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Chapter One



The Prisoner


It was half past November, but I couldn’t sleep.


I wasn’t sure how long I’d been sleeping, but it felt like a long time. As though I’d been hibernating through the winter, wrapped up safe and warm, sleeping soundly and deeply through the dark and the cold. But something wouldn’t let me rest and so here I was, up and about, walking down a long, empty corridor in a silent, empty house.


There was no transition: One moment I was fast asleep; the next I was wandering aimlessly down a cosy-looking corridor with rich carpeting, wood-panelled walls, and great wide windows. I sort of recognised where I was, but I couldn’t put a name to it. Couldn’t even put a name to myself. I had no idea who I was, but strangely it didn’t seem to bother me. I had no memories and no plans. No needs, no worries. Just me walking in an empty place. The setting was familiar, and a slow curiosity led me to study the painted portraits hanging on the walls I passed. The faces were familiar, too, but I couldn’t put a name to any of them. They seemed friendly, supportive, like . . . family. I couldn’t decide whether I felt vaguely comfortable in the silent and empty setting, or obscurely threatened. Or both.


Who was I? What was my name? I stopped and concentrated, scowling till my forehead ached, and eventually something came to me. Drood . . . What was that? Was it even a name? What the hell was a Drood when it was at home? I started forward again, and soon came to the end of the corridor. I turned right, and another long corridor stretched before me. I kept walking. It was something to do while I tried to get my thoughts in order. Was this whole place empty except for me? A standing suit of medieval armour loomed up before me, and, moved by some obscure impulse, I stopped before it. The solid steel was well polished, but it bore all the dents and scrapes and hard knocks of a long working life. Someone had worn this armour in the past, used the gleaming sword and shield that stood propped up beside it, in some long-forgotten conflict. I frowned again. The suit of armour . . . meant something to me. Something special. I leaned in to study it more closely, and only then realised that the whole suit was covered in thick whorls of hoarfrost. I reached out to touch the heavy steel breastplate with a single fingertip, but I couldn’t feel the metal or the ice.


I stepped back and looked around me. The floor, the walls and the ceiling were all covered with layers of frost and crusted ice. Even the huge windows were coated with heavy, fern-patterned hoarfrost. So why didn’t I feel cold? I looked down at myself. I was wearing a plain white T-shirt and generic blue jeans. My arms were bare, but I didn’t even have gooseflesh from the cold. I moved over to the nearest window and rubbed away the frost with my bare forearm. I didn’t feel a thing. I looked out the window, and winter was everywhere. For as far as I could see, great sweeping waves of snow covered the grounds, smooth and untouched by any mark of man or beast. A great billowing ocean of white, stretching off for as far as I could see. No snow fell, though a light grey mist curled and heaved around the base of the house.


Here and there in the rising and falling of the snow were distinct shapes that might have been snow sculptures. Winged horses, gryphons, and a really massive dragon. Very detailed, but utterly still. Scattered across the snowscape like watchful guardians. There was a massive hedge maze, too, all its complicated runs and turns one big pattern when seen from above. White lines and dark shadows. And then I saw something moving inside the maze, something that raged up and down the narrow ways, striking out at the snowy hedge-rows with savage strength. It swept this way and that, moving too quickly for me to identify, except to know for a fact that it wasn’t in any way human. There was something bad, something wrong, something horribly monstrous about it, but even as it struck out at the endless white hedgerows around it, it wasn’t able to damage or disturb them. For all its obvious strength and power, it was clearly trapped inside the maze. I watched it prowl up and down and back and forth, never stopping, never able to find an exit. I wondered what it was, and why I was so scared of what would happen if it should ever find a way out.


I looked up at the open sky. A huge moon, full and blue, hung alone in a dark, dark sky with no stars. No stars at all. I backed away from the window, and the blue moonlight fell through the glass, illuminating some of the corridor. For the first time I realised the blue moon was the only light there was. Blue moonlight, shimmering ice and dark shadows filled the corridor, and not a sign of life anywhere. I moved quickly down the corridor, checking each window, but I always saw the same thing. The exact same view, from the exact same angle, never changing no matter how far I walked . . . Which should have been impossible.


I turned and looked back the way I’d come. Although the rich carpeting was crusted with a thick layer of hoarfrost, I hadn’t left a single footprint behind me. No mark, nothing, to show I’d passed this way. I stamped my foot hard, but it didn’t disturb the frost beneath me, and the sound was oddly flat, strangely muffled.


Was I a ghost, haunting this place? Or was this place haunting me? It seemed . . . dead. And why did the only cold I was feeling seem to come from within me, rather than from without?


I called out, ‘Hello! Anybody there? Anybody?’ No answer. The silence seemed heavier and more oppressive than ever. I shivered abruptly, and not from the cold. It occurred to me that my voice had sounded strangely flat, and I realised it was because my voice hadn’t echoed at all. It should have. One more impossible thing in an impossible place. I breathed heavily, but my breath didn’t steam on the air before me.


I hurried down the corridor, trying every door I came to. None of them would budge; the door handles wouldn’t even turn in my hand, no matter how much strength I used. I beat on each door with my fist, but no one answered. I ran on, rounding another corner, and then I stopped abruptly before a huge grandfather clock. Tall and solid in its ornate oakwood case, it had a wide face and hanging brass weights. It was utterly silent, not a tick or a tock, and after a moment I realised the face didn’t even have any hands. I checked my wristwatch. The digital display was completely blank. Had I come to a place where time had stopped, where there was no time left?


Farther down the corridor I came across a full-length mirror set in a filigreed silver frame, shining bright in the blue moonlight. I stood before the mirror, and it reflected everything in the corridor except me. My heart pounded in my chest, and my breath rasped harshly in my throat. I pressed one hand hard against the cold glass, but the mirror refused to acknowledge any part of me.


I fell back from the mirror and turned to run again, pounding down the corridor, though my feet made no sound at all and I didn’t slip or slide on the icy carpeting as I should have. I threw myself round the next corner, and then came to a sudden halt as I found myself down on the ground floor, in the entrance hall, facing the great double doors that led outside. I stood very still, not even breathing hard, staring at the doors. This was wrong. An upstairs corridor couldn’t connect directly to a downstairs hall without benefit of stairs. But right then I didn’t care. The way out was in front of me, and I’d had enough of this empty house. I ran to the doors and tried the handles, and of course they wouldn’t move. I rattled the handles so hard that it shook the double doors, but they wouldn’t open. I slammed my shoulder against them, again and again, but I couldn’t even feel the impacts on my shoulder. I finally stopped and leaned against the doors, hot tears of frustration burning my eyes. And then a voice behind me said:


‘You can’t leave, Eddie. There’s no way out for you. You’re confined here, a prisoner in Drood Hall.’


I spun round, and there, standing in the hall, calm and civilised and immaculate as always, was Walker. The man who ran London’s Nightside in every way that mattered. Dressed like someone Big in the City, smartly and expensively tailored, right down to the bowler hat and the rolled umbrella he was leaning on. A man past his best days, perhaps, but still the ultimate authority figure, with a polite smile and cold, cold eyes. I knew him immediately, and suddenly a whole bunch of my memories came flooding back. I was Eddie Drood, also known as Shaman Bond, the very secret agent. Field agent for that most ancient and powerful family, the Droods; trained from childhood to protect Humanity from all the dark forces that threatened it.


This was my home, Drood Hall. Though I’d never known it so deserted, so abandoned. I remembered a lot of things now, but not how I came to be here, or what the hell was going on. So I struck my most comfortable and assured pose and gave Walker a cold glare of my own.


‘A prisoner?’ I said. ‘In my own home? I don’t think so, Walker. And how the hell did you get in? We’re really very particular about who we allow into the Hall.’


‘Ah,’ said Walker. ‘Let’s say . . . I am here representing certain powerful and vested interests who have questions they want me to put to you. There are things they want to know about you and your family. The things you’ve done and intend to do. All the secrets you and your family have kept from the world. They want to know . . . everything. Just tell me, Eddie, and all of this will be over. You must realise there’s no point in fighting me, or those I represent. You’re a reasonable man . . .’


‘No, I’m bloody not,’ I said. ‘I’m a Drood field agent, licensed to take names and kick supernatural arse, and being reasonable never gets you anywhere against the forces of evil. I’ve got questions of my own, Walker. Starting with, what’s happened to Drood Hall? And where the hell is everybody? Did I miss a fire drill?’


I felt the need to back up my questions with a little authority of my own, and so I subvocalised the activating Words that would call up my armour, the special golden armour that was my family’s greatest secret and most powerful weapon. But to my surprise and shock nothing happened. My hand went to my throat, and the golden torc wasn’t there. I think I cried out then, as though part of my soul had been ripped away. Droods receive their torcs shortly after birth, and are never without them. I clawed at my throat with both hands, but it stayed bare. For a moment I couldn’t breathe, and then I clamped down on my racing thoughts with an iron will. I was a trained field agent, and I was damned if I’d panic in the face of the enemy. Even if I had never felt so helpless in my life, so vulnerable, so . . . unmanned.


For the first time I knew how the rest of my family had felt when I took their torcs away.


I glared at Walker. ‘How dare you? How dare you steal my torc? And what’s happened to my family? What have you done with them?’


Walker smiled calmly back at me. ‘I’m here to ask questions, Eddie, not answer them. My current lords and masters require your obedience. Tell me your secrets, Eddie. Every last one of them. And then this nightmare can end.’


I stood my ground and considered him thoughtfully. Losing my temper with Walker would get me nowhere. You can’t run a spiritual cesspool like the Nightside with a reasonable manner and good intent. Walker believed in the iron fist in the iron glove, and had always been a very dangerous man. Certainly I couldn’t hope to intimidate him without my armour. But the day I couldn’t think rings round a soulless functionary like Walker, I’d retire from the field and raise bees. According to the media there’s a shortage these days . . . I gave Walker my best cocky, crafty grin, the one that says, I know something you don’t know . . .


‘Haven’t seen you since that nasty business with the independent agent,’ I said. ‘So, still keeping the lid on the Nightside, are you? Running back and forth trying to make all those gods and monsters play nicely together?’ And then I stopped, and frowned, and looked closely at Walker. ‘Didn’t someone tell me . . . you’d been killed?’


Walker shrugged. ‘Comes to us all, in the end. No one gets out of life alive. All that matters here and now is that I serve new masters; and they want information from you. Past cases, victories old and new, everything there is to know about the notorious Drood family.’


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘That’ll be the day. So, new lords and masters, is it? And who might they be, exactly?’


‘You don’t need to know,’ said Walker. ‘It doesn’t matter; we all have to serve someone, in the end. It’s all right for you to talk to me, Eddie. The secrets we hold in life aren’t important anymore, once we’re dead.’


I stared at him. ‘Someone really did kill you? I didn’t believe anyone could take down the legendary Walker.’


‘I got old,’ said Walker, ‘and perhaps a little careless with someone I trusted. Still, he’ll make a good replacement.’


‘And . . . I’m dead?’


‘Of course. Don’t you remember the disguised Immortal stabbing you? No? Well, I’m sure it’ll come back to you. You’re probably still in shock.’


‘I am not dead! I’m breathing; I can feel my heart pounding . . . I can’t be dead!’


‘You must be,’ said Walker. ‘Or you wouldn’t have come here among dead people.’


A sudden shudder went through me, and I looked quickly about the entrance hall, splashed with deep shadows and blue moonlight.


‘There are dead people here?’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Walker. ‘Old enemies and older friends: some you may remember, some not. The past is full of strangers with familiar faces. People whose lives you touched in passing, for good or bad. The lives you saved and the lives you ended. And all of them want what I want. Answers. Secrets. Information. You must tell me what I need to know, Eddie. Tell me.’


‘I’m damned if I’ll tell you anything!’


‘You’ll be damned if you don’t,’ Walker said calmly.


I looked past him suddenly, as I glimpsed a familiar face. Standing quietly in the blue moonlight as though he wasn’t sure he ought to be there, a tall, thin figure stared sadly back at me. Wrapped in a long grey coat, with a thick scarf wrapped round his neck to keep out the cold, Coffin Jobe nodded sorrowfully in my direction. Jobe was a necroleptic; he kept falling down dead and then getting over it. We knew each other, but I wouldn’t call us friends. And he certainly had no business in Drood Hall.


He approached me in a reluctant sideways sort of way, and came to a halt beside Walker, who moved away to one side, as though afraid he might catch something. Lot of people felt that way about Coffin Jobe. I always thought it was the coat; it looked like it could start a new plague all on its own.


‘Hello, Jobe,’ I said. ‘Is this where you go to when you’re being dead?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Jobe. ‘I never remember where I’ve been once I’m alive again. There are rules, apparently. But I don’t think I’ve ever been here before. In fact, I’m getting the distinct feeling I shouldn’t be here. Of course, I get that feeling in a lot of places when I’m being alive . . .’ He looked at me accusingly. ‘I liked you better when you were being Shaman Bond. I always knew where I was with Shaman. Just another face on the scene, another chancer, like me. Not important at all. But it turned out you were a Drood all along. Laughing at us from behind your Shaman Bond mask.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘That’s not how it was, Jobe . . .’


But he was already gone, disappeared in a moment, back in the land of the living again.


A door opened to one side, and out of his private office stepped the Drood family’s Sarjeant-at-Arms. The previous Sarjeant, who’d died so very bravely on the Damnation Way, buying the rest of us time to escape. Big and muscular and brutal, exactly as I remembered him, with half his face still a mass of scars from where my girlfriend, Molly Metcalf, wished a plague of rats on him. He’d deserved worse. He stood beside Walker and looked at me coldly, his gaze as inflexible and judgemental as always.


‘You were a thug and a bully when you were alive, Sarjeant,’ I said. ‘And it would appear death hasn’t mellowed you.’


‘You never did understand duty, Edwin,’ said the Sarjeant. ‘You should never have been allowed to run the family. You took away our torcs. You made us weak.’


‘The family had become corrupt,’ I said. ‘Drifted too far from who and what we were supposed to be. I did what I had to do to save the family from itself.’


‘By destroying its Heart.’


‘The Heart was rotten. It lied to us. I was the only one left who cared about what the family was supposed to stand for. What did you ever care about, except disciplining those weaker than yourself?’


‘You never understood duty,’ said the Sarjeant-at-Arms. ‘The family has to be strong to do the things it has to do. I tried to make you strong by beating the weakness and rebellion out of you.’


‘Weakness?’ I said. ‘You mean things like compassion, and honour, and doing the right thing?’


‘Yes,’ said the Sarjeant. ‘Everything the family does is right, because we’re Droods. Nothing else matters.’


‘We’re supposed to protect Humanity, not rule them!’


‘Sheep need shepherds,’ said the Sarjeant. ‘And a little culling now and then, to improve the stock.’


I strode right up to him and punched him in the face. But my hand passed straight through him, as though he were only a vision or a ghost. I snatched my hand back, and the Sarjeant looked at me almost sadly.


‘Good punch, Edwin. Just like I taught you. But that won’t help you here. You can’t fight us. You can’t stop us. Tell us what we want to know. Tell us all your secrets. It’s the only way you’ll ever be free of this place.’


‘You’re not the Sarjeant-at-Arms,’ I said. ‘He’d die before he betrayed a single Drood secret to an outsider.’


‘You can’t escape us,’ said Walker.


‘Yeah?’ I said. ‘Kiss my arse.’


I sprinted past him, up the stairway and onto the next floor. Only the next floor wasn’t there; instead I stumbled to a halt inside the War Room, the nerve centre of the family, where all the really important decisions are made: looking after the hundreds of field agents out in the world, stamping out supernatural brush fires and slapping down the bad guys. Brown-trousering the un-godly, as my uncle James liked to put it. The War Room was usually packed with people at their work, full of sound and fury; but now it was deserted, silent. All the workstations were empty, the computer monitors and the scrying balls left unattended. All the lights were out on the great world map, and all of the clock faces, showing the time in every country in the world, were blank, without hands. Time had stopped here, too.


The work surfaces were layered with frost, and the communication systems were thickly coated with ice. (Part of me wondered where the blue moonlight was coming from to illuminate the War Room, but I’d made a conscious decision to worry only about those things that mattered immediately.) I wrote my name with my fingertip on the frost covering one monitor screen, but I couldn’t feel the cold of the ice. I looked up sharply, as one by one the monitor screens on the walls that should have shown trouble spots across the world turned themselves on, and vaguely familiar faces appeared on the screens, looking down at me, watching me with cold, angry, judgemental eyes. When I looked at any face directly it vanished, reappearing when I looked somewhere else. I was surrounded by a sea of faces, grim and condemning, but none of them could face me directly. I looked quickly back and forth, but all I could do was catch glimpses of my accusers out of the corners of my eyes. Glimpses of cold, scowling faces watching me with bad intent.


I almost jumped out of my skin when I suddenly realised there was someone in the War Room with me. I spun round, putting my back against the nearest workstation, and there facing me was the Blue Fairy. Half elf, thief, traitor . . . sometimes a friend, and sometimes not. That’s often how it is, out in the field. He looked very smart, almost fashionable, in his own ratty way; but his face was ravaged by time and far too much good living. He looked at me and shook his head sadly.


‘Eddie, dear boy, what are you doing here, pursued by the dead, at the mercy of old friends and enemies? So much bitterness and unpleasantness, and all for a few secrets that probably never mattered that much, even when we were alive.’ He looked about him. ‘Terrible place, no sense of style. Tell them what they want to know, Eddie, and then we can both get the hell out of here. I don’t like this place. Don’t like being dead, for that matter. When I first discovered what being dead was like, I cried and I cried and I cried . . .’


‘There has to be a way out of here,’ I said. ‘Help me. I helped you . . .’


‘Did you, Eddie? Did you really? Yes, you rescued me from the depths of depression and disgrace, gave me new life and purpose . . . but did you think I’d be grateful? You should have left me as I was: a broken man, dying by inches and not giving a damn. You woke me up, gave me hope . . . just so I could die anyway a few years later in one of your stupid spy games. You should have left me as I was. It would have been kinder.’


‘You always did make bad decisions, Edwin,’ said another familiar voice.


And out of the deep, dark shadows of the War Room came my grandmother, Martha Drood, Matriarch of the family. She stood tall and stiff and proud before me in her neat grey twinset and pearls. Looking at me with her cold eyes and colder face. No sign of the awful wound that killed her in her own bed, soaking the whole front of her in blood. She looked me up and down and sniffed briefly. Another familiar sound. It tore at my heart. I hadn’t realised I’d missed it so much.


‘You ran away from the Hall to be a field agent, and what good did that do you? All because you didn’t have the discipline to buckle down and do what you were told, like everyone else. I was grooming you to take a high position in the family, but you turned your back on us. You were always such a disappointment to me, Edwin.’


‘I avenged your murder,’ I said steadily. ‘I caught your killer, the Immortal disguised as your husband, Alistair. I killed him for you, Grandmother.’


‘I’m still dead,’ she said. ‘All because you weren’t paying attention. Too caught up with your new girlfriend. I never approved of her.’


‘You never approved of me, Edwin,’ said Alistair Drood, stepping forward to stand beside Martha. ‘You were responsible for my death too. I was only trying to do the right thing and protect my wife. You watched me burn in hellfire, and did nothing to save me. Tell them what they want to know, Edwin. Let your grandmother and me know peace, and rest at last.’


‘Tell them,’ said Martha Drood. ‘Tell them everything, Edwin.’


‘Tell them,’ said the Blue Fairy. ‘Or we’ll never leave you alone.’


‘None of your deaths were my fault!’ I yelled at them, and then I turned and ran out of the War Room.


And straight into the Armoury, even though it was located in a whole other wing of Drood Hall. I looked quickly behind me, but no one had followed. I moved slowly forward, checking every dark shadow for a new accusing face. The huge stone chamber seemed strange and unsettling, far too quiet without the usual hustle and bustle of the Armourer and his lab assistants. Always busy working on new weapons and devices of appalling destruction. Or raising hell and getting themselves into trouble for the fun of it. It isn’t a successful day in the Armoury unless someone’s been transformed into something distressing, or exploded, or committed some brave new crime against nature. But the workstations were empty, and the weapons-testing ground was unnaturally quiet. I moved quickly through the Armoury, looking for something I could use as a weapon. There were always nasty destructive things lying about in the Armoury. But the few dark shapes I could make out were welded to surfaces by the extreme cold, buried under thick layers of ice. I tried to pry a few of them loose, but no amount of effort would budge them. I beat at the crusted ice with my fist, but couldn’t even crack or splinter it.


A sound behind me spun me round, hands up to defend myself, half expecting Uncle Jack, the Armourer. But instead it was my uncle James. The greatest field agent the family ever produced: the legendary Grey Fox. Dead, because of me. He stood there smiling, tall and dark and handsome in his splendid tuxedo. Every inch the master spy I never was. Looking just as he had before I got him killed.


‘No,’ I said. ‘Please. No. Not you, Uncle James. I can’t stand it . . .’


‘Relax,’ said Uncle James. ‘It’s all right, Eddie. I forgave you long ago.’


For a long moment, I couldn’t say anything. Uncle James nodded understandingly.


‘It’s good to see you again, Eddie. I understood why you did what you did, even when I was alive. Ah, the things we do for the family . . . I don’t hold grudges. You see things a lot more clearly once you’re dead. You did for the family what I should have done long before.’


‘Why are you here?’ I said. ‘Are you a prisoner in this place, like me?’


‘No. I was called here, like the others. But unlike most of them, I’m on your side.’


‘Do you think I should tell Walker what he wants to know?’ I said. ‘Tell him all my secrets, and those of the family?’


‘Of course not,’ said Uncle James. ‘Walker always was too ready to bow down to authority, or to anyone with a public-school accent. Tell him to go to hell, Eddie.’


I had to grin. Death had not mellowed Uncle James. ‘Do you know whom Walker’s working for? Who it is who wants my secrets?’


Uncle James frowned. ‘It’s hard to be sure of anything here. Hardly anyone or anything is necessarily what they appear to be.’


‘Even you?’ I said.


He shrugged easily. ‘Hard to tell. I think I’m me, but then I would, wouldn’t I?’


I put out my hand to him, but when he went to shake it, our fingers drifted through one another.


‘Am I a ghost?’ I said. ‘Give it to me straight; I can take it.’


‘Not even close,’ snapped another familiar voice. ‘You shouldn’t be here, boy.’


And suddenly standing next to my uncle James was Jacob Drood, the family ghost. He wore a battered Hawaiian shirt over grubby shorts, looking older than death itself. His face was a mass of wrinkles, his big, bony skull graced with a few flyaway hairs. But his eyes were as sharp and fierce as ever. He nodded brusquely to Uncle James, and then fixed me with his glare. ‘I’m the only ghost here, Eddie; but I can’t help you. There are rules even the dead have to obey. Perhaps especially the dead.’


I studied him carefully. He looked more solid and more real than anyone else I’d met in this empty Hall. ‘Are you really here, Jacob?’


‘Yes. But not everyone else is.’ He looked at Uncle James, who smiled easily back. Jacob sniffed loudly and glared about him before piercing me with his sharp gaze again. ‘Someone’s running a game on you, Eddie. Even I can’t tell who the players are, for sure. You need to get out of here, boy. You don’t belong here. Bad things are on their way, attracted by the light.’


‘The blue moonlight?’


‘Your light, boy! Get out of here! Run, while you still can!’


I looked at Uncle James, and he nodded quickly. That was enough for me. I turned and ran back through the Armoury, and almost immediately found myself in the Sanctity, the great open chamber that served as a meeting place for the ruling council of the family. Once it was home to the Heart, the huge other-dimensional diamond that gave the family its power, and its original armour. As long as we fed it the souls of our children. I put a stop to that and destroyed the Heart, and now the Sanctity was only a room. But there was no trace of the rose red glow that usually suffused the chamber, the physical manifestation of the other-dimensional traveller called Ethel, who came to the Hall to replace the Heart and supply our new armour. The good angel I’d found to replace the bad. Except that angels always have their own agenda, and don’t always give a damn for merely human concerns . . .


The Sanctity felt cold and desolate without Ethel’s comforting glow. I called out to her, but no one answered. I nodded quietly to myself. One final proof that this place wasn’t, couldn’t be, the real Drood Hall. No one could have kept Ethel from answering me in the real Hall.


‘Always running, Eddie,’ said yet another familiar voice. ‘Never staying in one place long enough to take responsibility for your actions.’


I took my time turning around, and there was Penny Drood, tall and slender in her usual white sweater and slacks. She looked at me with cold, desperate eyes.


‘You let him kill me. That old monster from old London town. My blood is on your hands. You must make amends, Eddie. Tell Walker what he needs to know.’


‘I did warn you about Mr. Stab,’ I said. ‘I told you what he was, but you were so sure you knew better.’


‘You’ve always got an answer, haven’t you, Eddie?’ said Alexander King, the independent agent, stepping forward to stand beside Penny. ‘Typical Drood. Always ready to blame the bad things in the world on someone else.’


‘In your case, I was right,’ I said. ‘Nasty old man, squatting on your stolen secrets, guarding your hoard like a dragon in its cave. Yes, I killed you. Do it again in a minute. After everything you were responsible for, you deserved your death.’


‘Tell them what they want to know,’ said King. ‘You can’t keep anything from Walker or those he serves. They have all the power here. They know where all the bodies are buried.’


Suddenly the entire great chamber of the Sanctity was full of people crowding in around me. Matthew and Alexandra Drood, who did their best to have me killed in the name of Zero Tolerance, and died trying to stop me from saving the family. And more faces, and more: all the men and women who’d died at my hands, or because of me, because I was an agent of the Droods. All the bad guys, and those who thought they were good guys but chose a bad cause to follow, and all those in between. All the Accelerated Men, who died trying to storm Drood Hall and kill the family. All the teenage Immortals, who died trying to rule Humanity, or because they planned to unleash the forces of Hell by opening the Apocalypse Door. All those I’d fought to save the world from. I hadn’t realised there were so many of them. Hundreds of dead men and women surrounding me with cold, pitiless eyes, many of them with their death wounds still fresh and bloody. I stood my ground, glaring around me, refusing to accept the guilt they were trying to impose on me.


‘There isn’t one of you here who didn’t deserve your death,’ I said. ‘I did my duty. To the family, and to Humanity. You all needed killing.’


And one by one they faded away, unable to face the certainty in my gaze.


‘Harsh words, Eddie,’ said one final familiar voice. ‘Hard and harsh, even cold-blooded. I always knew you were an agent, but I never knew you were such a successful assassin.’


Philip MacAlpine of MI-13 stood before me, middle-aged and rumpled, but still every inch the professional spy.


I glared right back at him. ‘What the hell are you doing here? Did someone in your own department finally shoot you in the back?’


He grinned. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know? You must allow me my little secrets, even if you can’t be allowed to hang onto yours. It’s your own fault, Eddie; you shouldn’t have led such an interesting life. Or acquired so many fascinating secrets. You must have known you couldn’t hang onto them forever. You mustn’t be greedy, Eddie. You must be a good boy and learn to share. Tell Walker what you know. Or you can tell me, if that’s easier.’


I laughed in his face. ‘Yeah, right. That’ll be the day. At least Walker has some integrity in him. You sold your soul long ago, to any number of masters. I wouldn’t give you the time of day.’


‘How very hurtful,’ murmured Philip. ‘We’re not really so different, Eddie. Both of us secret agents, operating in the shadows because we don’t belong in the light. You served an ancient family with its own hidden agenda, while I was a blunt instrument for government policy. Doing all the hard and dirty things that needed to be done to hold the world together. And perhaps manage a few good deeds along the way, when we could.’


‘The difference between us is that I took the bigger view,’ I said. ‘I never let politics get in the way of what needed to be done. I protected Humanity from those who would prey on it. Which, as often as not, turned out to be politicians.’


‘We don’t all have that luxury,’ said Philip. ‘Must be nice to look down on us like gods and decide what’s best for us, while the rest of us scrabble around in the gutter, getting our hands dirty from all the rotten little jobs you can’t be bothered with. You can make as big a mess as you like, with your marvellous golden armour, stepping in to save the day and then disappearing, leaving the rest of us to clean up after you. Well, now all your sins have come home to roost, Eddie. You’ve upset a lot of very important persons, and now that you’re . . . vulnerable, they’re determined to wring you dry. They want everything you know, and they will get it, sooner or later. You’re a prisoner here, with no armour and no family to protect you. You’re on your own, Eddie, facing a legion of tormentors.’


‘And if I don’t feel like talking?’ I said.


‘It’s the only way you’ll ever get out of here,’ said Philip. ‘Wouldn’t you like to be free of all this? Free to lie down and rest, and be at peace at last?’


‘Peace is overrated,’ I said. ‘And why should I want to leave? This is my home, isn’t it? My family home, Drood Hall. Needs a bit of cleaning up, got to fix the boiler, and there’re a whole bunch of gate-crashers I have to give the bum’s rush to . . .’


Philip scowled at me. ‘You are in the hands of your enemies, Eddie. You can’t stop them. They are endless, they are multitudes, they are legion. They will be at your back and at your throat and they will never stop coming for you, forever and ever and ever. By hook or by crook, they’ll tear every secret you know out of you, even the ones you didn’t know you knew, and they will laugh at your screams as they do it.’


‘Over my dead body,’ I said.


I punched him in the face. I meant it as a gesture of defiance, expecting my clenched fist to pass straight through him, but it collided with solid flesh and bone. I heard his nose break, and saw blood fly from his pulped mouth, and it felt good, so good. Philip fell backwards, crying out in shock and pain. I laughed out loud as I strode past him and out of the Sanctity. For the first time, I felt like I was getting a handle on the situation.


The moment I left the Sanctity I was back in the entrance hall again, approaching the firmly closed doors. Walker was still there, smiling easily at me, leaning on his rolled umbrella. He stood between me and the doors, blocking my way. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to.


‘I’ll never talk,’ I said. ‘You of all people should understand. My secrets don’t belong only to me; they belong to the family. Our secrets keep people safe, keep people alive, help protect them from people like you and your secret lords and masters. I wouldn’t let my family down while I was alive, and I’m damned if I’ll do it now. Droods stand between Humanity and their enemies, alive or dead.’


‘I have my Voice,’ said Walker. ‘The Voice that commands and cannot be disobeyed. I could make you tell me.’


‘No, you couldn’t,’ I said. ‘Because if you could, you would have done it by now. You can’t con a con man, Walker.’


‘Perhaps,’ said Walker. ‘But I was always so much more than just a man with a commanding Voice. I have always known a great many unpleasant ways to make people tell me what I need to know.’


I believed that. I backed slowly away as Walker advanced on me. I was thinking hard, looking all around me, trying hard to call up any information I had about the Hall that Walker couldn’t possibly know. Something I could use against him. The painted portraits on the walls caught my attention. The images were moving, changing, faces with crazy eyes and distorted expressions. Becoming nightmare images, glimpses into Hell, as though all my ancestors were trapped and damned and suffering. I turned my head away, refusing to believe that.


Matthew and Alexandra appeared again, walking down the long hall towards me.


‘Go on,’ said Alexandra. ‘Kill us again. You know you want to. But you can’t. Tell Walker what he wants to know.’


‘I didn’t kill either of you,’ I said, and then stopped and stared at them both as that thought struck home. I hadn’t killed them; Jacob had. But these two hadn’t known that, so they couldn’t be who they appeared to be. Jacob and Uncle James had both said not everyone in this Hall was who or what they appeared to be . . .


‘You’re not real,’ I said firmly. ‘I don’t believe in you.’


I glared at Matthew and Alexandra, and they faded away in the face of my certainty. I turned and looked at Walker.


‘Just you and me now, Walker. Or perhaps it always was. If you are Walker.’


He considered me thoughtfully, as we stood facing each other. Two men in an empty hall, the prisoner and his inquisitor. Walker sighed briefly, and adjusted one spotless cuff.


‘There’s nowhere you can go, Eddie. And I have all the time in the world to break your will and learn what I need to know. Everyone talks, eventually.’


‘Use your Voice,’ I said. ‘Go on. But you can’t, can you? Because you’re not really Walker. And this isn’t Drood Hall. Is anything here real? Is anyone? Or is this all just a clash of wills between me and whoever you really are? You can’t get anything out of me unless I offer it freely, and I’ll never do that.’


‘Never is a long time,’ said Walker. ‘I can walk out of here, go about my business, and come back whenever I please. Might be a few days, or a few years, maybe even a few centuries. Or perhaps I’ll stay away until you’re so desperate for another human voice, for human contact, that you’ll beg me to come back. Beg to tell me everything you know, to relieve the awful solitude. Hell isn’t other people, Eddie. Hell is an empty house, forever and ever and ever.’


‘And I will always defy you,’ I said. ‘Forever and a day. Remember the Drood oath: ‘Anything for the family.’ We mean it, Walker. That’s what makes us strong, not our armour.’


‘Anything for the family?’ said Walker. ‘I think I believe you, Eddie. Ah, well.’ He tipped his bowler hat to me and started to turn away.


‘Hold it,’ I said. ‘Are you really Walker? Are you really dead? Am I?’


He smiled vaguely. ‘Who can say, in a place like this?’


‘If I am dead,’ I said, ‘and this is a place of the dead . . . why haven’t I seen my parents?’


‘Charles and Emily?’ said Walker. ‘Whatever makes you think they’re dead?’


He opened the doors, stepped through them, and was gone. I started after him, and then stopped short as a great blaze of pure white light swelled up before me. And out of that light stepped Molly: my sweet, wild witch, Molly Metcalf. She smiled widely at me, rushed forward, and threw her arms around me, holding me tight, so tight I thought she’d never let me go. I held her just as tightly, even as a terrible sadness stabbed my heart like a knife.


‘Oh, Molly,’ I said finally. ‘How did you die? Who killed you, to send you here?’


She let go of me immediately, and pushed me back so she could stare into my eyes. ‘I’m not dead, sweetie. Neither are you. Though you came bloody close.’


‘So this isn’t Drood Hall? Or some cold place in Hell?’


‘Not even close,’ said Molly. ‘This is Limbo. And I am here to take you home.’


She embraced me again, and the light blazed up, and finally I felt warm again.










Chapter Two



No Place Like Home


And I woke up safe in my Molly’s arms, bursting back into consciousness like a swimmer rising up from the depths and breaking the surface of the sea. I was back in the real Hall, back in the real Sanctity, basking in Ethel’s rose red glow, sitting up on the floor beside Molly, surrounded by my family. The Armourer was there, my uncle Jack, a middle-aged man in a stained lab coat, looking shocked and concerned but trying to hide it. The Sarjeant-at-Arms, big and brutal and permanently angry. My cousin Harry, slick and supercilious in his neat grey suit and wire-rimmed glasses. And my other cousin, Roger Morningstar, the half-breed hellspawn, dark and sardonic in his Armani suit. And Molly. My sweet, wild witch and free spirit, a delicate china doll with big bosoms, bobbed black hair, and a mouth red as sin. My own true love, for my sins.


She looked intently into my eyes, trying to keep the anxiety out of her smile, one arm round my shoulders, the other hand patting my chest comfortingly. I managed a shaky smile for her, and we leaned forward so our foreheads touched, resting against each other. I felt safe and happy, and so damned alive I might burst apart into clouds of sheer joie de vivre at any moment. Brief shivers and shudders came and went, and I was breathing hard, but the cold was slowly seeping out of me, replaced by Molly’s warmth and the uncomplicated comfort of Ethel’s rose red light.


I was home again.


I remembered everything now. Remembered the Immortal bursting into the Sanctity, disguised as Molly’s sister Isabella. A transformation so perfect it even fooled the Hall’s many layers of defences. I remembered the Immortal stabbing me. How the knife felt as it sank into my flesh and pierced my heart. Remembered the pain and the blood, and falling, and dying . . . I clutched at my chest, and fresh blood ran down my wrist as I crushed the torn shirtfront with my hand. The whole of my shirt was soaked in blood. But when I pushed the material aside, the skin underneath was undamaged. I ran my fingers over my chest, searching for the deep wound I remembered, but it was completely healed. I felt fine. I looked at Molly.


‘It’s all right, Eddie,’ she said, reassuring me with her eyes and her smile as well as her words. ‘You’re fine. Everything’s fine now.’


‘Look at this shirt,’ I said numbly. ‘Ruined. And it was my favourite shirt, too.’


‘I never liked it,’ said Molly.


‘You never said . . . All right. I’m back. Now, what the hell just happened?’


The Armourer moved in and offered me his hand. I grabbed onto it, and he hauled me to my feet. My legs threatened to shake for a moment, and then steadied. Molly stood close beside me, in case I needed her. The Armourer looked me over closely, and then pulled me into his arms and hugged me fiercely.


‘I thought we’d lost you, Eddie; I really did. And I couldn’t bear the thought of your being dead. I’ve lost too many already.’


I hugged him back, awkwardly. We’ve never been a touchy-feely family. He let go of me abruptly and stood back, in control again.


‘Do you remember what happened, Eddie? While you were . . . gone?’


‘I was in Drood Hall,’ I said slowly, ‘but it wasn’t the real Hall. It was a cold, empty place . . . full of dead people. Walker was there, and Grandmother, and Uncle James.’


‘A near-death experience?’ said Harry. ‘How very fashionable.’


He shut up as the Armourer glared at him. ‘Fascinating,’ Uncle Jack said briskly. ‘I’ve always wanted to record one of those. What did James have to say to you? Did he forgive you?’


‘We forgave each other,’ I said.


‘You weren’t really dead, as such,’ Molly said quickly. ‘Your spirit was in Limbo. And not everyone you encountered there was necessarily who or what they appeared to be. And Walker almost definitely wasn’t Walker.’


‘Might have been,’ said the Armourer. ‘He’s dead, all right. I got a letter.’


‘What happened to him?’ I said.


‘Someone killed him. An old enemy, or an old friend. Possibly both. It’s like that in the Nightside. So I’m told.’


‘He still shouldn’t have been there with you, Eddie,’ said Molly. ‘Not if you were in a semblance of Drood Hall. He’s never been here.’


Roger Morningstar sniffed loudly. ‘You don’t understand Limbo any more than I do, Molly. It’s neither Heaven nor Hell, not a place for the living or the dead: more of a spiritual waiting room . . . a place between places. Who knows who has access to it? If the living can enter, why not the dead? It could be that everyone you saw there, Eddie, was exactly who they seemed to be.’


‘You do so love to stir it, don’t you?’ said Molly. ‘Trust you to play Devil’s advocate.’


‘And trust you, Eddie, to have a near-death experience that’s completely unlike everyone else’s,’ said Harry.


‘Back to life for only a few minutes, and already you’re annoying the crap out of me, Harry,’ I said. ‘Now button your lip while the grown-ups talk, or I’ll supply you with a near-death experience of your own. Ethel? Are you there?’


‘Eddie, Eddie, Eddie!’ said the disembodied voice of our very own other-dimensional entity. ‘Where did you go? I couldn’t see you anywhere, and I can see into dimensions you people don’t even know exist!’


‘The Hall was very different without you,’ I said. ‘So cold . . . I called, but you couldn’t hear me.’


‘How terrible for you,’ said Ethel, completely sincerely.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It was.’


I started to shake again. Molly quickly slipped an arm through mine and squeezed it against her. The Sarjeant-at-Arms stepped forward and glared at both of us.


‘I demand an explanation as to what exactly happened! Why aren’t you dead, Eddie?’


‘Try not to sound so disappointed, Cedric,’ I murmured. ‘Though I think I could use an explanation myself. Molly?’


‘You were stabbed through the heart,’ said Molly. ‘But you were never completely dead. Try not to be too mad at me, Eddie. I did it for your own good.’


‘Did what?’ I said. ‘Tell me.’


‘Like every other witch,’ Molly said carefully, ‘at the start of my career I worked a very special magic to store my heart somewhere else, technically separate from my body, but still connected. And then I hid my heart somewhere very safe and secure and secret, so my enemies could never find it. And as long as my heart remains separate, I am very hard to kill. I can recover from every wound, every attack, no matter how apparently deadly. That’s how I survived that assault by the Drood mob stirred up by the Immortals.’ She glared at the Sarjeant there, and he had the grace to look a little guilty. He’s supposed to prevent things like that from happening. Molly took a deep breath. ‘I performed the same magic on you, Eddie, some time ago.’


‘What? Without even telling me?’ I said, rather loudly.


‘Yes!’ said Molly, meeting my fierce gaze with her own. ‘I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d react like this! I knew you wouldn’t agree if I suggested the idea to you, even though it was obviously the sensible thing to do . . . and I wasn’t prepared to risk losing you. So I did it while you were asleep. Because I needed you to be safe.’


‘When, exactly, did you do this?’ I said. ‘How long ago?’


‘I’m not going to tell you,’ said Molly, folding her arms firmly below her breasts. ‘Not until you’ve calmed down a little. Or perhaps even a lot.’


‘I can’t approve of this,’ the Sarjeant said flatly. ‘A Drood’s heart in the hands of an outsider? Completely unacceptable! As long as the witch knows where your heart is hidden and you don’t, she’ll always have power over you.’


‘He does have a point,’ said the Armourer. ‘What if the two of you had a big row? Or even split up?’


I looked at Molly. ‘The things we do for love . . . My heart belongs to the family. That’s the way it has to be. You have to put it back.’


‘Oh, all right,’ said Molly, pouting. ‘Men. Never appreciate anything you do for them. There. It’s back.’


I looked down at my chest. ‘Just like that?’


‘Of course! It’s no big deal. One of the first magics I learned. Your heart was never actually missing, after all. It was . . . separate. And safe.’


‘Did you check it for cholesterol?’ said the Armourer.


Molly glared at him. ‘I’m a witch, not a cardiologist!’


‘All right, all right! Only asking! We do have a problem with cholesterol levels in the family, and I was just wondering if . . . Shutting up right now. Sorry.’


I didn’t feel any different. A thought occurred to me, and I looked consideringly at Molly. ‘Where exactly did you put my heart? Tell me you didn’t hide it in that private forest of yours, with all those overintelligent and highly curious animals. What if one of the squirrels had dug it up while looking for nuts? You know the squirrels have never approved of me!’


Molly gave me her best haughty glare. ‘We are definitely not discussing this until you are in a much calmer state. And don’t even think of raising your voice to me like that if you ever expect to see me naked again.’


Women never fight fair.


‘I will agree to change the subject,’ I said. ‘But only because I’m still waiting to hear what happened to me after I was stabbed!’


‘Your spirit went to Limbo,’ said Molly. ‘You weren’t, properly speaking, alive, but I’d seen to it that death couldn’t claim you. So Limbo took you until my magics could supercharge the healing process and repair your body enough for your spirit to return. You were in . . . spiritual shock. Neither in one condition nor the other. Limbo isn’t a place, as such. When you go there, your mind creates its own setting. It’s perfectly possible’ – and here she broke off to scowl at Roger for a moment – ‘that all the people you saw there were really only parts of your own mind, talking to one another. Working out old issues and unresolved conflicts. Psychotherapy for the soul.’


‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘Some of them, maybe. But there was definitely another presence there. Walker . . . was very much Walker. He wanted to know things. Secrets . . . mine, and those of the family. He said he represented someone else. That he had new lords and masters now, and they were determined to rip every secret I had out of me. Whatever it took.’


‘Walker is quite definitely dead,’ said the Armourer. ‘I’ll show you the letter, if you like.’


‘I want to see that letter,’ the Sarjeant-at-Arms said immediately. ‘I never knew you had such close contacts with the Nightside.’


‘Later, Cedric,’ said the Armourer. ‘And don’t pout like that. It’s unbecoming in a man of your age.’ He nodded to Molly. ‘Carry on, my dear. We’re all listening.’


‘While you were in Limbo, Eddie,’ said Molly, ‘and spiritually vulnerable, it is possible that some enemy of yours could have launched an attack on your spirit, trying to overpower your defences.’


‘Did you tell them anything?’ said the Sarjeant.


‘No,’ I said steadily. ‘I know my duty to the family.’


‘Of course you do, Eddie,’ said the Sarjeant. ‘My apologies. But we have to know; we need to find out: who were these enemies? And how did they know you were in Limbo, and therefore vulnerable to this kind of attack?’


He turned his stern gaze on Molly, who actually stirred uncomfortably.


‘Look,’ she said, ‘I’m no expert on Limbo, all right? Don’t know anyone who is. But to reach Eddie, and enter the construct his mind had made there, and push him around . . . they’d have to be really powerful.’


‘As powerful as the Droods?’ I said.


‘I thought we’d killed off everyone as powerful as us,’ said Roger.


‘There’s always someone,’ said the Sarjeant darkly.


‘Anyway,’ said Molly, ‘as soon as I’d repaired your heart, Eddie, and got your body back in good working order, I was a bit surprised your spirit didn’t return immediately. That’s what’s supposed to happen. So I went after you. I’ve been to Heaven and to Hell; Limbo doesn’t scare me. I spent some time there myself, recovering from what the Drood mob did to me. I don’t remember what it was like, though. You won’t either, after a while. It’s not something the living are supposed to know about.’


I didn’t say anything, but I hadn’t forgotten a thing. The whole experience was as fresh and clear to me as when I was there. Every detail, every moment, every word. Because it was important that I remember. Someone had tried to steal my secrets, and those of my family, and I was determined to find out who. And . . . there was something else.


Charles and Emily? Walker had said. Whatever makes you think they’re dead?


Harry was talking. ‘You always have to be the centre of attention, Eddie. You can’t even die in an ordinary way. Though I did think we really might have lost you, for a while.’


‘Disappointed?’ I said.


‘Oh, perish the thought,’ said Harry.


‘What was it like in Limbo?’ said Roger. ‘I’ve never been there. I’m banned.’


Molly looked at him incredulously. ‘Banned? How the hell do you get banned from Limbo?’


‘Boisterousness,’ Roger said vaguely. ‘Bad behaviour. You know how it is.’


‘The memories are slipping away,’ I said carefully. ‘I have to say, I’m happy to see most of them go.’


‘What do you remember?’ said Molly.


‘Cold,’ I said. ‘So very cold . . .’ I shuddered briefly, and Molly moved quickly back to hold my arm again. I smiled at her. ‘How long was I gone? It seemed like ages . . .’


‘Maybe twenty minutes,’ said Molly. ‘Longest twenty minutes of my life.’


I had to fight not to shudder again.


There was a polite and very deferential knock on the Sanctity doors, which then opened to reveal two of the Sarjeant’s security men. I looked quickly at him, and he gestured for his people to close the doors and stay put. They did so, quietly and efficiently. The Sarjeant taught his people well. I glared at them anyway, on general principle, in case the Sarjeant had summoned them to take me away for interrogation. He can be very single-minded when it comes to the security of the family. That’s his job.


‘My people are here to take away the dead Immortal,’ said the Sarjeant, accurately interpreting my thoughts. ‘It’s important we examine the body thoroughly.’


‘You mean dissect him?’ I said.


The Armourer smiled happily, rubbing his bony hands together. ‘Know thy enemy . . . and make bloody sure he’s dead. We don’t know nearly enough about how the Immortals change their shapes to take on other people’s identities. I always assumed it was some form of projective telepathy, making us see what they wanted us to see, but this flesh-dancing thing they do seems more like shape-shifting: actual physical change, right down to the DNA. Now, I could provide you with any number of useful devices that could do that, but the Immortals did it through sheer willpower and inherited ability . . . All right, I’ll stop talking now.’


‘Some Immortals still remain at large, out in the world,’ the Sarjeant said heavily. ‘Watching us with bad intent and no doubt plotting their revenge against us. We didn’t kill them all at Castle Frankenstein. Unfortunately.’


‘I need to know everything there is to know about the Immortals,’ the Armourer said briskly, ‘if I’m to build a reliable detector to prevent this kind of thing from happening again. And to make sure that everyone in this family is exactly who and what they’re supposed to be. I don’t want any more nasty surprises.’


‘Hear, hear,’ I said solemnly.


I moved over to look down at the dead Immortal. Molly stayed close beside me. The man who’d tried to murder me looked very young now. Almost harmless. Just another teenage boy, like all the Immortals who never aged. Black froth had dried and crusted round his mouth, from where he’d taken poison rather than be captured. His eyes were still bulging; his face was contorted, his body racked by muscle spasms. He’d fouled himself in death, and the smell was pretty bad.


‘I usually know the people who try to kill me,’ I said finally. ‘But I never saw that face before. Presumably he wasn’t at the castle when we went in; and that’s how he survived when the others didn’t.’


‘He looked like my sister,’ said Molly. ‘Moved and sounded like Isabella. I was completely fooled. He couldn’t have managed such a close match . . . unless he’d had access to the original. He must have known my sister.’


‘Perhaps the remaining Immortals are holding her prisoner,’ I said.


Molly grabbed hold of my arm so hard it hurt. ‘We have to go find her, Eddie!’


‘Of course we do,’ I said. ‘You came and found me. But where do we start? Any surviving Immortals will have scattered across the world by now. If they’ve got any sense. The only base we ever knew about was Castle Frankenstein, and that’s in the hands of the Bride now, and the Spawn of Frankenstein.’ I stopped as a thought hit me. ‘Molly, could you use your magics on this body, and get some information out of him?’


‘Not really,’ said Molly, which I had to note wasn’t an unequivocal no. ‘My powers are life-based. Mostly. I was never that interested in necromancy.’


‘I am,’ said Roger. ‘Death and damnation are my business.’


I looked at him. ‘You can raise the dead?’


‘I can make a corpse sit up and talk,’ Roger said carefully. ‘There’s a difference. And only with the very recently departed, where the soul is still close by.’


‘Walker could do it,’ said the Armourer.


‘He only did it that one time!’ said Roger. ‘And he had the Voice. I’m only a poor half-breed hellspawn, so I’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way.’


He looked around at all of us, making sure he had everyone’s agreement. Not that he gave a damn for our approval; he wanted to make sure we were all implicated in the unnatural and condemned thing he was about to do. None of us said no. My family has always been able to do the hard, harsh, necessary things. Roger crouched over the dead Immortal, smiling down at the corpse and muttering something under his breath in a language I didn’t even recognise. The air seemed to slowly darken around him, as he revealed the side of himself he usually kept hidden. His other, perhaps even truer self: his demonic aspect. Stubby horns thrust up out of his forehead. His eyes caught fire, sulphurous yellow flames leaping up from glowing eyeballs. His fingers grew sharp, vicious claws, and his feet were suddenly rough cloven hooves. Where he stood, the wooden floor began to smoke and smoulder. Dark shadows seemed to wrap themselves around Roger Morningstar, despite Ethel’s rose red glow. Where Roger was, the light seemed bloodred.


Roger’s father may have been my uncle James, the legendary Grey Fox, but his mother had been a lust demon out of Hell. I never did get the full story on that. But looking at Roger now, with all his evil aspect up front and in your face, it was hard to see how we’d ever been able to take him in as one of us. I’d accepted his presence in the family because he was Harry’s love and partner, and because Roger had fought on our side in the past . . . but now, seeing all the darkness in him let loose, I had to wonder if perhaps we’d made a terrible mistake.


He looked like what he was: a hellspawn set free from the Pit to walk up and down in the world, spreading horror and evil among us like some spiritual cancer.


Harry looked at Roger with something very like shock, and I realised Harry had never seen this side of his lover before. He watched, fascinated and appalled in equal measure, as Roger Morningstar pulled back one elegant shirt cuff and cut open a vein in his wrist with one clawed fingertip. Steaming-hot, dark blood streamed down into the corpse’s open mouth, quickly filling it and spilling out over the sides. Roger sealed the wound in his wrist with a touch, and then he leaned forward over the body. He was smiling a happy, satisfied smile, as though he was enjoying doing something he didn’t often get to do these days.


‘Blood of my life for you, Immortal, for a time. My life to move within you and raise you up to do my bidding and my will. Sit up and speak, little dead man, and tell me what I want to know.’


The corpse’s mouth snapped suddenly shut, and its throat worked convulsively as it swallowed. The eyes turned to stare unblinkingly at Roger, and then the corpse sat up, the body making loud complaining sounds as it fought the stiffening of rigor mortis. The corpse looked into Roger’s burning eyes. And then the dead man screamed horribly, a lost, terrified, trapped sound.


‘Stop that,’ said Roger, almost casually, and the scream cut off immediately. The corpse worked its mouth, stained with the poison it had taken and Roger’s dark blood, and when the dead Immortal finally spoke, its voice sounded as though it travelled some unimaginable distance. It sounded like something trying to remember what a human voice sounded like.


‘Who calls me back?’ it said, and suddenly I didn’t want to hear whatever else it might have to say.


‘I do,’ Roger said briskly. ‘Talk to me, Immortal.’


The corpse’s mouth moved slowly, adopting an awful smile. ‘Do you want to know the secrets of life and death? Shall I tell you the awful knowledge of the Shimmering Plains and the Courts of the Holy, or perhaps the Houses of Pain, in the Pit?’


‘Don’t waste my time,’ said Roger. ‘I probably know more of that than you do, at this point. Stop showing off and tell me: Who sent you here to murder Eddie Drood? Are there other Immortals out there in the world plotting attacks on Drood Hall?’


‘There are only a few of us left now,’ said the corpse, still looking only at Roger. ‘Scattered. Hiding. I don’t know where they are. This was all my idea. If I couldn’t be a real Immortal anymore, a man of privilege and power, I decided I’d rather die, taking my hated enemy with me.’ He turned his head slowly to look at me, and it was all I could do not to flinch back from the sheer hatred in that look. ‘We were masters of the world, and you took it all away. The barbarian at the gates of Rome. The savage who didn’t even understand the glory he destroyed. I wanted you dead, Drood, and I came so very close . . .’ He tried to spit at me, but nothing came out of his black-crusted mouth.


The Sarjeant-at-Arms moved forward to stand between me and the dead man. He was capable of small kindnesses, when he chose.


‘How did you get in here,’ he growled, ‘past all the Hall’s defences?’


‘Rafe was one of us,’ said the corpse. ‘He told us everything. Do you really think he was the only one?’


‘I have got to get that detector working properly,’ said the Armourer. ‘Sort out who’s who once and for all.’


Molly pushed forward to glare coldly into the dead man’s face. ‘You made yourself look like my sister Isabella. Where is she? Are you holding her somewhere? Where is she? Where’s Isabella?’


‘Damned if I know,’ said the corpse. ‘I never had her. Didn’t need her. I could duplicate anyone I ever met, and I knew Isabella of old. She worked with us several times on matters of mutual interest.’


‘Your sister worked with the Immortals?’ I said to Molly.


‘Oh, hell, Eddie,’ said Molly, ‘Iz has walked along with everybody, one time or another.’


‘Even worked with us, on a few occasions,’ the Armourer said cheerfully. ‘On matters of mutual benefit. I made some very useful devices for her, none of which she ever returned. You went out with her for a while, didn’t you, Cedric?’


We all looked at the Sarjeant-at-Arms, but he had nothing to say.


‘If we could stick to the matter at hand, people,’ said Roger. ‘You don’t think what I’m doing is easy, do you? The body is already starting to fall apart. Anything else you want to ask, ask quickly. He won’t last much longer.’


We all looked at the dead Immortal. His skin was blotched and cracking, thick fluids seeping out of him as Roger’s dark blood burned him up from the inside out. His eyes had sunk right back into their sockets, nothing but a mess of black jelly now. The corpse moved his head blindly back and forth.


‘Don’t leave me like this. Please. Don’t leave me here, trapped in a decaying body.’


‘Why not?’ said Roger. ‘You deserve it.’


‘No,’ said Molly. ‘Let him go.’


Roger looked her and raised a sardonic eyebrow. ‘Mercy, from the wild witch of the woods?’


‘No,’ said Molly. ‘Not mercy. Why keep him from Heaven’s judgement, and Hell’s punishments, one moment longer?’


‘Hard-core,’ said Roger, smiling.


‘You tried to murder my Eddie,’ Molly said to the dead man. ‘Burn in Hell.’


I looked at her, disturbed by the savage and uncomplicated hatred in her face and in her voice. I liked to forget that my Molly had her own dark side, like Roger; but sometimes she wouldn’t let me. I couldn’t say anything. It wasn’t my sister the Immortals had used.


Roger straightened up and stepped back, snapped his fingers lightly, and just like that the dead man was simply a corpse again. We all watched it carefully for a while, but it lay there, cracking slowly open, leaking all kinds of unpleasant fluids and stinking the place out. The Armourer sniffed loudly.


‘You haven’t left me much to dissect, Roger.’


I looked at Molly. ‘The Immortal lost most of his family. I think it was grief that moved him, as much as revenge. God has mercy.’


‘I don’t,’ said Roger. He was still maintaining his demonic aspect, defying any of us to say anything. Perhaps because it felt so good not to have to pretend anymore. He smiled widely at Harry, showing rows of pointed teeth. ‘This . . . is who and what I really am, Harry, my dear. It’s as real and as relevant as the human face I usually wear to show the world.’


‘We all have our dark sides,’ Harry said steadily.


‘Not like mine,’ said Roger.


He took on his human aspect again, resuming the dark, sardonic and lightly mocking face he’d always shown before. And then he turned his back on all of us, including Harry, and walked away to be on his own. Where he’d been standing, his cloven hooves had scorched deep hoofprints into the wooden floor. Smoke curled slowly up from them, and on the air there was the smell of blood and sulphur and sour milk. The stench of Hell.


‘Damn,’ said the Armourer. ‘I’ll have to get the industrial sander out again.’


It’s hard to impress my uncle Jack.


‘All right,’ I said. ‘What now?’


‘An attack on you is an attack on the family,’ said the Sarjeant-at-Arms. ‘I’ll have the family psychics run some tests on you, see if they can pick up some traces of who or what might have been threatening you in Limbo.’


‘Later,’ I said. ‘I’m tired.’


The Sarjeant sighed heavily. ‘You’ve never had any faith in the family psychics, have you, Edwin?’


‘Well, they didn’t predict my bloody death, did they? I wouldn’t trust that bunch of poseurs and wannabes to guess my weight!’


‘Later, then,’ said the Sarjeant, entirely unfazed. ‘In the meantime, I will organise the family’s resources to search for the missing Isabella Metcalf. We have people everywhere, Molly. We will find your sister for you.’


‘Eventually,’ I said.


The Sarjeant didn’t actually shrug, but he looked like he wanted to. ‘It’s a big world.’


I looked at Molly. ‘Do you have any better ideas?’


She frowned. ‘My younger sister, Louisa, could find Iz easily, but last I heard, she was off exploring the Martian Tombs.’


I had to blink. ‘Really?’


Molly did shrug. ‘With Louisa, who knows?’


‘I’ve got it!’ said the Armourer. ‘The Merlin Glass, Eddie! It can find anyplace you needed to get to, so technically there’s no reason why the Glass shouldn’t be able to locate any individual person you want to find and show you where they are! Try it!’


I reached into the dimensional pocket I store the Merlin Glass in, at least partly because the damned thing creeps the hell out of me, and held the hand mirror out before me. The image in the Glass quickly cleared to show Isabella Metcalf, her own bad self: a tall muscular woman in crimson biker leathers, with short-cropped black hair and an intense, sharp-featured face. She was lurking in a fairly ordinary-looking business office, leafing through papers on a desk in a way that suggested she didn’t have anyone’s permission to do so. She looked up, startled, to see Molly and me watching her through the Merlin Glass.


‘Iz!’ said Molly. ‘You’re all right!’


‘Of course I’m all right! And keep your voice down,’ Isabella said urgently. ‘No one’s supposed to know I’m here!’


‘We’re coming through to join you,’ said Molly.


‘Don’t you dare!’ said Isabella. ‘You’ll blow my cover!’


But I’d already shaken the Glass up to its full size, and Molly and I were stepping into the office with her.


‘Eddie!’ roared the Sarjeant-at-Arms behind me. ‘You can’t just rush off! You have responsibilities here!’


But Molly and I were already gone.










Chapter Three



Hell Hath Fury


As offices went, this one hadn’t even made an effort. Just an ordinary, everyday business office with characterless furniture and all the personality of a brick wall. Not even a potted plant in the corner to cheer the place up. When Molly and I arrived, Isabella was busily thumbing through a thick sheaf of papers. She didn’t have the grace to look even a little bit guilty, and glared at Molly and me as though we were the ones who had no right to be there.


‘What the hell are you two doing here?’ she said, keeping her voice down.


‘Oh, we happened to be passing,’ I said easily. ‘Thought we’d drop in, say hello . . .’


I busied myself shutting down the Merlin Glass and stowing it safely away while Molly advanced on her sister to give her a big hug. Isabella dropped the papers on the desk and stopped Molly in her tracks with an icy glare.


‘What’s the matter with you? It’s not my birthday.’


Molly then launched into an impassioned account of what had been happening. She hit only the high points, but it still took a while. I used the time to take a good look round the office. It was all very neat, very tidy, and everything had that sheen of newness, as though everything had been moved only that day. The office felt . . . strange, incomplete, unfinished. As though someone had put everything in this room that they thought an office should have, but no one had actually moved in yet. The computer was the very latest model, the monitor was wide-screen and HD, and the keyboard didn’t have a speck of dust on it. I considered the computer thoughtfully, wondering whether it was safe to try cracking its systems open with my armour. Luther Drood, the Los Angeles field agent, had shown me a neat little trick using Drood armour that could make any computer roll over on its back, begging to have its belly rubbed. I reluctantly decided not to try anything just yet, on the grounds that Isabella would have already cracked the computer if it were that easy. The bad guys do love their booby traps. And if I set off an alarm while Molly was busy persuading her sister what a great guy I was, I’d never hear the end of it.


So I leafed quickly through the papers on the desk, looking for whatever had caught Isabella’s attention. Damned if I could see what she’d found so interesting. Pretty standard business correspondence: job openings and opportunities, accounts and invoices and memos covering the upcoming week’s meetings. But all very bland, very vague, almost too generic to be true. What was more interesting was what wasn’t on the desk: namely, not a single personal touch. No photographs, no coffee mug with an amusing saying on the side, not a mark out of place. Nothing on the walls, either: not a portrait or a print . . . or a window. Only a featureless box for someone to sit in and do . . . businesslike things. No, this wasn’t an office. It was something set up to look like an office, enough to fool an outsider.


Molly was rapidly approaching the end of her story, so I took the opportunity to quietly study her sister Isabella. The crimson biker leathers looked well lived in and hard used, like she’d done a lot of travelling in them, and she looked muscular enough to bench-press a Harley-Davidson without breaking a sweat. Even standing still she burned with vitality, as though she couldn’t wait to be out and about doing things. And, given that she was one of the infamous Metcalf sisters, probably wild and destructive things. She was handsome rather than pretty, had a hard-boned face stamped with character and determination, and wore surprisingly understated makeup. She had a certain dark glamour about her. A dangerous glamour, certainly, but there was something about Isabella that suggested she could be a whole lot of fun, if you could keep up with her.


She was the only woman I knew who had a worse reputation than my Molly. A supernatural terrorist, a twilight avenger, the Indiana Jones of the invisible world, been everywhere and done everyone. Isabella had given her life to the uncovering of mysteries and the pursuit of truth, and she didn’t give a damn whom she had to walk through or over to get where she was going. Always out in the darker places of the world, digging up secrets and things most people had enough sense to leave undisturbed. Just to ask questions of the things she dug up, and kick them in the head if they didn’t answer fast enough. She was looking for something, but I don’t think anyone knew what. Maybe not even her. I think she liked to know things. And if Molly was the wild free spirit of the Metcalf sisters, Isabella was by all accounts the tightly wrapped control freak who always had to be in charge.


I knew we weren’t going to get on. But she was Molly’s sister, so . . .


Having finally understood why Molly was so pleased to see her alive and well, Isabella grudgingly allowed Molly to hug her, but only briefly.


‘So,’ she said coldly, fixing me with an implacable gaze, ‘someone impersonated me? Someone actually dared? My reputation must be slipping. I did hear there was a rumour going around that I might have mellowed, and I can’t have people saying things like that about me. I can see I’m going to have to go out and do something appalling. Even more appalling than usual, I mean. Can’t have people thinking I’ve got soft; they’ll take liberties.’


‘Trust me, Iz,’ said Molly, ‘no one thinks you’ve got soft. There are still religions in some parts of the world where they curse your name as part of their regular rituals.’


‘Well,’ said Isabella, ‘that’s something. You have to keep the competition on their toes in this game. There’s never any cooperation when it comes to digging up graves, despoiling tombs and desecrating churches. It’s every girl for herself, and dog-eat-dog. Or perhaps that should be god-eat-god . . . It’s all based on fear and loathing and a complete willingness to take risks no sane person would even contemplate. You still haven’t explained what you’re doing here, interrupting my work.’


‘I thought you’d want to know that the Droods now know you know how to get past their defences,’ said Molly. ‘I hate sentences like that; they’re always trying to get away from you. I had to tell them, Iz; they wanted to know how your duplicate was able to penetrate Drood security so easily. I had to tell them that to avoid telling them other things.’


‘Other things?’ I said suspiciously. ‘What kind of other things?’


‘Later, sweetie,’ said Molly.


Isabella looked at me, and then shrugged briskly. ‘Don’t take it personally, Drood. I don’t give a damn about you or your family; I wanted access to your Old Library. I did ask nicely, but when that snotty, stuck-up, dog-in-the-manger family of yours turned me down, I had no choice but to find my own way in. Partly because no one tells me to get lost and gets away with it, but mostly because I wanted to read some of the wonderful old books you’re supposed to have. You Droods sit on all kinds of information that would make my job a lot easier – because you can.’


‘You’ve been strolling around the Old Library?’ I said.


There must have been something in my voice or my face, because Isabella actually looked away for a moment.


‘Well, I haven’t personally been in there, as such. Not yet. But I’m working on it!’


‘You’re welcome to try,’ I said. ‘But once you’re in there, watch your back. There’s something living in the Old Library: something very powerful and very scary. It almost killed an Immortal who was masquerading as our assistant Librarian.’


‘You see!’ said Isabella. ‘That’s the kind of secret I want to know about!’


‘Let us change the subject,’ I said, ‘on the grounds that I have been here for what seems like ages, and I still don’t know why. What are you doing here, Isabella? And where is here, anyway?’


‘Can we please all try to keep our voices down?’ said Isabella. ‘This really isn’t the kind of place where you want to attract attention to yourself. This is Lightbringer House, deep in the financial area of Bristol. As far as the rest of the world is concerned, Lightbringer House is only another ugly, anonymous office building, where businesspeople do business things. Except they don’t. This whole building is a front, a place for people to come and do things in private that would get them hanged from the nearest lamppost if they even mentioned them in public. This office, and all the others, are for show, something for people in authority to see if they have to be given the grand tour. Everyone here works on the same thing: a purpose so secret even I haven’t been able to scare up a whisper of what it might be.’


‘Yes,’ I said patiently. ‘But what are you doing here? Who are these people? What makes them so important?’


Isabella looked at Molly. ‘Just once, I wish you’d go out with someone who doesn’t need everything spoonfed to him.’ She looked back at me. ‘I’ve spent over a year now investigating a secret underground Satanist conspiracy. And don’t look at me like that, Drood! There are still such things. I’m talking about a worldwide, highly organised cabal involving very highly placed people from all walks of life. All of them worshipping the Devil, and dedicated to the destruction of civilisation as we know it.’


‘I thought that kind of stuff was an urban legend,’ I said. ‘Something for the tabloids to get excited about on slow news days.’


Isabella smiled smugly. ‘That’s what they want you to think. And who do you suppose owns most of the tabloids these days? If people could see the birthmark on the back of Rupert Murdoch’s head, they’d shit themselves. All right, I can see you’re not convinced. Quick history lesson. Pay attention and don’t make me repeat myself, or I will slap you a good one, and it will hurt.’


‘She will, too,’ said Molly. ‘I’d stay out of reach, if I were you.’


I sat down on the edge of the desk, conspicuously within reach of Isabella, and smiled politely. ‘Go ahead. I love being lectured by strict women wearing leathers.’
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