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Wounds are for the desperate, blows are for the strong.

Balm and oil for weary hearts all cut and bruised with wrong.

I forgive thy treason – I redeem thy fall –

For Iron – Cold Iron – must be master of men all!

‘Cold Iron’ – Rudyard Kipling


THE STORY SO FAR…

On a school trip George breaks a carving of a dragon on the front of the Natural History Museum. This wakes an ancient force imprisoned in the Stone – a rough block, hidden deep in the City of London. As an immediate result a vengeful carving of a pterodactyl peels off the side of the building and begins chasing him. Just 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, a city in which the two mutually hostile tribes of statues – the human-based spits and the inhuman taints – walk and talk and live in an uneasy truce, a truce that George’s action has thrown into jeopardy.

The thing that makes his ordeal all the harder to endure is that no one else can see what is happening to him, except Edie Laemmel. Edie’s a glint. Glints are women or girls with the ability to experience past events recorded in the stones they touch. The thing about Edie’s gift is that nobody’s ever explained it to her, so she just sees it as a curse and thinks she’s mad. She’s also on the run.

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 through the streets with the help of his own servant, the Raven.

On this journey, George discovers he has special powers that mark him out and make him a target for the enraged taints: one of the dragon statues that guards the City of London slashes a scar on to his hand that another statue, the smiling but sinister Black Friar, tells them is a Maker’s Mark. It 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. Helped by benign spits and threatened by violent taints, they eventually find themselves at the Stone Heart of London, the London Stone.

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.

And now the story continues …
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DARKNESS FALLS

The Walker and the Gunner fell into the dark, pitched into a deep abyssal blackness beyond even the memory of light. But even though there was no possibility of seeing anything, the Gunner sensed they were plummeting through a succession of layers, as black seemed to flash an even deeper blackness in an unpleasant negative strobing that he felt rather than saw.

And then the horrible movement through the void stopped abruptly as they hit something solid.

The Gunner’s knees crunched down into wet gravel, and his free hand instinctively palmed out to halt his fall, sending a jarring shock up his arm as it smacked into an unseen stone wall in front of him. He hung there, head low, angled between the wall and the ground, panting for breath. He felt wrong, more wrong than he’d ever felt, more wrong than he’d known it was possible to feel. He felt it in ways he couldn’t begin to list or explain; it was as if an invisible hand had reached into the core of him and wrenched everything off-true and left it hanging there, twisted and broken.

He heard the birl of gravel beside him as the Walker moved his feet. Using the last of his strength he swiped a hand into the darkness, but his fingers only caught air and blackness.

He opened his mouth in an ‘oof’of pain at the effort, instantly clenching it shut and cutting off the giveaway sound. Whatever was happening to him, he was damned if he was going to give the Walker the pleasure of knowing how much it was hurting.

And then the lights came on.

The first thing he saw was the upturned bowl of his tin helmet lying on the stones in front of his thick hobnailed army boots. Then he saw the protective legging buckled on his right calf like the residue of an ancient piece of armour. On a real soldier the legging would have been leather, but in this case, since he was of course a statue, it was made from bronze, like the rest of him. His left calf was unarmoured, tightly wound with bandage-like puttees instead. Above that he saw his hands, strong blunt fingers splayed on the knees of his army britches as he took his breath.

He scooped up the helmet, straightened up, smoothed the front of his uniform tunic, and adjusted the cape round his shoulders. It wasn’t a real cape. It was the canvas ground-sheet from a one-man tent, hung round his shoulders to keep the weather off, tied in place with a piece of string through two grommet holes. He put on the helmet and then he stood up straight, every inch the battle-worn World War One veteran that he’d been sculpted to be.

And then his mouth, despite his best intentions, fell open again as his jaw dropped in shock.

They were in a large and ancient underground water tank. His feet stood on a small shelf of pea-gravel that sloped against one wall. This tiny beach took a bite out of a rough square of black water, about ten metres on each side. The irregular blocks of stone lining the walls of the tank were greasily mottled with age and tumoured with sickly blooms of fungus that hung around them at what looked like a high-water mark. Drips from the stone roof of the chamber plopped concentric circles into the dark surface below.

But it wasn’t the claustrophobic dimensions of this doorless chamber with its dark water floor and half-moon gravel beach that made the Gunner gasp in surprise.

It was the lights.

Light blazed out from pieces of glass that someone had carefully arranged on each wall to make four gappy castle-shapes facing each other across the black water. A metal disk the size of a side-plate spun lazily on the end of a chain at the centre of the space, bouncing the light slowly around the room.

‘What is this?’

The question croaked from his throat before he could stop it. He heard a sniff of contempt and focused on the gaunt figure up to its knees in the water at the edge of the gravel bar. The Walker wore a long green tweed overcoat with a hooded sweatshirt underneath it. He swept the hood back and ran his fingers through long rat-tailed hair brindled with grey. He had a skull-cap on the back of his head, and a jutting goatee framing a mouth twisted in a permanent half-open sneer. His hands held two small circular mirrors which he clipped together and stowed in his coat pocket. Then he bent and lifted a long dagger from the edge of the beach. He unpeeled a thin sour smile as he gestured around the water tank with the gleaming blade.

‘This is a dream of four castles,’ he replied, indicating the turret shapes on the walls around them. ‘It is a vision that came to me, long ago, when I was a free man. It is a vision that I have made real. It is nothing that you could begin to understand.’

He shifted the blade in his hand and sliced angled reflections of light around the room, revealing more of the edges of the subterranean tank.

‘It was a void, and darkness was all it contained until I came across it. Now it is a place of power. My power.’

The Gunner felt burdened and squeezed by the great pressure of earth above him. He felt as lost as if he had been spirited into the bowels of the earth and pinned beneath a mountain. But he was damned if he was going to let the Walker enjoy his discomfort.

“Where are we? Where is this?”

The Walker spun slowly in full circle, sending the reflected beams of light around the dank edges of the chamber.

‘We are under London. A city you will only ever see again in your memories.’

The Gunner would have swung a fist at the Walker, but the wrongness inside him seemed to have sapped his normal strength and left him needing all his energy just to stay on his feet. And besides, he had to know what was going on. He was nowhere he’d ever been, feeling like nothing he’d ever felt; and he could always try and flatten the Walker later, when he came within easier reach. Although he had a suspicion that escaping or even surviving whatever was happening to him was going to require more than swinging fists.

‘Talk plainer.’

‘This is where you stay. For ever, perhaps. Enjoy the light. When I leave, it goes too.’

The Walker looked at the Gunner with something like pleasure.

‘You feel it, don’t you, inside; the emptiness, the rising horror, the loss of strength, the sense that you’re not master of yourself?’

The Gunner made himself stand straight.

‘Don’t you worry about me, chum. I’m right as a trivet.’

‘Oh, I’m afraid you’re not. You broke an oath sworn to me. You swore it by your Maker. You have to do what I say.’

‘Not happening,’ the Gunner snorted tersely.

‘Oh, but it is. You’re a proud man. I won’t offend you by treating you like a lackey. After all, all I require of you is that you die. And all I have to do to effect that happy outcome is to forbid you to dig your way up out of here. And I do. I do order you not to try and dig up towards the light and the clean air. Simple isn’t it? One instruction, and you’re doomed. Midnight will come, your plinth will be empty and whatever animates you dies; you’ll be nothing more than scrap for the smelter.’

The Walker’s eyes burned bright with banked up malice.

‘Do you still feel master of yourself?’

The Gunner tried to lift his hands, determined to wrench one of the ceiling slabs down into the water to show the Walker he was wrong. But his arms wouldn’t move to do it. He shook his head in frustration.

‘I think I’m gonna grab you and shove your mirrors where the monkey put its nuts, that’s what I think.’

He lurched towards the Walker, but he was much too slow, and the Walker danced back out of his reach. The Gunner stumbled back against the wall, horrified by how weak he’d become, and as he reached back to stop himself falling he dislodged one of the bright pieces of glass.

It fell at his feet and he stared at it, at the opaque surface, at the rounded, sea-tumbled edges of it. And as he stared, his memory fired on reflex – and he saw a similar piece of tumbled glass in Edie’s hand. Then it fired again – and he remembered the first time he’d seen her smile, like sunlight breaking cleanly across her face, and he relived the surprise he’d felt when he realized that all it had taken to kindle that blaze was to smile at her and call her by her real name, and he remembered strongly how that realization had made him feel suddenly fiercely protective about this strange and outwardly flinty girl. And that surge of paternal protectiveness collided with the dreadful realization slowly spreading across his mind like a dark stain and made something shift uncomfortably inside him.

He bent and picked the sea-glass up between thumb and forefinger.

‘These are heart stones.’

He heard a dry humourless chuckle and looked up into the sour slash of the Walker’s smile.

The Gunner heard the horror in his own voice as the question gritted out of his mouth, unbidden.

‘What have you done, Walker?’

The gaunt figure above him just kept smiling like a wolf airing its teeth.

‘The glints, Walker. What the hell have you been doing to them?’
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STICKS AND STONES

Edie and George hurried away from Cannon Street, happy to leave the London Stone behind them. They were both shocked and footsore and because both kept their eyes on the hard road in front of them, neither noticed the leaden cloudscape darkening the sky above, or indeed anything that was happening overhead.

Which was a shame. Because what was above was definitely noticing them.

The stone gargoyle on the roof didn’t have to look up to see the storm-clouds. It felt the rain even before it started to fall. It felt it as a kind of itchy premonition right in the middle of its back, high between the spiked shoulder blades, in a place it couldn’t have scratched even if it had had normal arms instead of the talon and wing arrangement its sculptor had given it. Feeling rain coming in was part of who it was. When rain came it normally had a job to do, spouting water on the roof of St Pancras Station a mile or so to the north. This was not that roof. On this roof it was hiding and watching.

It was hiding because it was in the grip of a new and dangerous sensation: it was feeling curiosity. It bared its savagely curved fangs and stretched its head over the guttering to scan the street beneath. For the first time in its existence it knew that it had something more important to do than respond to the rain-drops now inbound from the clouds above.

It was far more interested in the boy and girl hurrying along the pavement below. And as they moved west up the street, it stalked the parapet, keeping down, bat-like wings folded behind it, stony tendons quivering in anticipation – ready to pounce.

At first glance George and Edie looked like any tired kids after a day at school, hopefully heading back to secure, reasonably normal homes where hot teas waited and a long day would come to a happy ending.

But at a second, closer look it was clear that these children belonged to quite a different story.

Look deeper and you could see the marks of that story all over them.

George seemed about thirteen, shoulders starting to fill out, bones beginning to lengthen into early maturity, muscles stretching to keep up with the growth spurt. His hair was unkempt and just long enough for him to have to keep sweeping it untidily behind his ears. His jacket was torn at the shoulder and all scuffed up as if he’d been rolling on a very dirty floor. His knee flashed white through a tear in his dark trousers as he walked, and a smudge of dirt smeared along the upper curve of his left cheekbone. The dishevelled look was, however, at odds with the steady and determined set to his eyes.

The look in Edie’s eyes was different. She was walking with her head bent down, a long swathe of aubergine-dark hair keeping them in shadow, but in the glimpses of them that George was occasionally getting, he could see that they were troubled, and he could also see that whatever her eyes were seeing it wasn’t only what was actually in front of her. Her normally pale skin seemed even whiter, as if all the blood had drained from it, the skin stretched taut with exhaustion. She tripped on a kerb and only his hand whipping out to catch her stopped her hitting the ground.

‘Edie!’ he said. ‘Watch where you’re going!’

He saw himself swimming into focus in her eyes as she returned from wherever she had been in her head.

‘You ever think you’re cursed, George?’ she asked abruptly. George took a second to absorb what she was saying, and why.

‘You think you’re cursed?’ he responded.

She shook her head in irritation, as if he wasn’t keeping up.

‘Not like by a witch or something, not like turned into a frog; but you know, like you done something bad once, so bad that bad stuff happens to you because of it?’

George rolled his eyes.

‘Um. What, like break a statue by mistake and end up being chased through London for a day and a half by gargoyles and Minotaurs and all that? Er … yes.’

She shook her head again.

‘No, I don’t mean that either, I mean before that. Your whole life, like something bigger, something that made you break the statue in the first place, something that screwed up your luck for ever, that sort of thing …’

He had a brutal flash of memory: he was shouting something vile at his dad. He was shouting so loud that snot and tears were flying from his face. He saw the answering tears start in his father’s eyes. He saw the door he had slammed on his father. And he saw that same door opening later that night, revealing the policeman and woman who had come to tell his mother that there had been a car accident, that his father would never walk back through that door, any door, ever again.

‘No,’ he said.

The tough spark in her eyes kindled a little as she cocked her head at him.

‘Been that peachy and perfect, your life, has it?’

It was his turn to shake his head.

‘Edie. We don’t have time for this. We need to come up with a plan. We have to rescue the Gunner. If we don’t find him and get him back on his plinth by turn o’day, by midnight—’

‘I know. He’s a dead statue. He’ll never move again. I know, George. I’m not stupid.’

‘I didn’t say you w—’

‘I want him back as much as you, you know. I mean, it’s not just because he saved us and we owe him—’

‘We do owe him,’ George cut in, emphatically.

‘I know. But it’s more than that.’ She took a deep breath. ‘The Gunner made me feel safe.’

‘Me too.’

The first few fat drops of rain flecked the pavement, followed by a lot more right behind them. In no time rain was falling so hard that it bounced back upwards off the slick paving-stones beneath them. George instinctively stepped sideways under the cover of a café front, pulling Edie in after him. They had the wall at their back, and the meagre protection of a thin awning overhead.

Seven floors above them the gargoyle on the roof snarled in frustration and leant out, trying to keep them in sight, but all it could see was the pigeon-splattered plastic canopy above their heads. It hissed with fury and scuttled back, trying for another angle. It stopped when it could see Edie’s feet. It was pleased they hadn’t gone inside the building. That would have been complicated, and it had enough novelty in its head right now without it needing more company.

‘What are we doing?’ she asked.

‘I have to think. We might as well stay dry while I do.’

‘OK. But you’re right. Time’s ticking away. It’s getting dark already. Think fast.’

They stood there, watching the deluge. George tried to come up with a plan. The problem was that first he had to conquer the sick fear that kept telling him that finding the Gunner, who had been spirited into thin air and now could be anywhere in the vast city or indeed outside it, was just too big a task for him. He knew he really didn’t know enough to make a plan. His mind just kept spinning, and returning to her question about whether he felt cursed.

A young dad walked past with his toddler in a backpack. The backpack had a clear plastic rain-hood on it, and the toddler was laughing and reaching out of the protection of the hood and tapping his father on the head with a series of gurgling laughs as the dad reached back and squeezed his thigh, tickling him. They didn’t seem to mind the rain.

He watched them walk past until he became aware of Edie watching him watching them.

‘Do you remember when you were a kid and it all seemed safe because your dad was there?’ he said.

It was her turn to shake her head.

‘Not really.’

He took a deep breath. The only way to rid himself of her question was going to be to answer it honestly. Maybe then he could stop his mind sliding about on the how-to-rescue-the-Gunner problem.

‘OK. I do. Before he …’

He realized this was probably going to be hard to say.

‘Before he died?’

‘No. Before I messed it all up. Between him and me. I said stuff.’

‘Everybody says stuff.’

He took a deep breath.

‘Yeah, but not everybody has their dad die before they get a chance to say they didn’t mean it.’

He was surprised. Saying it wasn’t as hard as he’d feared. Time passed. More rain fell. Then Edie spoiled the moment by snorting derisively.

‘That’s the sooooo terrible thing you did? That’s why you think you’re cursed?’

He didn’t like her tone much.

‘What?’

‘So you said something nasty. That’s nothing.’

He didn’t like her tone at all.

‘Yeah well, it doesn’t feel like nothing.’

‘Yeah well,’ she mimicked. ‘It’s peanuts.’

He hated her tone. Maybe it was the way she spat the ‘P’ in peanuts. When you expose a private part of yourself you really don’t want people to snort in derision. He pulled his dignity back round himself like a protective cloak.

‘Oh and I suppose you’ve got a deeper darker secret, right?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Great.’

There was no way he was going to give her the satisfaction of asking what it was. She always had to have the last word. There was no way he was going to ask.

Then she said:

‘Sticks and stones.’

And because it made no sense he almost said ‘What?’, but then he remembered he wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction, not after she’d snorted at him and made as if her big secret was sooooo much darker and more important than his. So he didn’t.

And then she looked at him with eyes as shiny and tough as the rain-slick street behind her.

‘It wasn’t just words with me and my dad.’

And George suddenly knew she was telling him about why she felt cursed, and although he also knew the answer was going to be bad he knew she needed to say it. So he asked.

‘What does that mean?’

And she said:

‘I killed him.’
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BLACK BIRD

Something was wrong. The Raven felt it in its bones and feathers as it overflew the green space of Regent’s Park. It looked down and caught sight of its own shape, doubled in the reflection of a pond below.

For a moment it was distracted from the feeling of wrongness as it saw itself as others must see it. It made, it noted with grim satisfaction, an ominous sight – an elemental winged silhouette starkly outlined against the bruised cloudbase above. In the past it knew people would have looked up from their campfires or plough-handles and shuddered at the black bird-shaped hole it cut across the sky, casting a baleful shadow over their lives as it did so. They would have seen it and thought it was an omen – and not a good one at that. Not that the Raven put much store in what people thought. Against the scale of time that it had to measure things against, most of them were scarcely here before they died and were forgotten.

It flew on. The cause of the wrong feeling was this: it didn’t know where the Walker was. Most of the time the Walker’s presence exerted a magnetic pull on the ancient bird who had spent the last four centuries or so in his control.

It circled over the sharp-edged hump of the British Library, slowing its flight as it came in to hover over the front courtyard, where the white and brick-pink grid design on the ground was broken by a perfectly circular sunken area. It was here that the Raven felt it had the best chance of finding the Walker, but the circle was empty.

It needed to find the Walker, and it needed to find the children the Walker had sent it to hunt. And because the Raven had an infinitely retentive brain but only one pair of eyes, it decided it needed help looking. And with that in mind it flew south into the tree-crammed space of Tavistock Square. At the centre of the square was a statue of an emaciated man, half naked and cross-legged, sitting on top of a plinth that had a small arched shrine cut into it. The shrine held a couple of crumpled beer cans and a jam-jar full of bright marigolds. The cross-legged statue had his lap filled with flowers in varying stages between fresh-cut and compost. And opposite him, on one of the park benches, sat a tramp with plastic bags over his shoes and a hank of dreadlocked hair hanging off the back of his head like a dead badger. He leant back to up-end a beer can, blue, alcohol-washed eyes staring at the sky.

As he satisfied himself that he’d shaken the last drop of beer from the can, he belched and adjusted himself more comfortably on the bench, deep within a parka so greasy it looked as if it’d been dipped in engine oil at some time in the distant past.

The Raven dropped on to the back of the bench on which the tramp was sitting. It waited until the man completed a complicated spasm of coughing by spitting up a small green gob of phlegm on to the ground between his shopping-bagged feet.

The Raven hopped on to the tramp’s shoulder and gripped hard. The tramp stiffened, but showed no surprise. His voice slurred and rumbled in a deep, partially gargled bass.

‘What would you be wanting, bird? What would you be wanting with the Tallyman?’

The bird ducked in closer to the side of his head. The tramp began to judder imperceptibly. His eyes closed and his lower lip disappeared under his upper teeth as he bit down, for all the world like a child concentrating. And what he appeared to be concentrating on was the disjointed clacking of the Raven’s beak next to his ear. He nodded slowly.

‘We’ll see what we can see.’

The tramp opened his eyes and stood up, abruptly, tossing the empty beer can to join its mates in the shallow arch beneath the statue of the cross-legged man.

The Raven hopped into the air and hung there, watching. The tramp still juddered but now his eyes had changed. Where once they had been pale and booze bleached, they were now black, black eyes with no whites, a black as sharp as the eyes of the Raven itself.

Which was, of course, exactly what they’d become.

And all over London, under bridges and on park benches, in back alleyways and in hostels that smelt of old soup and new disinfectant, eyes that had been rheumy and bloodshot, blurred with drink or just simple hopelessness, suddenly changed. Men who had closed normal eyes as they went to sleep in the shelter of vacant shop doors woke up with raven eyes and walked out into the street, scanning the roadway. Lonely women shuffling flatfooted under the weight of a life boiled down into what could be carried in old carrier bags stopped avoiding people’s eyes and straightened their necks, also scouring the streetscape.

The Raven had spoken, and all over the city the eyes of the Tallyman had opened.
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SMILER WITH A KNIFE

Edie was staring at the downpour beyond the awning, face unreadable as she hugged herself against the cold. George was still absorbing what she’d just told him.

‘You killed your dad?’

‘Well yeah … no, not as such.’

He looked at her in outrage.

‘Edie! That’s not funny—’

‘No. I mean he wasn’t really my dad. My real dad. He was a step-dad sort of thing.’

George deflated a little.

‘Oh.’

‘No, don’t worry, I killed him all right.’

George nodded slowly. Keeping up with Edie was sometimes exhausting, and this was not only exhausting but distinctly disturbing, and confusing.

‘Right.’

‘No. It was all wrong.’

A stream of water from a broken gutter changed direction in the breeze and splattered them. The awning wasn’t much cover. In fact it seemed to be doing a better job of channelling water on to them than actually offering protection. She pulled her clothes tight round her and ducked into the alleyway beside them. George was still trying to get used to the fact that she had just claimed to be a killer, so a couple of seconds passed before he realized she had gone and hurried after her into the rain.

The alley was empty.

‘Edie!’ he shouted, suddenly panicked. There was nothing in the alley but a dead end and a parked and dented Japanese car by a builder’s skip.

‘EDIE!’

He ran into the narrow space, checking the car as he went, looking for a hidden way out. He couldn’t believe it was starting again.

‘It shouldn’t have happened,’ said a small voice from knee level. ‘I just belted him.’

He looked down. Edie squatted in the dry area provided by the angled lip of the skip and its overhanging tarpaulin, looking up at him. She shuffled sideways, making a space.

He exhaled in relief and ducked out of the rain next to her. Once more he couldn’t make eye contact because she seemed to be looking at something beyond the wet traffic hissing past at the end of the alley.

‘Don’t do that again.’

She might as well not have heard him for all the reaction she had to his words. She just carried on with her train of thought.

‘I just hit him. Didn’t know how else to stop him. See, he kept coming after me. With a knife. It was on a beach. I just hit him. I didn’t mean to kill him. I just hit him.’

‘You killed him by just hitting him?’

‘Well. I had a big rock in my hand. He …’

She pulled her legs up to her chin and rested it on top of them. George waited for her to go on.

She chinned herself hard on the knees, as if punishing herself for the momentary catch in her voice.

‘… he was a boozer, drunk all the time. When the pubs were closed he’d go fishing. That’s what he called it, but he just went to this beach hut he had and drank more, that’s what my mum said. And then, later, when my mum went, when she was taken away and never came back, and it was just me and him, he took me down to the beach. It was the first time I’d seen his hut. It wasn’t much. It was one of half a dozen, sort of set into the cliff, next to each other. I’d always thought it’d be wooden, a cool shack kind of thing, but they were more like concrete bunkers set into the rock and when he unlocked his and I looked through the door I saw something and I knew I was in the wrong place and …’

She ground her chin harder into the tops of her knees, jamming her mouth shut to help keep something inside.

‘What did you see, Edie?’

She shook her head and exhaled.

‘Doesn’t matter. It wasn’t something that was really there anyway. It was something that had been there. Once upon a time. When I touched the wall I saw it, and I knew I should never ever go in that hut and I ran.’

He thought of her gift for touching stone and metal and experiencing the memories of highly charged past events recorded in them.

‘You glinted it? You saw the past?’

‘Yeah.’

She wasn’t going to tell him what she’d seen. She’d made a deal with herself that what she’d glinted in the beach hut was one of the things she just wouldn’t ever talk about.

So instead she turned and looked at George and told him the rest of it, the other stuff: she explained how she had just run, and when her step-father had tried to grab her and ask what was wrong she’d hit him in the middle of his smile and sprinted off along the pebble beach.

She told him of how tired she had got, running on pebbles, and how calmly he’d followed her, climbing over the wooden groynes that divided the deserted beach, one after another, the smile on his face wholly at odds with the open knife he held in his hand.

She told George how she’d run up a final steep hill of pebbles and found her way blocked by a deep chasm between her and the new wooden wall being built to contain the stones in high storms.

And then she explained the worst bit, how he had caught up with her on the lip of this man-made ravine. She didn’t tell him what he’d said, or how unnaturally bright his smile had been. She did tell him about the knife, and how she had felt the smooth flint pebble under her hand, and how when he had lunged she had hit him with it.

He had gone down like a tree, tumbling into the dark pit at the bottom of the chasm, dislodging an avalanche of stones that land-slid down in his wake. When things stopped moving he was more than half hidden by pebbles. She hadn’t known what to do. She had looked at the heavy stone in her hand, and when she saw something wet glistening on it she’d tossed it in after him.

And then she’d walked back into town and got on a train and come to London.

George nodded slowly. Making sense of what she was telling him and realizing he was never going to ask her about the things she wasn’t.

‘So it was an accident?’ he said slowly.

‘No,’ she said flatly. He saw the doors closing in her eyes, locking whatever heavy burden she was carrying back inside.

‘Look, Edie—’ he began.

‘Have you thought where we’re going?’ She dropped the question in front of him like a roadblock. It took him a moment to mentally slam on the brakes and change gear.

‘I thought that’s why we stopped,’ she continued. ‘So you could think.’

He was aware that she was staring at the side of his face. When he turned, she turned away faster as if she hadn’t been. But he knew she had. Her jaw worked. ‘So what’s the plan?’

‘Stay alive. Rescue the Gunner.’

‘How?’

‘No idea. Start by asking for help seems like a good first step.’

She thought of the things that had helped them before, things and people who hadn’t really given them straight answers, only riddles and obscure clues. Still. He was right. They had helped, after a fashion. But there was a problem.

‘We can’t go to the Sphinxes or Dictionary, because of the City Dragons. We’re on the wrong side of the boundary, aren’t we? They’ll still be guarding it, on the lookout for you.’

‘We could go to the Black Friar.’

She stared at him.

‘The Black Friar? Are you mad? You said you didn’t trust him!’

‘I don’t. Not entirely. Not as such. But he did show us the way to the Stone, didn’t he? I mean, he dressed it up and made it all flowery, but the information was good. He just—’

‘He just smiled too much and seemed too eager to get his hands on that broken dragon’s head of yours, right?’

He felt the now familiar heft of the dragon’s head in his pocket. She went on.

‘And the Walker, he was awfully keen to get his hands on it too.’

He nodded slowly, and then shook his head. She was right, but she was wrong too. She had to be wrong, otherwise they really didn’t have a place to start.

‘I think he might be dodgy, but I don’t think he’s evil. Not like the Walker. I think he’s just out for himself a bit more than the Gunner or Dictionary, you know. I think he’d be open for a deal.’

‘A deal? What have we got to deal?’

He pulled out the broken dragon’s head and looked at it. As he looked he realized that though he’d been sure it was a dragon’s head, when he looked closer it was beakier. More like a gryphon kind of dragon …

‘This. He wanted it. I didn’t give it to him because I wanted to make my own amends by putting it on the stone, but in the end I decided not to, didn’t I? So maybe we can give it to him in exchange for help. Yeah?’

In the absence of a plan, and in the presence of fear and danger, sometimes all you need to feel better is forward movement. Edie couldn’t argue with his thinking. So she nodded.

‘The Black Friar it is.’

He saw she was still shivering. He took off his jacket and handed it to her.

‘Go on. I’m warm enough.’

‘I’m OK.’ She tried to push it back towards him.

‘Edie. You’re shaking. Put the coat on and let’s get moving. We’re not going to save the Gunner just sitting here shivering.’

After a long beat she gave in and draped the coat over her shoulders.

And then she stopped and pointed.

‘George. Your hand.’

‘It’s fine.’

His eyes followed her look. He suddenly felt sick.

‘OK.’ He swallowed. ‘It’s not.’


5

DEATH OF GLINTS

Something was very, very wrong. The Gunner could feel it like a kind of cold heat filling the whole underground space.

‘The glints, Walker? What the hell have you been doing to them?’

His voice echoed round the watery chamber. In the beat of silence that followed the only sound was the gravel crunching under the Walker’s feet as he paced the half circumference of the small beach. His tufted beard split lopsidedly to reveal a cruel smirk.

‘Oh, I have done much and more than you could begin to understand. And when I have the boy in my power, I shall do more still.’

‘I’m not talking about the boy,’ grunted the Gunner, putting the thought of George away in his head for later. Right now the blazing pieces of glass on the walls were the things that had his attention.

‘The glints. The wise women, the sharp girls. You’ve been hunting them. All these centuries. The reason we all thought they was dying out as a breed – it wasn’t dying out, it was you. Picking them off. It was you …’

The enormity of it robbed him of words for a moment. It was as if a great puzzle had been revealed to be the simplest of things, as if a fool should have seen it. The horror of it made his voice raw.

‘Wasn’t it? How else could you get these heart stones?’

The Gunner held up the glass in his hand, like an accusation. The threadbare shoulders of the Walker’s coat rose and fell in an irritable shrug.

‘Heart stones? Pah! Baubles. When a man is doomed to walk the world beyond the natural span of his days, he needs a … hobby. Mine has been to collect a few dainties and eye-brighteners that give me pleasure.’

It was the pause as the Walker chose the word to describe his actions that confirmed the Gunner’s fears and triggered an explosion of outrage.

‘You been killing them and stealing their warning stones for a bloody hobby!’

The Walker waved a bored hand at him.

‘You exaggerate. I don’t kill all of them. Killing them is superfluous, after all. I may kill some, but it’s far from a habit and entirely not the point. After all, without their heart stones they’re lost and spinning in the wind anyway. Their minds unspool and they’re fit for little but chattering and mowing like senseless apes, squatting in their own filth and dribbling into a cup.’

The Gunner shook his head.

‘Why, Walker? Why’ve you been doing this? Why would the Stone want it?’

The Walker almost spat his reply.

‘The Stone? The Stone wants none of it. This is my doing. The Stone has me cursed and in thrall to it, so I must do all its bidding; but not all I do is at its beck and call. I was a great man, centuries before you were anything – when you were just ore at the bottom of a mine that hadn’t even yet been dug – and I will be a man of power again!’

Spittle flecked his beard as his voice rose and the light blazing out from the sea-glass mosaics reflected wildly from his eyes.

The Gunner overrode the rising wave of despair in his gut and twisted his face into a dismissive grin.

‘Man of power my Aunt Fanny. I seen blokes with gibbering shell-shock make more sense than you … Only reason you’re still around is you got on the wrong side of the Stone, and now you’re one of its servants.’

The Walker’s eyes blazed angrily back at him.

‘And what are you, pray? A lump of bronze in man-shape who has broken his word and is himself now doomed to die alone and in the dark.’

He waved his hands at the glass shapes on the walls.

‘These warning glasses light up when I’m here because that’s what they do when a Stone servant or a taint is near. When I’m gone …’

He waved his hand like a magician.

‘Abracadabra, out go the lights.’

‘Wait,’ said the Gunner, appalled at the desperation he heard cracking through his words. ‘Those kids … don’t …’

‘Oh, the children? The boy who thwarted me? Don’t worry about the boy. I shall turn him to my will.’

‘I doubt it. You saw how he chose the Hard Way. He’s got grit, more grit than I gave him credit for.’

The Walker snorted in irritation.

‘He’s wilful, Gunner, that’s all. He’s shot through with the stupid impetuosity of youth.’

‘It’s grit,’ insisted the Gunner. ‘He may not have known exactly what ’e was signing up for, but ’e knew it’d be rough. And he did it for the girl. He wouldn’t leave her in the lurch, and good on him I say.’

Dark humour danced in the Walker’s eyes.

‘Yes, good on him, as you say, good on him for protecting the girl, good on him for caring, good on him most of all for showing me what he cares about, because if you find out what a man cares about, then you can take it and threaten it, and then you have a lever. And with a lever and the right place to put it you can move the world. And I shall move the world. I shall change everything.’

‘Leave the kids be, Walker. Don’t mess with them.’

‘Sorry. Can’t oblige. I have a job for the boy if he is the maker he seems. Once, many years ago, I had two black stone mirrors, darker than the blackness you will be left to die in when I leave.’

He reached into his pocket, unsnapped two small circular silver mirrors from each other and held one in each hand.

‘Compared to the stone mirrors these little glass mirrors are like a baby’s toys. A thief and a cheat took one of my black mirrors from me, afraid of the power they would give when used together. One stone mirror – a mirror made of the right stone – one mirror is a thing of some power, but two together …?’

His eyes blazed with an intensity that matched the heart stones on the walls.

‘Two together can open portals where there are vast powers that make even the might of the Stone pale into insignificance. And it is that power I shall harness to free myself. The boy will make it for me, the girl will choose the stone he should shape—’

‘No, Walker, the boy, and the glint, are j—’

The Walker cut across him with a dismissive wave of his hand.

‘The boy, the unmade maker and the plucky little glint? The poor dears. Poor, poor dears … Strange word, “dear”. Say it one way it’s something you love, spell it another way and it conjures up stags and antlers and the thrill of the chase. I love the chase – but you know what, Gunner? You know what part of it I really enjoy?’

His smile widened, red and wet.

‘The killing,’ said the Gunner hollowly.

‘Not just the kill …’ smiled the Walker. ‘It’s the moment just before, when you know you can either kill or choose not to, and the prey knows it too. That’s the best part. When life or death are in your gift. Because that’s where the real power is …’

And he lifted his foot and with an eye-twisting pop, gently and impossibly stepped into one of the mirrors he was holding. And then he was gone, and the lights on the walls faded and in the afterglow, before the blackness descended, the two mirrors hung there in the air, facing each other, and the last sound the Gunner heard was the Walker’s voice, diminishing and very far off. And it sounded like he was saying:

‘Whoso list to hunt … I know where there is an hind …’

And because the Gunner knew a hind was another word for a female deer, he knew exactly who the Walker was talking about, and he was filled with another surge of unbearably helpless fear for her.


6

THE FLAWED HAND

Edie stared at George’s hand, eyes wide in shock at what was happening to it. She tore her eyes off it and saw that George had gone very pale as he examined the changes. He was staring so intently that he had completely stopped blinking.

‘What’s happening to it?’ she asked, quietly.

He had no idea. From the scar that the Dragon had slashed on it, three distinct lines had begun to emerge, dark veins colouring the pale skin of his hand as they spiralled down and round his wrist like tendrils on a briar.

‘Is it blood poisoning?’ Edie asked, tentatively.

He examined the three lines closely, although everything inside him made him want to pull his eyes away from what they were seeing.

‘No,’ he said, mouth drying up, ‘it’s something worse.’

Each twisting vein was a different colour and texture from the others. All three were slightly indented into his skin, like flaws in a rock.

‘George. We should get you to casualty or something …’

He shook his head, fighting the waves of nausea rising inside him.

‘I don’t think this is something a hospital’s going to be able to help with.’

Edie bent in to examine the triple skein of veins more closely.

‘They’re all different.’

‘Yeah … And they’re not me. I mean, they’re not made of me.’

He couldn’t keep the revulsion out of his voice, though he tried to.

‘Can I?’ She reached a hand hesitantly forward.

He turned his head away. Not wanting to see.

‘This one’s smooth. Like metal.’

He decided he couldn’t duck this. He swallowed hard and turned back.

‘It is metal,’ she went on. ‘I think it’s bronze or brass.’

He moved her hand out of the way and made himself trace the mottled bluey-green channel twisting next to it. It was cool to the touch.

‘This one’s not so smooth.’

‘It’s like marble.’

That left the last, pale flaw, twining down to his wrist. He rubbed it, feeling the rough shaley texture of limestone. As his thumb skated along the channel, tracing its course, he could feel a piece of grit detach from the surface and stick to it.

‘OK,’ he said, clenching his teeth before managing to cloak them in a grin. ‘This is scary-ish.’

‘Does it hurt?’

He flexed the arm. The veins of bronze and stone seemed to flex with it. He shook his head.

‘No. But you know when they say something makes your flesh crawl?’

She nodded. He pointed to his arm.

‘It’s crawling. It’s like I’ve got something inside my arm that isn’t me. I mean, if I think about it, it’s definitely going to creep me out.’

‘So what are we going to do?’

She stared back into his tight smile. Seeing the concern in her eyes somehow triggered the opposite reaction in him – he found himself once more determined to erase that look in her by making sure she was OK. It wasn’t necessarily a rational thought, but it was one thing, in their almost entirely ungraspable predicament, that he could hold on to and work with.

‘Not think about it.’

He stood up. The rain was easing. He reached down and pulled her to her feet. He didn’t really know what to say, so he dragged up things he’d heard other people say on TV and in films.
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