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THE STORY SO FAR …

In Stoneheart, George breaks a carving on the front of the Natural History Museum. This wakes an ancient force imprisoned in the London Stone hidden deep in the City. A vengeful carving of a pterodactyl peels off the side of the museum and chases him. When all seems lost a statue of a World War One soldier, the Gunner, steps off a war memorial and saves him.

So begins George’s ordeal trapped in a layer of London, an unLondon, in which the two mutually hostile tribes of statues, the human spits and the inhuman taints live in an uneasy truce, a truce that George’s action has thrown into jeopardy.

No one else can see what is happening to him, except Edie Laemmel, a glint. Glints are women or girls who have a gift of touching stones and experiencing past events recorded in them. George, Edie and the Gunner set off on a journey to make amends. But unknown to them the Stone has alerted the Walker, one of its servants, who stalks them with the help of his own servant, the Raven.

On this journey George discovers he has special powers. The Black Friar identifies George as a maker, someone with a special gift for sculpting things from stone or metal. The Friar also tells them to find the ‘Stone Heart’ and put the broken dragon carving back to make amends for the damage George has done. But on the way the Gunner has sacrificed himself to try and save Edie, and ultimately falls into the clutches of the Walker. It is left to George to use his new-found gifts as a maker to rescue her. In so doing he sacrifices his own safety and is fated to take ‘The Hard Way’, remaining with her in this dangerous unLondon.

In Ironhand, the Gunner is imprisoned below the city in an old water tank. At the moment George and Edie set off to try and rescue him they are separated, as George is snatched into the air by the cat-faced gargoyle named Spout. Edie sets off on her own.

George is seemingly rescued from Spout by Ariel, a spit who is also an Agent of Fate come to ensure he takes The Hard Way. She takes him to receive the challenge issued by a statue called The Last Knight. He has to fight three duels: on land, on water and in the air. He is rescued from certain death on the end of the Knight’s lance by the timely arrival of Spout who snatches him into the sky. George mends Spout’s broken wing, and the two form a bond. Spout calls George Ironhand, which he pronounces as ‘Eigengang’. Although he has cheated death, the legacy of The Hard Way is inescapably carved into George’s flesh, as three veins of marble, bronze and stone twine up his arm, each representing a duel to be fought. Each one will only stop moving fatally towards his heart as he fights the duel it represents.

Edie meanwhile has gone back to the Black Friar for help but, helped by an urchin-like statue named Little Tragedy, tries to escape the pub when it appears the Walker has come to the door. Only when they arrive at their destination through the mirrors does it become apparent that Tragedy has betrayed her to the Walker, since they are now in a past London, the London of the Frost Fair where she once glinted herself being killed. Meanwhile the Gunner has discovered that the Walker has killed many glints and stolen their sea-glass heart stones in his search for power. He escapes the water tank by crawling through London’s underground rivers, taking the stones with him. He expects to die at midnight (turn o’ day) but survives because George stands his watch on his plinth in his stead.

While he does this, he experiences what the Gunner and his brother soldier, the Officer, experience every night, an hour in the trenches under bombardment during an artillery duel in World War One (this is his first duel). While he does this he meets a soldier with his own dead father’s face and, though the soldier dies, George is able to heal his guilt at his father’s death and realize he was both loved and known to love him back.

The Gunner and George and the Officer are reunited, along with the Queen (Boadicea) and her daughters who have taken an interest in saving Edie. They travel through mirrors into the past to try and rescue her.

Edie escapes briefly from the Walker but is recaptured, after she has buried her sea-glass heart stone to save it. He takes her to the Frost Fair, where, despite having foreseen it, she is unable to prevent her own death beneath the ice.

George fights the Walker on the ice (his second duel) while the Gunner retrieves Edie’s body. The Queen takes them all through the mirrors in her chariot but, at the moment they almost run down the Walker, he escapes into the Outer Darkness beyond the Black Mirrors. Unseen by any of the others, but felt as an icy blast, an Ice Devil enters our world as he exits it and follows them back to the present.

Edie is revived by the power of all the stolen heart stones the Gunner saved from under the city, and she finds, among them, her mother’s own stone. This is doubly shocking for Edie – she knows her mother didn’t realize she had been a glint, and the fire remaining in the stone suggests her mother, believed dead, may actually be alive.

George has one more duel to fight before the last stone vein twines into his heart and kills him. The arrival of the Ice Devil has frozen time and the city, which is disappearing under a heavy snowfall. And the ordinary people seem to have disappeared, leaving George and Edie the only normal humans in a city now only populated by warring statues.

And now the story continues …


PROLOGUE

THE ICE DEVIL

The Ice Devil swirled in over the City, revelling in this new otherworld it had found. It sensed the lines of power and the old places of magic buried beneath the thin skin of the modern streets and buildings, and as it rose higher it tried to make sense of what it was experiencing.

The first thing it noticed as it crashed into this unfamiliar dimension was the dark pulse just barely contained in the London Stone. The Stone, set behind a wrought-iron screen in the side of an undistinguished building on Cannon Street, looked like nothing important. Only the tiniest percentage of the thousands of normal people who walked past it every day actually noticed it, and of those who did, none sensed the malevolence imprisoned within the rough block, or realized that the flaking iron cage was there to protect them from the Stone, rather than the other way round. But the Ice Devil was not normal, nor was it by any stretch of the imagination ‘people’: it was ‘other’. It had come through the Black Mirror from a dimension wholly and implacably different to ours, and was attuned to a very different register of forces. To the Ice Devil the Darkness in the Stone blazed out like a flaming beacon on a starless night, and that was why it made straight there to get its bearings.

What it hadn’t expected was the effect of its sudden arrival: the ice that it had made its shape out of was in fact only half as cold as the otherworldly chill that was its normal state, and when the Stone met the shocking subzero blast that attended it, it cracked. And when it cracked, the true power and depth of the Darkness within made itself apparent. If the Darkness had been light, then it would have been as if someone had tossed magnesium into that fiery beacon, releasing a blinding flare of whiteness. The Darkness revealed through the crack in the stone was the purest, most malevolent gloom, a fell dark pitched far beyond mere black. It was not a darkness made from the mere absence of light and hope, it was the Darkness that actively sucked light, hope and life into it and obliterated them.

The Ice Devil recoiled from the Darkness, surprised at the power it had released by cracking the stone. It soared up and away into the night, and came to rest on the highest perch it could find: the black block-house structure on top of Tower 42, a tall triangular skyscraper on Old Broad Street. It was on this bunker in the sky that the Ice Devil waited as it surveyed the City beneath and got its bearings, never forgetting to keep part of its consciousness on the Darkness below. And the Darkness also waited, looking back out of the crack in the Stone, waiting to take shape, in no hurry now that the doors to its long prison stood open.

And then their looks met.

What passed between them was nothing more cataclysmic than a nod and a tiny flicker of kinship. And something as delicate as laughter dropped cold and soft from the Ice Devil and joined the heavy snow starting to fall into the city below.

One command, pitched below sound, but audible to every stone-servant and taint in the city boomed out through the night: ‘COME!’
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CHINSTRAPPED

‘Where have the people gone?’ said Edie, voicing the question in George’s head. ‘Why’s everything frozen?’

George tried to ignore the insistent twinge of pain in his arm where he knew the vein of stone was inexorably twisting towards his shoulder, and looked at the unmoving traffic curving round the uphill bend of Hyde Park Corner. The cars and buses were empty of drivers or passengers, and a riderless police motorbike was stuck leaning forty-five degrees into the turn behind them as if kept upright by invisible strings.

‘And why’s it snowing?’ asked George, looking round at the Gunner.

The Gunner shrugged snow off his shoulders and looked at the Officer. The Officer cleared his throat and looked up into the sky at the fall of thick, fluffy flakes tumbling straight down on them out of the sodium glare that ceilinged the City.

‘Well. Ahem. I should say it’s, ah …’

‘Gack,’ said Spout, hopping down off the stone howitzer above them, landing in the snow already stacking up at their feet.

‘Exactly,’ finished the Officer. ‘I don’t know.’

‘How can you not know?’ asked George. ‘You must know!’

He followed the Officer’s gaze into the night sky and then turned slowly, scouring what he could see of the city for anything reassuring like someone hurrying home along a pavement, or people moving in the lighted windows of the hotel opposite. There was nothing.

‘We don’t,’ said the Queen.

‘You don’t?’ said Edie shakily.

‘No,’ replied the Gunner. ‘This hasn’t happened before.’

George stopped turning and looked at the statues standing around him in the increasingly white cityscape. The two World War One soldiers had snow massing on their tin helmets, and the Warrior Queen and her two daughters looked entirely underdressed for the eerily sudden winter tumbling down around them. The horses attached to her chariot nickered in the background and tossed white flakes from their manes, eyeing Spout the winged gargoyle with suspicion. Even without the snow, it was a strange sight.

‘Great,’ he sighed. He knew three things with equal conviction and clarity.

He knew they were in deep trouble.

He knew that whatever that trouble was, they had somehow brought it with them through the mirrors from the Frost Fair.

And he knew he was in no shape to begin to be able to figure it out. The white stone vein twining up his arm was not just counting off the time he had left to face the unavoidable doom of his third and final duel but was also remorselessly draining his remaining energy, drip by tiny drip.

‘I’m knackered,’ he said.

‘Knackered?’ shot back the Queen in surprise. ‘What is knackered?’

‘Chinstrapped,’ said the Gunner.

‘Exhausted,’ explained the Officer. ‘As in the only thing holding him up on his feet is the chinstrap on his helmet. It’s not surprising.’

Edie looked round at them, and then down at her mother’s sea-glass earring clenched in her hand. She felt a deep and private pain, one that she’d never allowed herself. It was the pain of hoping against hope, a confusing ache of elation and fear spreading through her so fiercely that she almost couldn’t breathe. It felt like she was drowning in ‘maybes’, because the light in that little fragment of glass shouted that maybe things were not as she had thought them to be, that maybe she had been lied to, maybe the great hole in her heart would again be filled with the thing she thought had abandoned it and maybe, just maybe she would not have to carry the pain alone and for ever.

‘We can’t just go to sleep,’ she said. ‘We’ve got things to do …’

‘The thing about having things to do,’ declared the Gunner, ‘is that before you start, it’s a good thing to have some idea about what they are and how you’re going to do ’em.’

‘I’m going to find my mother,’ retorted Edie, jutting her chin as if daring him to say no.

A look ricocheted from the Gunner to the Queen to the Officer.

‘Er,’ said the Officer.

‘Fair enough,’ cut in the Gunner. ‘But how?’ He thumbed over his shoulder at the empty streets. ‘Right now I’d say, bar you and George, there ain’t any other bugger in this whole city, let alone your mum.’

Edie shivered and gripped the earring tighter. She caught another look flying between George and the Gunner.

‘She is alive,’ she exclaimed.

No one said anything.

‘Edie?’ began George.

‘She IS,’ she said, eyes burning as fiercely as the heart stone in her hand. ‘She is. Otherwise why would her heart stone still be alight when all the others have gone out?’

She pointed at the loose scrabble of sea-glass pebbles quickly being covered by the falling snow at her feet. They were dull and sparkless now.

‘I thought she was dead. He told me she was. My stepfather. The people, the official people, they told me she was. But she isn’t. The bastard lied about that like he lied about everything. And I never, I never—’

George – horribly – realized she was on the brink of crying, and suddenly he knew he didn’t want her to cry, not because he minded her crying, but because she would mind, mind terribly if anyone else saw her with tears running down her face.

‘Edie,’ he cut in sharply. ‘Look. I’m cold. You’re cold. I’m exhausted. You’re exhausted. I can’t think straight. And nor can you.’

‘Don’t tell me what I can’t do,’ she said, her spirits kindling.

‘You can’t do anything until you’re properly dry and rested.’

‘And fed,’ said the Queen. ‘Children need to be—’

‘I’m not a child,’ rasped Edie. ‘I can look after myself.’

The Queen knelt in front of her and gripped her shoulders, bringing her eye to eye. Edie tried to shrug out of the grasp of the bronze hands, but they just gripped tighter.

‘Let go,’ she gritted into the calm face of the Queen.

‘No.’

‘I mean it,’ said Edie, squirming harder, to equally little effect. ‘Let go or I’ll glint you.’

The shadow of a smile passed across the Queen’s face, so fast that if you’d blinked, you’d have missed it. She fixed Edie with her eyes until she stopped trying to wriggle free.

‘The fire inside you has brought you a long way, child.’

‘I’m not a ch—’

‘You are. I don’t call you child to belittle you. I call you child to honour you. What you have survived, what your heart and courage have enabled you to endure would have beggared the strength of a grown man long since. Indeed, some grown women might have been able to outface the pain and hurt you have sustained, but precious few. You have a wild and rugged heart, child. And its fire has brought you a long way. But right now the fire you need is not of the heart, but one to banish the cold in your bones, a warmth that will let you sleep and ravel up the tattered threads of your energy so that we can face whatever tomorrow brings.’

‘If the people have all disappeared there’s a perfectly good hotel opposite with deep beds and thick blankets,’ interjected the Officer. ‘Be a snug place to billet for the night, until this snow stops.’

‘It’s ridiculous,’ said George, shaking the flakes out of his hair. ‘It’s like being stuck inside a snow globe.’

‘Gack,’ said Spout, shuffling forward and flexing a wing above them. The stone membrane stretched and umbrellaed overhead with a sharp snapping noise. Edie flinched, but George held her arm.

‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘He’s sheltering you.’

‘What’s he called?’ she sniffed, looking up at the wing arching over her head.

‘Spout.’

‘That’s a stupid name.’

‘I know,’ smiled George. ‘I gave it to him.’

‘You named him?’ said the Queen, raising an eyebrow. ‘You. A maker. Named him. Named a taint?’

‘Yes,’ he replied.

The Gunner whistled in surprise.

‘No wonder he’s following you,’ he said. ‘He’s your pet.’

‘Gack!’ said Spout, eyeballing the Gunner frostily.

‘Yes,’ said George. ‘He’s not a pet. He’s a friend. He saved my life.’

‘Did he now?’ said the Gunner. And he grinned into the gargoyle’s snarling face. ‘Then I reckon he’s my friend too.’

And he punched him on the wing.

‘Good job, Uglynuts.’

‘Gack,’ replied Spout, losing the snarl and looking confused.

Edie’s teeth were chattering. The Queen stood and pointed across the road.

‘Inside, warm bed, now.’

‘Come on, little ’un,’ said the Gunner. And before she could protest he’d hoisted her into his arms and was striding across the street between the cars.

The hotel had a portico over a driveway that looped in and out off the street, and they stood for a beat looking into the warm, softly lit interior.

‘Nothing but five star for you, my girl,’ grinned the Gunner, and took a step up into the doorway – just as a high-pitched whistle pierced the night above them. He froze.

‘What’s that?’ asked Edie.

‘The Quadriga,’ said George before the Gunner could answer. ‘It’s a warning sign, right?’

‘Right,’ said the Gunner. ‘Well remembered.’

His eyes scanned the sky above them. The Officer cleared his throat.

‘Quadriga’s a statue. Up on the arch. Boy in it, driving a runaway chariot. He can see stuff coming.’

‘What kind of stuff?’ said Edie.

There was a sudden flapping noise as Spout looped in under the portico, flexing back on the pillared columns so that he was hidden under the roof along with them. He knuckled George with a talon and then pointed it urgently into the sky to the west of them, where there was a low but insistent rumble.

‘Gaings, Eigengang, genny gaings!’

‘What kind of …?’ began Edie.

‘Taints,’ translated George. ‘Many taints!’

‘Don’t move a muscle!’ hissed the Gunner urgently, as he and the Officer instinctively stepped in front of George and Edie.

And then the rolling thunder in the sky hurled through the snow in front of them, and revealed itself to be a phalanx of stone pterodactyls, just like the one that had chased George at the beginning of his adventure. The great stone dinosaurs flapped past, long toothy beaks pointing east, their unblinking saucer-like eyes looking neither right nor left.

George found that his hand had somehow picked up his hammer on the way here, and he squeezed the handle, ready to fight for his life if one of them broke formation and noticed them. He felt the flat metallic tang of fear in his mouth, and tried to ignore it. And then the pterodactyls were followed, somewhat higher and more indistinctly by a flight of stubby-bodied creatures with bat-like wings, also heading east.

‘What are they?’ whispered Edie.

‘Gargoyles. Born ugly an’ built to last. No offence,’ said the Gunner with a nod to Spout.

‘Taints. Gathering and flying together,’ murmured the Queen. ‘Heading east.’

The spits looked at one another. Edie looked at George.

‘What’s east?’

‘The City.’

‘And … oh.’ She stopped and looked at the Queen. The Queen nodded slowly.

‘The City is in the centre of London. The Stone is in the City. And if the taints are gathering at the Stone …’

‘It’s War then,’ finished the Officer. ‘A bloody meat-grinding war. And we’re going to be in the middle, damn it.’

‘War’s damned without you needing to curse it, my friend,’ sighed the Queen, eyes fixed on the now empty sky to eastwards. George looked over the road at the dark tree-shrouded park. The snow was now deep enough to reach the bottom of the hubcaps on the cars frozen in the middle of the street.

‘Nothing worse than war,’ replied the Officer.

The Queen turned and looked at him. The smile at the edge of her mouth was entirely without humour.

‘You couldn’t be more wrong, sir. There are many things worse than war. Some of them live in the Outer Dark that lies beyond the Stone Mirrors the Walker escaped through. I fear one of them followed us back here, and now things long feared, things that have never happened, will happen, and there will be hell to pay.’
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TOUCH NOT THE CAT

Gough Square is a narrow space, too small really to qualify as a proper square, especially if the word ‘square’ conjures up images of a tree-filled green area surrounded by buildings. It was surrounded by buildings, low Georgian brick-built houses in the main, but where a larger square might hope for green there were cobbles, and while there were trees (in the strictest interpretation of the word) they were stick-like things of no age or consequence, significantly and disappointingly outnumbered by the thin metal bollards that surrounded the cobbled rectangle at the centre of the square.

The cobbles were quickly being obscured by the falling snow. At one end of the open space stood an empty plinth, snowflakes beginning to fill up a small bronze oyster shell that lay on its top.

Dictionary Johnson, a bulky bronze statue in knee-breeches, sat on the steps of one of the houses, twisting and fidgeting with something he was trying to work gently inside his close-buttoned coat. Whatever he was trying to force inside the protection of his clothing was less than keen on the whole idea, a lack of enthusiasm manifested in an aggrieved mewling, muffled by the wide lapels of the coat. The big man in the bun-shaped wig hushed and cooed to it as he endeavoured to engulf it within his garments.

‘Hodge shan’t be cold; no, no, Hodge shall not be cold,’ he promised.

There was a slight jingling noise off to one side and he froze, eyes peering into the dark mouth of the alleyway to his left.

‘Who’s there? If you mean us harm, I warn you that I shall box your ears! And my friend Hodge, he shall rake you. By God, sir, he shall bite and rake you most grievously if you mean us harm …’

The jingling resolved itself into a tall figure. As it approached, it was apparent that the noise came from a mass of small tools and instruments hanging on strings and ribbons from a much repaired tail-coat. The thin man, now clearly recognizable as the Clocker, bowed politely.

‘No need for fisticuffs, Dictionary. Lord no. Mean no harm. Have greatest respect et cetera. As you know. Friend not foe. Looking for you.’

He paused and waved generally at the falling snow amid the stillness of the square around them. The light glinted off his complicated glasses, rigged out with a bewildering selection of watchmakers’ magnifying lenses ready to hinge down over either eye.

‘Feel this to be unworldly. All my clocks stopped. All clocks in city stopped. Extraordinary. Do not even have word for it …’

His hands tried to pluck the right expression out of the air. Dictionary harrumphed and jerked his head sharply as if shaking loose a couple of forgotten words that might fit.

‘Disadventurous? Ominatory?’

The Clocker’s hands stopped grasping the air and traced a faint and elegant bow of thanks.

‘Precisely. Knew you the very fellow to ask.’

A low yowl of feline disapproval emerged from within Dictionary’s garments.

The Clocker cleared his throat.

‘Excuse impertinence. Intolerable curiosity. Is that cat?’

Dictionary rose from the step, visibly swelling with something between pride and embarrassment.

‘Cat, sir? This is Hodge, sir. More than a mere cat. A boon companion whom I should rather starve and perish than see suffer the vicissitudes of such unchancy and inclement weather.’

‘Ah,’ ventured the Clocker.

‘He abhors the cold, sir, as I cannot abide a Frenchman or a papist,’ rumbled the great man in explanation.

Hodge, a cat statue whose normal home was the empty plinth with the oyster shells, took this as his cue to turn himself upside down and claw his head clear of the enfolding coat. Two well-formed bronze ears flattened on his head and he showed his fangs in a moment of displeasure.

‘Very fine cat. No doubt,’ said the Clocker, bravely reaching a hand forward to stroke the cat, who immediately reared up and swiped a claw at the tentative gesture of friendship. The Clocker jerked back, and as he did so his glasses bounced off his face and clattered to the ground.

‘My apologies,’ said Dictionary. ‘Hodge is more catamountain than fireside puss.’

‘He is a fearsome mouser no doubt,’ said the Clocker, looking down at the thin half-inch of blood striping the back of his thumb.

‘Hodge is the scourge of tittle-mice, the nemesis of rats and the creeping doom of sparrows, Clocker.’

‘Sparrows?’

‘Birds in general. I believe he takes feathers and flight as personal affronts. I have wasted many a minute watching him stalk the birds in this square. He sees a bird as a challenge, does Hodge. He is, if nothing else, a cat with ambition …’

He looked more closely at the Clocker as he stooped to pick up his glasses. He pointed a questioning sausage-finger at the thin man’s face. There was an unblinking beam of blue light emerging from one of the Clocker’s eyes, an eye that had a miniature clock-face instead of a normal eyeball.

Dictionary stared at it. The hour and the minute hand pointed straight up at midnight, and the second hand was unmoving, perhaps half a second after midnight.

‘… your eye, sir.’

The Clocker’s head bent in agreement.

‘Indeed.’

‘It does not pulse. It did pulse, if I am not mistaken?’

‘It did. Regularly. Marked the passing seconds.’

‘I remember it well, sir. And yet … it pulses no more.’

The Clocker nodded and licked his lips.

‘No. As said. All clocks stopped. Believe time itself stopped. If not stopped, out of joint. Have no idea what happened. No word for what this is. Thought you might.’

‘No, sir,’ said Dictionary, shaking his head. ‘But if time has stopped ticking, then I believe we are in the after-hours. And what that portends I have no means of knowing.’

Hodge suddenly stiffened and hissed at something in the sky above. The two men looked up and saw a flight of distinctively shaped creatures flapping slowly eastwards over the square.

‘Pterodactyls?’ said Dictionary.

‘From façade of Natural History Museum,’ agreed the Clocker. ‘Almost certain. Never seen flying in pack before.’

‘Time’s never been out of joint before,’ growled Dictionary, eyes scanning the sky for more silhouettes. ‘It’s the boy and the girl, isn’t it? The maker and the glint. They’ve done something—’

‘Or something done to them,’ cut in the Clocker. ‘Boy was chased by pterodactyl. Liked boy. Girl plucky too.’

He watched Dictionary bend and pick up a battered hat from the step and brush a thick layer of snow from it.

‘You have plan?’

‘No, sir. But I venture if you were to join me on a fast perambulation towards the Gunner’s monument we may have news of them.’

They walked out of the square, side by side, the tall gangling figure of the Clocker crow-stepping through the snow alongside the barrel-shaped Dictionary who bulldozed along beside him. Only Hodge looked back and noticed the square was not left quite empty. High on the roof opposite a lone bird looked down at them, a dark bird. A Raven.

Hodge hissed.

The Raven didn’t blink.

It waited until they had turned the corner before pushing off into the night sky and flapping over their footsteps in the snow, keeping its distance … almost as if it was stalking them.
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A FIRE IN THE DARK

‘George,’ said Edie very quietly.

‘I know.’

They were frozen about ten paces inside the warm lobby of the eerily silent hotel.

‘You feel it too?’

George nodded slowly, his face tight with tension.

‘Yes.’

‘We can’t …’

‘No. We can’t.’

The Gunner looked at them, then at the Officer and the Queen. ‘You got any idea what they’re on about?’

The Officer shook his head. The Queen’s eyes were fixed on Edie, who was looking up at the ceiling as if something unpleasant was about to drop through it.

‘No,’ said the Queen, ‘but if she’s sensing something, it’s here somewhere.’

‘It’s everywhere in here,’ whispered Edie, looking at George.

He tried to control the strange sense of nausea and fear building in his gut. He couldn’t put it in words, not in a way that would do justice to the oddness of what he was experiencing, but ever since they’d walked into the building, ten long paces ago, he’d felt wrong, wrenchingly wrong, out of place in a way that was like a kind of vertigo, except instead of the fear of falling down, he felt like he was in imminent danger of losing his grip on where and why and who he was, and just falling in every direction at once.

‘It’s the people who aren’t here. The ones who disappeared. They’re …’ Edie flailed for an explanation.

‘They’re still here. Just not “here” in a way we can see,’ finished George. ‘Right?’

Edie grimaced and took a step back. She looked so tired and cold and wet that George thought if she got any paler he’d start being able to see through her like a—

‘Ghost. Ghosts. It feels like ghosts,’ he blurted.

‘Exactly,’ said Edie, turning to look at the Queen. ‘It’s like when people say you walked through a ghost. The people who aren’t here, they’re almost here, and they’re like … frozen too. Stuck between here and now.’ She wiped her hand across her face, then rubbed it hard, trying to scrub the exhaustion away. ‘It’s like walking through a silent scream. Being in here with all of them, the ones who are here – but not here.’

She eyed George. He nodded, and she began backtracking carefully across the well-polished floor. ‘We can’t sleep in here. This stillness, this silence …’

‘It’s too loud,’ he said.

‘Exactly,’ said Edie, still backing up to the door. ‘If we sleep in here we’ll go—’

‘Doolally,’ finished George.

The Officer shook his head.

‘You need sleep, you need food, you need warmth. We’ll take turns to stand watch over you. It’ll be fine.’

‘No,’ said George, looking at Edie’s face. ‘No. We’re not sleeping inside. Maybe you lot can’t feel it, but we can. We sleep outside.’

‘Outside? It’s bloody snowing, pardon my French,’ exploded the Gunner, tipping an eye at the Queen. ‘Not a night to be playing Eskimos.’

George turned on his heel and headed for the door. He must have walked through someone who wasn’t there, a doorman perhaps. Anyway, he was ambushed by a sudden cold lurch in his guts as if he wanted to retch. He took Edie’s shoulder and walked them both out of the door and into the street.

‘We’ll sleep under the arch. Under the Quadriga.’

‘You’re both nutty as a fruitcakes!’ snorted the Gunner, hot on their heels. ‘It’s warm indoors!’

‘There’s heat and beds and blankets and food …’ began the Officer.

George was so exhausted he felt that if he stumbled the ground would just open up and he’d fall into the black maw and never be seen again. ‘So bring them out. Duvets, blankets, whatever. We’ll make a fire …’

‘Dry clothes. Coats. Hats,’ said the Queen. Her daughters nodded and ran off soft-footed into the depths of the hotel.

‘What are we going to make a fire with?’ asked Edie as George steered them both back towards Hyde Park Corner and the great protective stone arch in the middle.

‘That,’ he said, pointing at a builder’s truck loaded with what looked like the smashed wooden debris of a recently gutted kitchen. ‘That’ll burn nicely.’

‘Couple of suicidal pyromaniacs now!’ grumbled the Gunner, but he angled off and scooped up a big armful of wood off the truck anyway.

One of the Queen’s daughters came running out of the hotel with an armful of coats that she’d obviously just lifted straight out of the cloakroom. She tossed George a couple and then lobbed him a mad-bomber hat with long ear-flaps.

He put the hat on first and grinned.

‘Cool.’ He smiled, the ear-flaps dangling down on each side of his face like ears on a cartoon dog.

‘Not really,’ said Edie.

The daughter handed her a long black fur coat.

‘Warm,’ she said simply.

Edie nodded and put it on without slowing down. The hem skimmed the ground as she walked.

‘Yeah,’ she said, pulling it around her. ‘Warm.’
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NIGHT PATROL

As in the rest of London, snow was falling heavily outside the pillared façade of The Royal Exchange. Two World War One soldiers stood at ease, back to back on either side of a tall war memorial. They wore peaked caps instead of tin helmets, and one was noticeably older than the other.

To their right was an impressive equestrian statue. A martial Duke sat astride a noble stallion, a cloak falling off his shoulders, a marshal’s baton clenched in one hand.

‘Oi, Uncle – it’s snowing,’ observed the Young Soldier.

The older soldier looked at the Duke. The Duke was watching a pair of stone gryphons flying overhead. He didn’t let anything like worry play across his impressive brow, but the Old Soldier noticed that he unobtrusively pushed the baton inside his waistcoat, freeing up a hand to rest casually on the pommel of his sword.

‘Oi. Uncle. You there? I said it’s snowing,’ said the Young Soldier, craning round the end of the monument to see the Old Soldier on the other side.

‘You know what you are, young ’un. You’re the Grand Bloody Panjandrum of the Painfully Bleeding Obvious,’ scowled the Old Soldier.

‘I was just saying. It’s snowing. And everything stopped.’

The Old Soldier blew out his cheeks.

‘I dunno, son. Sometimes I wonder if you got both blades in the water. Or was you asleep when the clock struck thirteen?’

‘It never!’ The Young Soldier sounded impressed.

‘You’re as much use as an inflatable cheese-knife,’ sighed the other, then stiffened. ‘Watch out, Hooky’s having an idea.’

The hook-nosed Duke ran a hand over his face and squared his shoulders as if making a large decision. He cleared his throat and pointed at the two soldiers.

‘Right. You two, at the double.’

The two soldiers stepped off their plinth and hurried over to the Duke. He didn’t take his eyes off the sky.

‘See that?’

‘Flight of taints, sir. Up to no good, I shouldn’t be surprised,’ said the Old Soldier.

‘Up to mischief,’ said the other.

‘No doubt,’ said the Duke. ‘Very well. I think a little reconnoitring would pay dividends. Don’t like not knowing what the enemy’s up to.’

‘Want us to go have a shufti, sir?’ volunteered the Old Soldier.

‘No.’

The Duke kneed the horse and clicked his teeth. The great animal stepped off the plinth and crashed to the ground. The Duke wobbled alarmingly but stayed on.

‘All right, sir?’ asked the Young Soldier innocently. The Old Soldier kicked him while the Duke wasn’t looking.

‘Me, sir? Sound as guns. The sickening artist johnny who made us omitted any damn stirrups,’ barked the Duke, steadying himself. ‘But everything else has gone for a ball of chalk, I’d say: people disappeared, time frozen, snow bucketing out of nowhere. Damn queer straits we’re in.’

And without a backward glance he led them off into the street of trackless snow leading away from the square.

‘Keep your muskets primed and your powder dry.’
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DEATH BY DROWNING

Edie was drowning again. She had felt the horrible ache of exhaustion in her leg muscles as she tried to run in the snow covering the ice beneath her. She had winced at the burning pain in her lungs as she rasped for breath in the cold night air. She’d heard the Walker chasing her down, his breath coming in harsh ugly counterpoint to the crump of his boots pounding heavily through the dense snow-pack behind her.

Despite herself she’d turned again to see him, just enough to see his silhouette backlit by the flaming torches of the Frost Fair spread on the ice behind him, fire reflecting off the gutting-blade that he held low to his side as he ran. And as she’d looked back, knowing she shouldn’t but not quite remembering why, she had felt the sickening lurch once more as her shoe plunged down into nothing, where the treacherous hole in the ice was lying in wait for her unseeing foot.

Knowing what was happening, she threw her arms wide, trying to stop herself on the sides of the ice-hole, but as time slowed and she fell into the dark water she realized with another jolt that the Walker, the Frost Fair and London itself had mysteriously disappeared entirely.

She twisted as she plunged into the water in a treacly slow-motion and saw that there was suddenly no ice at all, and that the only hole was the one she was making in a gunmetal sea that stretched to the horizon all around her.

She had enough time to note the way the small waves caught the moon, their interlocking surfaces like a wilderness of knapped flint heaving slowly in the moonlight – and then her face hit the water and the shock of the cold slapped her back into normal speed, and she was fighting to get back to the air with a mouthful of salt water.

She struggled to swim up through a skirl of bubbles, but no matter how hard she kicked and pulled for the surface the black water pulled her down and down, until there was nothing left to make bubbles with and only the sound of her blood pounding in her ears. Her lungs ached with the effort of keeping the last breath inside her as they burnt every last bit of oxygen. And this time there was no Gunner to rescue her, or drop a heart stone through the hole in the ice to light her way, only death closing in all round her.

Her last thought was to reach into her pocket and pull out her mother’s heart stone, which she did with numb fingers, thickened and made clumsy with cold. She held it in front of her eyes, but it had ceased to blaze forth any inner fire and was as lightless as the water around her. She caught only the reflection of her own staring eyes and the long hair ribboning across her pale face like tendrils of seaweed binding her to the blackness that surrounded her.

She opened her mouth to scream ‘No!’ as the last air in her lungs burst for the surface far above and the icy water entered in its place and started drowning her. Then she woke.

She gasped for breath, and tried to sit up, but a firm hand pushed her gently back amongst the pillows and the blankets as her mind came out of the dream and returned to a world no less strange, but – in this moment and this place – better and safer.

The Queen smiled down at her. Edie saw the comforting curve of the wide stone arch above, the large square-cut stones uplit by the flames from the fire burning at her side.

‘A dream, child. A bad dream, no more. Sleep. You are safe. For now.’

Edie remembered her mother’s heart stone. She scrabbled it out of her pocket and was relieved to see it still had the spark of fire at its core. It had only died in her dream. She clenched it in her fist and lay back in the cocoon of stolen hotel duvets and pillows.

‘I was drowning.’

The Queen smiled and smoothed Edie’s hair from her face, in a mother’s unconscious gesture that Edie felt like a sharp pang of something from her past.

‘We are all drowning, child. The world is drowning. And there are other ways to drown than in water. But you shall not die tonight. You are among friends.’

Edie looked round. The weird romance of the scene struck her. Maybe it was the fire and the stone and the snowstorm beyond, but it was both otherworldly and ancient. The Queen’s daughters stood over the flames, talking quietly in the red glow. Beyond them the Gunner leant on the stone at one side of the arch, relaxed but alert, looking out into the night, his large hands unconsciously playing with the two small mirrors they’d used to travel back from the Frost Fair, like a man practising a coin trick. And when she moved her head she could see the Officer on guard on the other side, his long coat belted round him, collar up. The crackling fire threw bright sparks swirling into the air and illuminated the snowflakes falling just beyond the warm glow of the arch.

There was a grunt and a snuffle from beside her, and she looked over to see George fast asleep in his own cocoon of white duvets, the mad-bomber hat pulled low over his eyes. Edie smiled as he snored.

They had sat up late before going to sleep and Edie had been touched, although she hadn’t shown it, by the horror he had showed as she told him about her misadventures with the Walker and her drowning at the Frost Fair.

‘You like the boy,’ said the Queen.

‘Yeah. But not like that,’ said Edie without thinking. ‘He saved me. He’s … like …’ She stopped, searching for a word she couldn’t quite put her finger on. It was a word she didn’t use much, which made it all the more surprising when it found itself and popped out without her being able to control it, or the need it revealed.

‘… family.’

The moment the word came out she knew it was right and she wished she’d had the sense to bite her tongue to stop it escaping. Somewhere inside she knew she’d betrayed herself.

‘You trust him?’

‘Much as I trust anyone, yeah, suppose I do,’ she said, staring up at the curve of firelit stone high above her. And then she shivered as a chill passed through her.

‘You’re cold, child. Let the girls warm you.’

Edie looked over at the two girls standing close to the fire as their mother waved them over.

‘You feel the cold?’ she asked.

‘We feel it. We just don’t mind it as much as flesh and blood does,’ smiled the Queen. ‘Besides, the girls aren’t warming themselves for themselves. They’ve been warming themselves for the both of you. Bronze absorbs heat well.’

The daughters lay down on either side of Edie and grinned at her. She felt the warmth coming off them in waves.

‘Like radiators,’ she smiled.

‘We’ve been called many things before,’ said the girl on her left.

‘But a radiator is a new thing,’ laughed the one to her right.

Edie felt she’d said something rude, and though saying rude things was not anything she normally gave two hoots about, she didn’t want to be impolite to these girls or their mother. After all, they’d saved her too. And more than that, she liked their quietness. It was a very strong kind of quietness. They made no fuss, but they were obviously tough and fearless and very brave. Edie wasn’t used to seeing people she wanted to be like, so she didn’t know how to behave.

‘It’s not a bad name. I mean, I don’t mean it like that. I reckon it’s like radiant, right. And radiant means, you know …’

And here she found herself blushing and hating herself for it.

‘… beautiful,’ said the Queen.

‘Yeah. But. I mean, that sounds soppy. I don’t know, sort of weak,’ Edie fumbled on.

‘There’s nothing weak about beauty, child,’ snapped the Queen. ‘The only weakness in it is if you think it means anything important. The ugliest thing in the world is a beautiful woman without the brains or courage to know that it is nothing more than an accident.’

Edie kept quiet.

‘Now sleep. We will watch over you from without, and within may Andraste guard you in your dreams.’

The warmth from the two girls at her side was making Edie finally drowsy again. ‘Who’s Andraste?’ she murmured.

‘She is the goddess of the Iceni, moon-mother, maiden, thread-cutter, Lady of the Silver Wheel and Victory herself. May her far-seeing eye watch over you in the blackness of sleep, and may her wings of comfort heal you.’

‘And who is the Iceni?’ asked Edie, her eyes closing.

The Queen spoke very softly.

‘We are, child. My daughters and I are the last of the Iceni, one of the greatest tribes of this island, made to stand again long after our true memories had faded from the earth.’ She smiled and shook her head. ‘Once I was Boadicea, Queen of thousands. Now we are but three. But once? Once we were something.’

‘You’re still something,’ mumbled Edie. And then she fell asleep.

The Queen watched her with a slight smile on her usually austere face until her breathing became regular. Then she stood decisively.

‘She’s asleep.’

‘Good,’ said the Gunner, squinting back into the light as his eyes adjusted from watching the outer darkness.

The Queen’s face had lost all traces of the smile, and her voice was low and urgent.

‘Wake the boy. Things are worse than we feared.’
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THE DARK HORSE

Long, long ago, before history started and the wildness of the world was tamed, there was a great struggle between the Light that gave Life, and the Darkness that walked the earth spreading ignorance and hatred, feeding off the terror it left in its wake. Only after a long and brutal fight did Light win this struggle and pen the Darkness deep in the rocky heart of the world.

Ages later, but still long before the time of the Romans or even the Druids that came before them, the people of the island needed a sacred stone. And the place where they went to hack that stone from the living rock was the place where the Darkness had been defeated. hey went there because they knew it was a sacred place, but they had forgotten why, or they would have chosen a different spot and a better stone. But because the struggle between Light and the Darkness had happened so long before their distant ancestors had even been born, the memories of precisely why the place was sacred had been lost. And so the Stone was carved from the earth, and when it was moved to its new place, the Darkness went with it.

And the Darkness stayed imprisoned in the Stone.

And waited.

It waited close to a crossing-place, where a broad slope of wooded land latticed with streams met the broad river to its south. It waited through the long fall of centuries and watched those virgin woods retreat as the men built a hamlet, then a village, then a bridge and a town. It waited while the town spread all around it, stealing more and more of the woods and the hidden green spaces within them. It waited and watched as the town rose and fell, was burnt and rebuilt, and grew more bridges on either side of that first crossing. It waited while the town grew to a city as wood and thatch gave way to stone and brick. And it watched brick and stone in their turn give way to steel and glass as the quiet river-crossing that had become a great growling beast of a city ran out of land and rose up to steal the sky in its stead.

It waited because it knew that one day it would again walk free, and it also knew that while stone itself does not last for ever, it lasts much, much longer than people or their memories do, and it knew that one day something would happen to release it.

And then, in the moment when the Ice Devil came to the city, stopping time so violently that all the people disappeared and permanent winter came on its tail, it knew the long wait had ended.

It knew it even before the Ice Devil passed over its stony prison and frost-shattered it open.

But still it waited. It didn’t wait because waiting had become its habit over the aeons it had been pent in the Stone. It had simply forgotten the shape in which it had once moved in the world, just as someone confined to a hospital bed for a long time forgets how to move their legs.

It waited because now that the long imprisonment was over, it needed just a fragment, the tiniest mote of extra time to start remembering.

Snow and silence filled the anonymous stretch of Cannon Street. The only place the flakes did not stay was on the ornate grille in front of the Stone. When the flakes landed on the hot metal they melted instantly in a tiny hiss.

And then the Stone caught the scuff of hooves and the cautious tread of hobnailed boots. And the Darkness coiled within it, a great fiend, ready to spring.

‘I’m only saying,’ grumbled the Young Soldier, ‘that my boots is hurting.’

‘Your boots is always hurting,’ replied his older companion. ‘Give it a rest and keep your eyes peeled. If old Hooky up there hears you whining, there’ll be merry hell to pay.’

They were following the hook-nosed Duke as he slowly moved his horse forward, cautiously snaking his way through the snow-covered cars frozen in the middle of the street. His sword was drawn and held at his side. He looked calm but ready for anything that might surprise him.

He stopped alongside a double-decker bus, raising himself a little higher in the saddle, as if sniffing something on the wind.

‘’Old up,’ said the Old Soldier.

‘If he’s the general,’ said the Young Soldier, scratching himself, ‘what’s he doing out front, up the sharp end?’

The Old Soldier sighed and took advantage of the pause in their forward progress to pull a battered pipe from the chest pocket in his battledress. He stuck it in his mouth and sucked on it reflectively.

‘Well, young ’un. It ain’t like we haven’t had this conversation before, is it?’

‘I’m just …’

‘You’ve just got a memory like a bleeding sieve is what it is. First off, he’s cavalry, see, and in his day cavalry went out in front and done the forward scouting. Secondly, he don’t quite trust us, which looking at you I can’t help thinking he’s half right about. And finally, he’s a hundred-per-cent copper-bottomed writ-up-in-the-history-books kicked-Boney-in-the-arse-at-Waterloo fire-eating hero, isn’t he?’

‘But ain’t we heroes?’ whispered the Young Soldier.

‘I dunno,’ said the Old Soldier, ‘but I do know we’re mincemeat if he hears you rabbiting on like this, and that’s a fact.’

He nodded towards the Duke, who was leaning forward on the horse, craning for a view round the front of the bus. Something on the other side of the street was getting his full attention. He reached back and silently waved them forward.

‘Come on,’ said the Old Soldier, gripping his pipe between his teeth in a grimace of unwelcome anticipation. ‘Keep your cake-hole shut and stay low.’

They ducked below the snow-laden roofs of the cars and low-ran quickly forward to the bus. The Duke backed his horse a couple of paces and leant down to talk quietly to them.

‘Something’s got my horse spooked,’ he said as he smoothed the neck of the large stallion. The soldiers could see it was trembling, and it pawed skittishly on the ground as the Duke continued. ‘Something over there.’

They all peered through the windows in the bus, trying to see across the street.

‘Nothing what I can see,’ began the younger soldier, looking round. ‘Where are we anyway?’

‘Cannon Street,’ replied the Old Soldier.

‘There’s nothing in Cannon Street,’ said the Young Soldier. ‘No taints what I can think of, nothing except …’

‘London Stone,’ said the Duke calmly, nodding across the street on the other side of the bus. ‘Over there.’

The Old Soldier peered through the frost-rimed glass of the bus window. He couldn’t see much and what he could see was bleary and indistinct. He turned to find the Duke looking at him. One of the things that made the Duke such an uncomfortably good leader – if you were a follower – was that he seemed to be able to give orders without actually speaking them. The Old Soldier nodded and cleared his throat quietly.

‘I, er, could crawl over and have a look-see …’

‘Ah, if you’d be so kind,’ nodded the Duke. ‘I’d be much obliged.’

The Old Soldier pocketed his pipe, dropped to his knees and crawled around the rear of the bus. He edged forward through the snow, his zigzag route dictated by the need to keep cars between him and the Stone until he could get close enough to get a better look.

Only once did he pause and look back, and as soon as he saw that the others could still see him he gave them a thumbs-up, put his finger to his lips and then continued on until only a taxi stood between him and the strip of pavement in front of the London Stone’s cage.

He tried to look under the taxi, but the snow was already too deep. So he quietly propped his rifle against the side of the vehicle and reached up to the passenger door handle.

‘What’s he doing?’ breathed the Young Soldier, voice suddenly cracking with tension. The Duke put a hand on his shoulder.

‘He’s doing a damn fine job, youngster. Using all available cover, if I’m any judge …’

The Old Soldier quietly opened the passenger door and crawled inside the taxi. The only thing between him and the three metres of clear air separating him from the Stone was the thin glass of the side window. He calmly turned the peak of his cap backwards, and lifted himself off the floor just high enough for his eye to sneak a peak over the lintel of the window.

‘Bloody hell,’ he whispered.
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