the lowest common denominator in search of easy applause. Or do I?”

			“Do you?”

			Gideon’s smile vanishes and his glower chills the room. “Or do I, instead, delve into the dark heart of my audience, expunging their voyeuristic impulses as I force them to reckon with their own paltry existence?”

			“Oh, my,” says Aylesworth, clearly impressed. “In that case, Mr Gideon, I am honoured that you would choose the Hollow Hotel to—”

			“Excuse us for a moment,” Gideon says dramatically, and Clive has to hurry to keep up as he marches almost out of earshot. “Clive.”

			“Yes, Romeo?”

			“Clive, you said this was a professional operation.”

			Clive nods, and smiles, and nods again. He’s been expecting this. “Dark Delights sounds like a very promising magazine with a demographic you could really—”

			Gideon cuts him off. “I don’t do ‘promising’, Clive. I do top of the pile. I turned down a prime-time television interview for this?”

			Choosing his words carefully, Clive replies. “The prime-time television show rescinded the invitation after—”

			“After what, Clive? After what?”

			“After... my mistake.”

			That seems to satisfy Gideon and he rolls his shoulders. “Okay then. We’re here now, so let’s be professional.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And in the morning I’m docking your pay.”

			“That sounds reasonable,” Clive says miserably.

			Gideon leads the way back to the others. “This is the most haunted house in Britain, is it?” he says cheerfully. “All right then, let’s get this interview in the bag and then we can all go—”

			The door in the foyer bursts open as lightning snaps the air outside, and for an instant the two figures standing there are mere shadows. The assembled guests – and the hotel owner – stare at the newcomers as the rain lashes and the wind screams through to reception.

			Rejoice, dear reader, for our heroes have arrived.
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			As thunder bellows, the newcomers step into the warm light of the hotel and the door closes of its own accord behind them.

			The young woman’s age is impossible to guess. She has the look of a nineteen-year-old and the eyes of a thirty-year-old. Her hair is dark and perfectly in place, as if the wind and rain had decided to forgo their usual games. Maybe they were scared, for there is something about her that certainly intimidates. More than her height – for she is tall – and the broadness of her shoulders and thickness of her limbs – for she lifts heavy things quite regularly – there is a weariness to this young lady that comes to soldiers, and killers, and those who have seen too much and done more than they would have liked.

			And, of the rest, her clothes are black, her eyes are dark, and that is all you need to know.

			The man strides forward, not even glancing at the glass globes on either side of him. His clothes are immaculate, an ode to tailoring that is beyond the comprehension of most laypeople. This man is not a layperson. This man is an expert, of a great many things.

			His shoes are black, and Oxford, and seamless. His laces are round waxed cotton. Eighty centimetres long.

			His suit is charcoal. Two-piece. His shirt white. His tie is navy blue, silk with wool interlining. The knot is Windsor. The pocket square is folded white silk.

			His fedora is a piece of art, a teardrop crown and raw-edge snap brim with a grosgrain ribbon hatband.

			His gloves are black, leather, with three-point decorative stitching on the back, and he wears mid-calf dress socks.

			He is handsome, his skin somewhat pale, his hair brown, his beard full and magnificent.

			“Greetings, fellow people,” he says loudly. He is Irish, though from his accent he has lived away from home. His voice is velvet. “We are but weary travellers caught out in the rain and we are looking for somewhere to shelter from the weather and rest for the night, because sleeping is something that we both do. This is a hotel, is it not?”

			“It is,” says Aylesworth, somewhat dubiously.

			“Then it is perfect for our needs.”

			“You’re not wet,” Lucy says.

			The young woman smiles at her. “I’m sorry?”

			“You were caught out in the rain,” says Lucy, “but neither of you are wet.”

			The young woman nods, and smiles again. “We had an umbrella,” she says, “but it sadly passed away.”

			Vogel looks the bearded gentleman up and down appreciatively. “That is a magnificent suit.”

			“Thank you! It is, isn’t it? Almost as magnificent as my beard! I notice none of you have yet commented on my beard.”

			Vogel hesitates, for being asked to comment on a beard is a somewhat new experience for him. “It is a fine beard.”

			“Thank you,” the bearded man says. “I grew it myself. Valkyrie had her doubts about it, but I knew it would pass muster.”

			The bearded man’s smile is unusually large. His teeth are straight and white, and his lips stretch over them, making him resemble a smiling shark. The smile is disconcerting. The fact that it refuses to drop from his face makes it ever more so. Surely to smile so widely, for such an extended period of time, would strain the muscles of any face. Not so this gentleman’s, it would appear.

			The young woman, at least, is aware of the awkward silence that has followed her companion’s announcement. She seeks to dispel the tension.

			“So... yeah,” she says. “What about this storm, eh? Nothing better than coming in out of the rain to meet a lot of friendly, confused faces.”

			“Your name is Valkyrie?” says Kate, who has spent the last few moments appreciating the spectacle before her.

			“Yes,” says Valkyrie. “Is that strange? Do you find it strange? It’s a normal name where I come from.”

			“We’re from Ireland,” her companion explains. “Do any of you know of this place?”

			Lucy frowns. “Ireland? Yeah. We know of Ireland.”

			“Then you will know that Valkyrie is a normal name in Ireland. As is Skulduggery, which is the name that I have. You, sir.”

			“Me?” says Gideon, who has gone quite pale and so very quiet.

			“You have a face I’ve seen before,” Skulduggery says.

			Gideon tries to smile. “I don’t think so. I’m not... I’m just...”

			“You’re that magician guy,” Valkyrie says.

			“Am I? No.”

			“He doesn’t like his name to be said too loudly,” Aylesworth tells them softly.

			“Does he not?” says Valkyrie. “I’ll be sure to whisper it, then. Romeo Gideon. The magician. What’s that like? To be magic? It looks fun. Is it fun? Can you do a trick for us now? Even a card trick will do. Something cool.”

			Gideon swallows. “I’m not... I’m not working tonight.”

			“He’s here to do an interview,” Kate tells Valkyrie.

			“That’s exciting! Skulduggery, isn’t that exciting?”

			“I am definitely excited,” Skulduggery responds, and swivels his eyes towards Aylesworth. “You’re the owner, are you?”

			“Oscar Aylesworth, yes. You’d like a room? Two rooms?”

			“Let’s leave that to one side for the moment, Mr Aylesworth. This hotel has a reputation.”

			“For excellence?” Aylesworth says hopefully.

			“For dead people.”

			“Ah, yes. The stories. If you will permit me...” Aylesworth puffs out his chest. “The Hollow Hotel started as a modest country house, built here, on Hollow Hill, in 1853. When the original owner died in a tragic accident, the house was sold to a nobleman called Edward Burgess.”

			“Oh, I think I know some of this story!” Valkyrie chimes in. “Burgess was not a nice guy. He was, to use the parlance of the time, the absolute worst. He claimed to have been in love with a beautiful young woman from the small town of Chol-mon-de-ley.”

			“Chum-lee
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