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      “Elves,” Mr Silver repeated.


      Efluviel’s stomach turned. “What, to eat?”


      Miss Gold sniggered. “Bless the child,” she said. “No, not to eat. Mordak’s —” Her lip curled. “Enlightened. He’s even got this sign hanging on the wall opposite his desk. Elves; they’re not just for breakfast any more.”


      “Mordak’s been thinking long and hard about a new direction for Evil,” Mr Silver said, and she noticed that his voice had got harder, less flippant. “He wants a leaner, more flexible, more responsive kind of Evil, one that’s not stuck in the old going-nowhere rut of the past. He wants to make Evil relevant to now, to the now generation. He reckons it’s time to jettison all the worn-out attitudes, all the stuff that really puts people off. He believes it’s time to redesign Evil from the ground up, to face the challenges and opportunities of a diverse, rapidly-changing society.”


      “He’s thinking of calling it,” said Miss Gold, “New Evil.”


      Efluviel frowned. “Good name,” she conceded.
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      The good guys are good and their hats are white as snow. The bad guys are bad and wear black hats, or spiked helmets, or hoods, or crowns or turbans – it’s all a matter of fashion, as we’ll hear in due course, from someone who ought to know. Meanwhile the list has been made and checked twice; so which are you?


      Quite.
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      The annual Academy of Darkness awards ceremony, colloquially known as the Wickeds, is without doubt the high point of the year for the Evil community. You can bet your life (or, if you’re a member of the Academy, somebody else’s) that everyone who’s anyone in the higher echelons of the Great Darkness will be there. Malign sorcerers leave their towers, crazed priests abandon their reeking altars, barbarian warlords park their hordes on the wide plains that encircle the hallowed venue, the Undead plaster themselves all over with barrier cream; the civil services of all the Five Kingdoms grind to a temporary halt as their chamberlains, viziers and Grand Logothetes exchange their flowing black robes for straw hats and colourful floral-pattern shirts and set off down the road towards the Bronze Mountain. Under that awe-inspiring peak lie the Caverns of Argo, hewn from the black volcanic rock, where the ceremony has been held for the last four Ages. It’s a time for wild parties and frenetic networking as the nominees hustle for precious last-minute support, while the necromancers are fully occupied raising eligible voters (once an Academy member, always a member) from their long-neglected graves.


      The goblins will be there, of course. For as long as anyone can remember, they’ve set up their temporary HQ in the Old Sewer, from which they sally forth by night to schmooze the unwary. They never win anything, it goes without saying. The last goblin to be recognised by the Academy was Gork VII back in the Second Age, who won a minor gong for something technical to do with fortifications. The really prestigious awards – worst villain, worst henchman, most diabolical plan – have always eluded them and, although nobody can tell you precisely why, it’s universally accepted as part of the Way Things Are. Maybe it’s their collective unfortunate manner, or the rough and ready nature of the hospitality provided at their receptions; perhaps it’s true that nobody, no matter how evil they may be, actually likes goblins. But still they attend, regular as clockwork each Samhain Eve, fur combed, claws trimmed, tusks polished till they gleam, their faces wearing their customary look of hope tempered with realism. One thing nobody in the evil biz has ever tried to deny; goblins are good losers.


      Maybe not for much longer. On the evening of the ceremony, as the crowds gathered to watch the worst and darkest arrive at the cavern mouth, there was a new and disconcerting buzz going around among the people-who-really-know, a new name on everybody’s lips. In the ten short years since he snatched the Iron Sceptre from the stiffening hand of his predecessor, King Mordak had been rewriting a lot of the tired old preconceptions about goblins. A whole new way of doing evil, was what they were saying. It wasn’t just Mordak’s arbitrary and bewildering social reforms – universal free healthcare at rusty spike of delivery, for crying out loud – though those were intriguing enough to baffle even the shrewdest observers, frantically speculating about the twisted motives that underlay such a bizarre agenda. It was the goblin himself who’d caught the public imagination. Mordak had it; the indefinable blend of glamour, prestige, menace and charm that go to make a genuinely world-class villain. There were even a few voices whispering in the wilderness that if (perish the thought, naturally) the time came to choose a new Dark Lord, one of the hats in the ring might just possibly be the Iron Crown of Groth; and, once the shock had worn off, there was a steadily growing chorus of voices muttering well, actually… Accordingly, when the gates of the Sewer ground back on their creaking hinges and Mordak made his appearance, wearing the Iron Crown and his trademark floor-length mantle woven from the nose hair of his slaughtered enemies, there was a distinct murmur of excitement and even a few faint cheers.


      Mordak wasn’t in the best of moods. He’d known before setting off to come here that he stood no chance for worst villain (the Great Dragon had that one sewn up, no question about it) or most diabolical, because the fix was definitely in, Lord Snarl’s people had been hustling everything that moved for the last six months, everybody knew it was all bought and paid for well in advance by the big money, and even if it wasn’t, it was just a popularity contest and nothing to do with real talent or ability, and besides, who really cared less about the opinions of the bunch of brown-nosed, totally-out-of-touch time-servers who made up the Academy, and honestly, if they ever did decide to land him with one of those ridiculous cheap pot-metal paperweights he’d only stick it in the outside toilet, because having something like that on your mantelpiece was as good as a public confession that you’d irretrievably sold out and no longer had enough professional integrity to stuff a small acorn. Really, he couldn’t care less, and the only thing bothering him was the thought that he’d wasted a month getting here and a week hanging around being nice to people he couldn’t stand the sight of when he could have been back home getting on with some useful work, and now he had to go and spend a very long evening pretending to be interested while a lot of poseurs who’d never done a day’s actual harm in their worthless lives strutted up and down making interminable speeches, not that he’d have minded if the food had been worth eating and he stood a hope in hell of being able to catch a waiter’s eye without having to gouge it out of its socket with his thumbnail first. A couple of wraiths he knew vaguely waved to him and he smiled feebly back, then trudged up the red carpet and into the overheated, fume-filled cavern.


      He wasn’t in the least surprised to discover that the Undead had snagged all the best seats, as usual, so he and his party found a dark corner as far away from the band as he could get and picked up the menu. Nothing had changed there, either – every year he wrote to the committee asking them to provide a humanitarian option, and every year it was the same; you could have cow, or you could have sheep, and if you didn’t fancy either of those, you’d be better off bringing sandwiches. He opted for the cow, with fried potatoes and a glass of milk.


      As he picked tentatively at his food, he couldn’t help noticing that people were glancing at him when they thought he wasn’t looking, then quickly turning away. Curious. True, like any goblin he wasn’t a sight for the faint-hearted, but practically everybody there had known him for years, so it couldn’t be that. He checked to see if his fly was done up and his claws hadn’t burst through the toes of his boots, then shrugged and went back to gnawing his cow. Maybe this year he wouldn’t stay for all the speeches. He could pretend he’d had an urgent message from home, sneak back to the Sewer and read a book. It was a tantalising idea, and he dismissed it, because that was exactly what they’d want him to do, and he was damned if he’d let a bunch of humanoids sideline the official representative of Goblinkind at a major occasion. A careless waiter got a bit too close; out shot a nine-fingered paw, and secured the wretched man by the lapel.


      “Can I get bones with this?”


      The waiter looked at him. “Bones.”


      “Mphm. Well?”


      “Certainly, sir. Bear with me, I’ll be right back.”


      Like hell he would. Far away on the top table, the MC was pinging his glass with a spoon. Mordak yawned. Talk about boring. You wouldn’t do it to an Elf.


      Ten minutes later, as the MC announced with apparent regret that unfortunately the Great Dragon couldn’t be here tonight, the waiter came back. He was carrying a silver tray, heaped high with hocks, femurs and tibias. “Your bones, sir.”


      Next to him, Duke Ozok let out a soft, low moan. He’d been gnawing his own claws, poor fellow, for a desperately needed calcium hit. “Um,” Mordak managed to say. “Yes, right, very good. Thank you.”


      “My pleasure, sir.”


      It was to the eternal credit of his companions that they didn’t all start grabbing at once. “Crunch quietly, for pity’s sake,” Mordak hissed. “We don’t want to give ’em an excuse to have us thrown out.”


      The MC was reading out the nominations for Most Diabolical Plot. “What do you reckon, Chief?” Ozok muttered, his mouth full of needle-sharp splinters. “Snarl, or the zombie bloke?”


      “Snarl,” Mordak predicted, accurately as it turned out. “Well,” he added, as the winner waddled up to the podium, “that’s that for another year. What say we cut it short and head for the bar?”


      “Want to hear his speech,” replied Ag of the Black Chasm. “I like the speeches.”


      The awful thing was that Ag was telling the truth. “Fine,” Mordak sighed, “we’ll stay. Any of those knuckles left?”


      The speeches dragged on, as speeches at such events do. Mordak ground a dry-roasted shin to powder between his back molars and let his mind wander. The local government reforms he was trying to push through Pandemonium – the whole concept of local government had come as a shock to the goblin nation, whose idea of just powers derived from the consent of the governed was still firmly anchored to free collective bargaining with spiked clubs. Not that there was anything inherently wrong with the old ways, at that. Take the legal system, for example. Only six months ago, he’d sent observers to compile a report on how the Elves did civil litigation (Elvish lawyers were renowned through the Middle Realms for their skill and learning), and the observers had come back with a strong recommendation to stick with traditional trial by combat for commercial and property disputes; compared with the Elvish system, they said, it was quicker, cheaper, fairer and infinitely less traumatic for the participants —


      The speeches were finally over, but the MC was back on his feet again. It was time, he said, to announce a special one-off award, to honour someone who’d done more for the Dark principle they all loved than anyone else living or Undead; someone universally respected by his peers, an industry legend, who represented the very worst of the Bad. Put your claws together, ladies and gentlemen, for the winner of the award for Outstanding Lifetime Achievement in Evil: King Mordak.


      The thing about a loud noise, such as a thousand well-fed guests all cheering at once at the top of their voices, in a high-roofed cavern is that the sound can’t get out. Instead, it bounces from wall to wall like a tennis ball, setting the menisci of the wine-glasses quivering and causing fine plumes of black dust to fall from the ceiling. Suddenly blinded by inexplicable tears, Mordak lurched to his feet and tottered helplessly between the tables towards the podium. He turned towards the sea of smiling faces, opened his mouth and found he couldn’t speak. The MC thoughtfully handed him a jewel-encrusted skull of water; he took a long swig and held up a trembling paw for silence.


      “I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “I really don’t know what to say.”


      But he said it anyway. Thank you, he said, dear friends, he said, you have no idea how much this means to me; and so on and so forth. It was all the usual stuff and, by the strange alchemy of the awards ceremony acceptance speech, he meant every word of it. First of all he thanked the Dark Lord, then various high-ranking goblins, the Academy, all the sorcerers he could think of who hadn’t been actively rude to him in the last six months, then anyone else he could think of at all; he spoke for seven impassioned minutes about the plight of the giant spiders of Doomwood, whose habitat was daily encroached upon by heartless human charcoal-burners; he reprised highlights (and some lowlights) of his recent speech to Pandemonium about declining productivity in the tin mines of Br’zg; he thanked a dozen or so minor functionaries in the Goblin Arts & Tourism Executive he’d neglected to mention earlier; then he dried up comprehensively, stood panic-stricken and open-mouthed for fifteen seconds in complete silence, grabbed the handsome malachite statuette from the MC’s hand and fled back to his seat, glowing like a furnace.
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      “And it’s not really selling out,” said Grorg, for the seventeenth time, as the goblins trotted wearily through the pitch darkness of the tunnels. “Not really. I mean, yes, you said over and over again that all this awards stuff is just a load of Elf-poo and anyone who’s demoralised enough to accept one is basically just admitting he’s turned his back on everything Evil really stands for, but —”


      Grorg seemed to have run out of words. “But?” Mordak said.


      “Well.”


      “Yes?”


      The tunnels they were following lay under the Beige Mountains, the cloud-capped rocky spine of the Middle Realms. Nobody now remembers who built the network, or how long ago; a thousand miles of low, echoing passages, all the way from the Bronze Mountain in the south to Goblinhome in the far north. Goblins routinely run fifty miles a day in the tunnels.


      “Well,” Grorg repeated. “We all knew you didn’t mean it.”


      “Didn’t I, now?”


      “Well, no, obviously, or you wouldn’t have accepted the gong. Stands to reason. If you’d really meant it, you’d have told that bloke, stuff your stupid award, you’d have said, stuff it right up. But you didn’t, did you?”


      “No.”


      “There you go, then,” Grorg said cheerfully. “You can’t have meant it, then. All that bumf about the Academy being a bunch of self-serving tossers. And all that other stuff you said about the Great Darkness losing its way and standing at a crossroads and giving Evil back to the people and so on and so forth. That was all just because you were pissy about never winning anything.”


      “Ah,” Mordak said. “That explains that, then.”


      “Course it does,” Grorg said happily. “And now that they’ve finally given you one, after all these years, not a proper one, of course, more like a whatchercallit, consolation prize, kind of like an award for being around the longest without ever getting an award —”


      “You know, I hadn’t quite seen it in that light.”


      “Really? Anyway,” Grorg went on, “now you’ve finally got one, at last, that’ll be the end of that and we won’t have to listen to you bitching all the time. Not,” he added generously, “that we minded. Your loyal subjects, and all that. You want to bitch all the time, you go ahead, we’re right behind you, all the way.”


      “Thank you,” Mordak said. “I appreciate that.”


      “It’ll just be nice to think you won’t be doing it any more,” Grorg continued, “because, well, we’re with you right up to the hilt, one hundred and twenty per cent, King Mordak right or wrong, but it really was starting to get on our tits, you know?”


      “I can imagine.”


      “Course you can,” said Grorg. “Get on anybody’s tits, that would. But you won’t be doing it any more, so no worries. That’s how I see it, anyway.”


      Ten days of this, so far. Another ten days to go. Mordak gritted his fangs and started to run a little faster.


      The thing was, Grorg and Ozok and all the rest of them were quite right, in their refreshingly forthright way; they usually were, which was only to be expected, because they were goblins. Important not to lose sight of that fact – and it was so easily done, now that he was spending an increasing amount of his time with humans, dwarves, even (he shuddered instinctively) Elves. Around the longer-tongued species it was hard sometimes to remember exactly why a goblin was the best possible thing to be. When you’re constantly in the company of sentients who treat your entire nation as a kind of dangerous joke, you tend to get nudged back on to the defensive, and you overlook the simple fact that it’s the crudity, the boorishness, the violence, the total lack of refinement and yes, the cannibalism that have made Goblinkind what it is today. Only, of course, we don’t call those things that. We call them integrity.


      Well, Mordak, I do, anyhow. Grorg and Ozok would say, being a goblin, than which there is no higher accolade. It was also the term they used to describe freedom, wisdom, Evil and the pursuit of happiness. And if goblins pursue happiness like wolves pulling down a wounded antelope, why the hell not? It happens to be a singularly elusive and treacherous prey.


      “No, what surprised me,” Grorg went on, “was, they still gave you the gong, even though you’re doing all this bleeding-heart-liberal stuff. I mean, I’d have thought that would’ve scuppered your chances good and proper. But there you go.”


      “I don’t know,” Mordak said. “Maybe they take the view that a healthy, well-fed, well-educated, deeply aspirational goblin army with decent boots on its feet and the knowledge that the fruits of victory will be fairly distributed is likely to kill a whole lot more Elves than a starving, dysentery-ridden rabble.”


      “Anything’s possible,” Grorg conceded. “And you just don’t know what goes on inside their heads, do you?”


      Not for want of intrusive enquiry. “Quite,” Mordak said. “Maybe it’s part of some kind of elaborate leg-pull, and they’re just taking the piss.”


      “Now there,” Grorg said sagely, “I think you might be on to something.”


      It goes without saying that bleeding-heart liberal is practically a term of abuse among goblins, who like their offal cooked all the way through. Maybe Grorg was right. It was the sort of thing the Academy might think was screamingly funny, given that he’d never exactly made a secret of his opinions about awards in general and theirs in particular. On balance, though, he was inclined to doubt it. They took themselves too seriously for that. Time, he decided, to change the subject and talk about something else. Fortunately, among goblins, subject-changing is quite straightforward.


      “Grorg.”


      “Yes, Boss?”


      “If you mention the Academy one more time before we get home, or my award or awards in general or anything like that, I’m going to rip your ears off. All right?”


      “Sure thing, Boss.”


      “Thank you.”


      “No worries, Boss.” Pause. “Boss?”


      “Yes?”


      “Are we nearly there yet?”


      Ten more days. “We’re getting there, Grorg. We’re getting there.”
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      The South Cudworth and District Particle Physics Club had started off, sixteen years ago, with three men and four-fifths of a 1968 Norton Commando. The idea was that George and Mike, two retired engineers, and Norman, a retired college lecturer, would restore the bike in the shed behind Norman’s bungalow as a way of passing the long, long days of summer. The bike was still in bits in Norman’s shed, because for all their skill and ingenuity, not to mention that of Norman’s friends and the friends of their friends, from the Helsingfors Institute of Technology to University of Zhangzhou, some things simply aren’t meant to be.


      Along the way, however, as they tried more and more ingenious ways to solve the problem of the tappet adjuster lock nuts and the main crankshaft lower shell bearings, they found they’d stumbled upon other lines of enquiry, mostly involving the fabric of the universe and the nature of space/time, that might not be directly relevant to the job in hand but which were at least marginally easier to solve. The South Cudworth group discovered dark matter at least eighteen months before the boys at the Lux project – there was a great big gob of it gumming up the air intake, which was why the bike tended to tick over for twenty seconds and then cut out – and it was in the process of finding out where the crank case oil leak came from that Norman first encountered the elusive Higgs boson. Naturally, the shed behind the bungalow soon became a bit on the cosy side for work of this nature, so it was fortunate, to say the least, that Norman happened to win the Euromillions jackpot six weeks running, making it possible for the Club to buy the disused quarry five miles down the road and fit it out with all the latest gear.


      The Club’s latest experiment was arguably its most ambitious yet. It was also uncharacteristically low-tech.


      “With a floured rolling-pin,” Norman read out, peering at the laptop screen through his thumb-thick lenses, “roll the dough out thinly until about one centimetre thick.” He blinked. “What’s a floured rolling-pin?” he asked.


      The others looked at him. “A rolling-pin with flour on it?” someone suggested.


      Norman’s eyes were starting to glaze over. “Why would anybody put flour on a rolling-pin?” he said. “It doesn’t make sense.”


      There was a long silence. Then Maurice, until about ten years ago the assistant director of MIT, said, “Do you think it could possibly be some kind of rudimentary parting agent?” Derek slapped his knees with the palms of his hands. “You know what, I think he’s right. So the pastry sticks to the flour and not the pin —”


      “That’s actually rather clever,” said Clive, who’d been something rather grand in the European Space Program. “I think they did something quite similar with the Teflon coating on the thrust intake manifolds on the GX-760.”


      “Splendid,” Norman said. Then he stopped and looked round. “Have we got any flour?” he said.


      It was mostly Derek’s fault that the Club had branched out into multiverse theory in the first place. Derek (recently retired Skelmersdale professor of semiconductor physics at Imperial College, London) had approached the bike problem from a radically different angle. In an infinite multiverse, he argued, new alternate realities are created with every bifurcation of the sequence of events. Thus, when the bike picked up its first little niggling rattle back in ’71, there was, so to speak, a fork in the road; in one reality, the bike started making pinkle-pinkle noises when the engine manifold exceeded a certain temperature, in the other it carried on working perfectly. And so on; each new deterioration giving rise to a further delta of alternative universes, until the number of realities that were identical in every way except for the health of the Norton’s gearbox exceeded the calculating capacity of conventional mathematics. But in one alternative, one single solitary universe among the teeming billions of offshoots, the bike had never gone wrong at all. In that continuum, it was still as good as it had been the day it rolled through the factory gates at Andover. Now then (said Derek), if only there was a way in which they could access that universe, go there, find that pristinely unbuggered bike and bring it back across the interdimensional void to this reality; well, there we’d be, job done. A bit of a sledgehammer to crack a nut, admittedly; however, bearing in mind how much effort and resources the Club had put in to doing it the more orthodox way, and how little progress they had to show for it, maybe it was worth a shot, at that.


      “Preheat a deep-fat fryer filled with sunflower oil to 180 degrees,” Norman recited, provoking a sharp intake of breath from the back of the lab. “Well? What?”


      Clive had that look on his face. “We’re not going to try using that thing again, are we? Not after the last time.”


      “Nonsense.” In his professional life, Norman had set opposing proton beams to collide at energy levels of 1.12 microjoules per nucleon. Even so, he looked a little thoughtful. “This time, I’ve read the instructions,” he pointed out. “It’ll be perfectly safe.”


      “We ought to get someone in to do all this,” said George, nervously fingering his calorimeter. “There’s a woman in the village who does cakes for special occasions, you know, weddings and funerals and things. I’m sure if we asked her —”


      Norman didn’t seem to have heard him; but then, he had only been ten miles away when the Very Very Large Hadron Collider went sky-high, so that was only to be expected. “When golden brown,” he went on, “remove doughnuts from oil with a slotted spoon.” He took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “A spoon, presumably, with slots in.”


      Clive sighed. “Why’s it all got to be so complicated?”


      “I think it’s amazing,” said Maurice. “To think that there’s stuff like this going on every day in houses all over the country. Mostly, as I understand,” he added, “performed by women.”


      “Miracle we’re all still here, really,” muttered Derek. The others looked at him, and he shrugged. “Yes, all right, but we had this woman lab assistant once, and you know what she did? She only tried to calibrate the electrostatic collimator with a Schmidt-Nagant reverse parallax oscilloscope. Honestly, we didn’t know where to look.”


      “For the icing —” Norman shook his head. “Well, we don’t need to bother with any of that, thank goodness.” He turned away from the screen and beamed at the others. “I believe we can manage it, don’t you?”


      They knew him well enough to recognise a rhetorical question when they heard one. “I think I missed a bit,” said George. “What came after take twenty-five grams of caster sugar?”


      After a while, the Club’s initial apprehensions gradually wore off and they began to work together as a team, particularly after Derek took over from Clive as Principal Stirring Officer. There was an understandably anxious moment as the partly formed doughnut modules were lowered into the hot oil – Maurice, who was doing the countdown, turned away and couldn’t bear to look – but Norman’s cool head and steady hand with the fire extinguisher saw them through, and once the alarms had been switched off and the extractor fans had whisked away the worst of the smoke —


      It had all been Derek’s idea; but if Norman hadn’t worked with Pieter van Goyen and Theo Bernstein on the Very Very Large Hadron Collider (before it blew up) he’d never have come across van Goyen’s theory of the Induced Causality Loop, which the great man was developing shortly before he mysteriously disappeared. When Bernstein subsequently moved a decimal point the wrong way and reduced half a minor Alp to gravel by accidentally blowing up the VVLHC, Norman remembered some of his late-night conference-bar conversations with van Goyen and started thinking deeply about accidents, coincidences and the reckless deviousness of truly brilliant physicists; before long he was convinced that van Goyen had been behind the VVLHC disaster, and that it was somehow a part of his secret and presumably incomplete research. Reconstructing that research, with only the conversations to go on, wouldn’t be easy. The same went for putting back together the contents of the shoe-box that contained the component parts of the bike’s carburettor, and of the two tasks, Norman opted for the one that might just possibly prove feasible. The result – in his cups, van Goyen had babbled about something he called the YouSpace device; Norman didn’t care for the name particularly, but he couldn’t be bothered to think of anything else, so the YouSpace device it became. The transdimensional portal activation unit was vast, and the third biggest computer ever assembled was only one of its many systems. The portal itself, the actual thing you used as a gateway to get from one alternate universe to another, just by looking into it and making a wish – well, he’d trusted van Goyen this far and he hadn’t been disappointed, and he distinctly remembered the old fool saying, the portal itself is nothing more complex than an ordinary, everyday —


      “It’s ready,” Clive said.


      With shaking hands and a pair of white plastic tongs, Norman lifted a single shining doughnut out of the roiling fat and gazed at it for a moment, rather as Columbus must have done when he first set eyes on the New World and wondered how he was going to break it to King Ferdinand that he’d been completely wrong about a short-cut to India. It was such a small and simple thing, nothing more than a circle of fried batter surrounding an empty space. Was it really possible that —?


      “Look out, boys,” Maurice said. “Norman’s having a Boromir moment.”


      Norman didn’t actually get the reference, but the tone of voice was eloquent enough. “I was just looking,” he said.


      “Well, don’t,” Derek said firmly. “Remember how it’s supposed to work. You could end up anywhere.”


      Or everywhere, Norman thought. The doughnut was definitely looking at him. Hello, sailor, it seemed to be saying. “Rubbish,” Norman said. “The machine isn’t turned on.” He looked up. “Is it?”


      Clive swivelled round to look. “Oops,” he said, and reached for a switch. “No,” he said.


      For a split second, Norman’s blood turned to ice. Slowly and carefully, as though defusing a bomb, he laid the doughnut down on the workbench and took a long step back.


      There was an awkward silence. Over the last six months they’d discussed every conceivable aspect of the YouSpace project except one; namely, who was going to try it out. For some reason, they’d never got around to talking about that.


      “Well,” Clive said, nudging Norman in the small of his back. “Go on, then.”


      Norman scowled horribly at him. “I’m not —”


      “Yes, you are. You’re our leader, isn’t that right, lads?”


      A resounding declaration of loyalty confirmed that he was. Norman had gone a funny colour. “Now come on,” he said reasonably. “Where’s your scientific method? We can’t just run bull-headed into a manned test programme, we’ve got to work up to it gradually, in controlled phases. Scientifically,” he added hopefully.


      “Scientifically?” Derek queried.


      “Mphm.” Norman nodded firmly. “I was thinking, to start with —”


      “Yes?”


      “Mice?”


      They thought about that, and while they were doing so Norman’s heart rate subsided to a modest 120. “We haven’t got any —”


      “Then let’s get some.”


      An hour or so later, Norman whisked a cloth off a small wire cage to reveal three white mice. Derek frowned. “I don’t like this,” he said. “It’s cruel.”


      “No it’s not,” Norman said, “it’s a giant leap for mousekind. Clive, get the doughnut.”


      Norman opened the cage door, and eventually a mouse hopped out and scampered a few paces along the workbench. Maurice threw the switch, and Clive used the tongs to hold the doughnut directly in front of the mouse’s nose. It sniffed a couple of times and started to nibble it.


      “It doesn’t work,” George said.


      “We don’t know that,” Derek replied fiercely. “In fact, it couldn’t have worked with a mouse anyway. The user’s got to make a conscious choice, or the transponder array’s got nothing to go on.” He shrugged. “Probably he’s quite happy where he is.”


      The mouse made another determined effort to get at the doughnut. Clive lifted it out of its reach. “Fine,” he said. “So it’s got to be one of us, then.”


      It was at this point that Norman felt the heavy hand of destiny on his shoulder. Jumbled quotations about boldly going and far, far better things bounced around inside his head, making it hard for him to think straight; there was also a vague mental image of a statue, in bronze, outside the entrance to the science block at his old university – someone had put a traffic cone on top of its head, so presumably it was Rag Week, but that didn’t seem to matter. “All right,” he said quietly. “I’ll do it.”


      “Good lad,” Clive said briskly. “Um, what is it he’s actually got to do, anybody?”


      “Just look through the hole in the middle,” Derek said. “And make a wish.”


      Norman closed his eyes and tried to clear his head. The bike, he told himself, focus on the bike. A perfect, concourse-ready ’68 Commando, its chrome gleaming, its engine softly purring until a quick flick of the wrist sets the tiger roaring. Then he shifted his mental camera angle to take in the number plate. “I’m ready,” he announced, eyes still screwed tight shut. “I’m going now. I may be gone for some —”


      “Norman.”


      Clive’s voice, a bit edgy. “What?”


      “I think you’d better look at this.”


      “Yes, in a minute, I’m not quite —”


      “Norman.”


      Norman opened his eyes and made a soft, faint whimpering noise. Standing on the workbench, looking round with wild, hunted eyes at the startled faces surrounding it, was a —


      Thing. Bipedal, vaguely humanoid, with a huge head, long arms, short bow legs, possibly four feet six but hard to tell because of the way it crouched; tusks like a pig, claws like a big cat, little round red eyes, snout like a pig, bristles. In one hand it held a small round oxhide shield, in the other a sort of overgrown machete. It didn’t smell very nice, either.


      “Norman,” Derek whispered, “you plonker. What the hell were you thinking about?”
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      Ever since she was a little girl, growing up under the tall canopy of the forest glades of Snorien, Efluviel had known she was going to be a journalist. Partly it was because she’d always loved writing; partly because she knew that the Realms were teeming with stories waiting to be told, great truths buried under leaf-drifts of obscurity or stuffed away in the hollow trees of convenience and lies. Mostly, though, it was because eighty-seven per cent of the Elvish nation were employed full-time in the newspaper business, and nearly all the remainder dashed off the occasional freelance feature, essay or book review. Her father was the literary editor of Elitism Today, her mother the chief political correspondent of Supercilious! The idea that their little girl might grow up to be something else – a local government officer, say, or a lobbyist or a tax inspector – simply hadn’t occurred to them.


      But that was all right, because Efluviel loved her work, and she was very good at it. Within three months of joining the Beautiful Golden Face as a cub reporter, covering the usual uninspiring round of planning appeals and literary lunches, Efluviel had broken her first major story, a gripping account of plagiarism, backbiting and corrupt reviewing practices that implicated some of the biggest names in the Elvish Third Estate. Immediately promoted to the rank of junior assistant drama critic (the youngest ever, by a margin of some seventy years), she used her unique brand of elegantly allusive snideness to establish herself as one of the leading voices of her generation, and she was already being spoken of as a serious contender for the assistant deputy editorship of Superior on Sunday when the blow fell, and all her hopes and dreams came crashing down around her delicately pointed ears like the rafters of a burning house. Mordak the goblin bought the Beautiful Golden Face.


      To this day, the Elves are at a loss to know how it could possibly have happened. There were, after all, laws about that sort of thing; nobody was quite sure why they weren’t applied in Mordak’s case, though a series of exposés in Supercilious! and Private Ear suggested that the acquisition and certain contributions Mordak made to Academician Grorflindel’s re-election campaign war-chest might not have been a coincidence. Whatever the truth behind it, the acquisition went through as swiftly and efficiently as an arrow through flesh, and all the Elves could do about it was complain, eloquently and at length, in the pages of their various publications. But not for long. Mordak, it seemed, didn’t appreciate having unkind things said about him in his own newspapers. Sudden and unexpected as lightning out of a blue sky, the sequence of events the Elves call the Terror began to unfold.


      Editors started to get threatening memos. Stories were deliberately killed. Beautifully written copy was sent back with People aren’t interested in this stuff, write about something else scrawled across the top in Mordak’s distinctively illiterate hand. Respected journalists, particularly those who’d been critical about Mordak or goblins in general, suddenly found themselves arbitrarily reassigned to the gardening pages or Obituaries. On the morning of what was for ever after called the Day of Weeping, a hundred and twenty-seven arts columnists were herded into a small conference room and viciously sacked. Loviel, the Face’s long-serving editor, retaliated in the only way he could and went to the union, who immediately sent Mordak an ultimatum; reinstate the One Hundred and Twenty-Seven and sign an undertaking not to interfere with editorial decisions ever again, or the entire staff of the Face would come out on strike. Mordak’s reply was swift and brutal. Go ahead, he said. If you don’t want to work for me, there’s plenty of goblins who do.


      There were those among the Elves who said that they shouldn’t have surrendered even then. True, by this point Mordak had also managed to get hold of the Superior group, Sneer and the Forest Dwellers’ Gazette, so there was nowhere left for the Displaced to go. The diehards took to the streets and built a barricade of review copies across the entrance to Mallorien Square, but Mordak simply ignored them. Not-being-a-journalist before dishonour was a fine battle-cry, but a million Elves had mortgages and school fees to pay, and if that wasn’t enough, the thought of goblins behind the hallowed newsdesks of Elvenhome was more than anyone could bear. It was, people said, the most wicked, evil thing the goblins had ever done, but they simply had no choice. The strike was called off, the review copies were dismantled and put back on TreeBay, and Loviel, after a decent interval, was quietly reinstated as the editor of what was henceforth to be called the Horrible Yellow Face. Thousands of journalists arrived at the office to find their personal possessions waiting for them in biscuit-boxes at the front desk. One of them was Efluviel.


      It was three months since she’d been fired from the Face, and during that time the only work she’d been able to find was freelance proofreading. Every morning, an hour before dawn, she joined the long line of hollow-eyed, desperate Elves that formed outside the gates of Gloriel Books. You had to be there early, or you had no chance of getting anything. Some time around about noon, the gates would open and an editorial assistant would wander out with a pitifully short stack of manuscripts; twenty, fifteen, sometimes only five or six. Sometimes it was first come, first served; other days, the assistant would stroll down the line of shabbily dressed hopefuls, the holes in their boots padded out with discarded copyright pages, taking some sort of ghoulish pleasure in the dead faces around her before distributing her meagre bounty, as often as not completely at random. Efluviel hadn’t quite sunk to the depths of those who sat all day at the gates holding placards that read Will Copy-Edit For Food, but she wasn’t far off it. Two Elves she’d been at school with had emigrated to the human cities of the South, while Safariel, who’d once won the Glorfangel Prize for Literary Arrogance, had dropped out of sight completely and had last been heard of working for the Post Office.


      Today the queue stretched halfway down the avenue. She took her place at the back of it, pulling her ragged shawl tight around her bony shoulders; as she did so, she noticed two Elves, a man and a woman, sitting at a leaf-strewn table outside the Mallorn Tree café. They were staring at her. She scowled and looked away. It was possible that they recognised her from her brief moment of celebrity, but she doubted it. The moment had been so very brief, after all. She shivered. It was bitter cold and her ear-tips were beginning to throb.


      A few minutes later, the two strangers finished their miruvor lattes, got up and strolled towards her. She looked away, avoiding eye contact. The woman came closer, deliberately intruding into her space. “Efluviel?” she said.


      She looked round. “Do I know you?”


      The woman grinned. “I’m Miss Gold and this is Mr Silver. We’re your new best friends.”


      “Go away.”


      Miss Gold shrugged. “Be like that,” she said. “We were only going to buy you a coffee.”


      “Plenty more where she came from,” Mr Silver said. “Come on, we’re wasting our time. Probably she doesn’t even need the money.”


      “Hold on,” Efluviel said quickly.


      “The magic M word,” said Mr Silver. “No, sorry, we don’t like your attitude. Our apologies for having troubled you.”


      “Hold on,” Efluviel repeated. “How do you know my name?”


      Miss Gold laughed. “Come and have a coffee and we’ll tell you.”


      Efluviel glanced at the queue. It was very long. “I’ll lose my place.”


      “Oh, there aren’t any manuscripts today,” said Miss Gold. “In a couple of hours the girl will come out and tell you all to come back tomorrow.” She was grinning again. “What have you got to lose?”


      Efluviel wanted to hit her, very hard. “Who are you?”


      “Coffee,” Miss Gold said. “Yes or no. You have three seconds.”


      It was at least six weeks since Efluviel had tasted real coffee; the genuine article, made with freshly ground acorns. An unbearable longing swept over her, like the sea at high tide. “Coffee and an almond slice.”


      “Sure,” said Mr Silver, with a mocking grin. “This way.”


      A few moments later they were sitting at the table and a waiter was scowling at them over his notepad. There was a menu, handwritten on a little card. “I’ve changed my mind,” Efluviel said, in a voice weak with desire. “I want baklava.”


      “Three miruvor lattes and a slice of baklava,” Mr Silver said. The waiter shrugged and wandered away. “Now then,” Mr Silver continued. “To business.”


      “Don’t be in such a hurry,” drawled Miss Gold. “Let the poor child have her drink and her cake before you make her storm off in a huff.”


      Mr Silver shrugged. “You’re quite right, of course. We can just sit here and watch the poor people for a while.”


      “Tell me now,” Efluviel said. “What is all this? Who are you?”


      “Suit yourself,” Miss Gold said. “First things first, though. You’re Efluviel, right?”


      Efluviel hesitated, then nodded.


      “The Efluviel who got fired from the Face for writing nasty things about King Mordak.”


      “Me and about a thousand others, yes.”


      Mr Silver leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head. “I bet you’re wondering,” he said, “why Mordak bought the Face in the first place.”


      “Because he’s evil,” Efluviel answered immediately. “Because he’s evil and he wanted to strike a deadly blow at the very heart of Elvenhome, and destroy Elvish civilisation as we know it.”


      Miss Gold nodded. “Partly,” she said. “But that’s not the whole story.”


      “It isn’t?”


      Miss Gold shook her head. Her nose, Efluviel noted with envy, was almost as sharply pointed as her ear-tips. “Rather more to it than that,” she said. “You see, the thing about Mordak is, he’s really quite bright, for a goblin.”


      “I’d gathered that,” Efluviel said bitterly.


      Mr Silver leaned forward and folded his arms on the table. “The main reason he bought the Face,” he said, “and all the other papers he could lay his grubby claws on, was so as to get Elves.”


      Efluviel blinked. “What?”


      “Elves,” Mr Silver repeated.


      Efluviel’s stomach turned. “What, to eat?”


      Miss Gold sniggered. “Bless the child,” she said. “No, not to eat. Mordak’s —” Her lip curled. “Enlightened. He’s even got this sign hanging on the wall opposite his desk. Elves; they’re not just for breakfast any more.”


      “Mordak’s been thinking long and hard about a new direction for Evil,” Mr Silver said, and she noticed that his voice had got harder, less flippant. “He wants a leaner, more flexible, more responsive kind of Evil, one that’s not stuck in the old going-nowhere rut of the past. He wants to make Evil relevant to now, to the now generation. He reckons it’s time to jettison all the worn-out attitudes, all the stuff that really puts people off. He believes it’s time to redesign Evil from the ground up, to face the challenges and opportunities of a diverse, rapidly changing society.”


      “He’s thinking of calling it,” said Miss Gold, “New Evil.”


      Efluviel frowned. “Good name,” she conceded.


      “Quite,” said Mr Silver. “And you’ve got to hand it to him, he’s nothing if not a blue-sky thinker. In fact, and don’t mention this to a soul, he hasn’t completely ruled out the possibility of a coalition with Good.”


      “A morality of ethical unity, in fact,” Miss Gold said. “The best of good and the worst of evil, working together hand in hand for a better tomorrow. Well,” she amended, “a tomorrow. Anyway, that’s all just background. The thing is, Mordak wants Elves because he realises that we’re so much better at running things. You know, admin, efficiency, all that.”


      “Mordak has the mental clarity to recognise that when it comes to running a bureaucracy, Elves can achieve a degree of blinkered ruthlessness that makes goblins look like teddy-bears.” Mr Silver’s eyes had started to shine. “Which is why he wants Elves – selected Elves, naturally – working for him, on his team. Which is why,” he went on, “he bought the Face.”


      Efluviel blinked. “I’m not sure I follow.”


      “Really? Oh. Well, it’s quite simple.” Miss Gold sipped her latte, and went on, “You know how it is. Any Elf with even a vestige of ability naturally goes straight into journalism.”


      “Well, of course.”


      “Indeed. Only the dead-beats and no-hopers end up in the civil service, it goes without saying. But Mordak wants Elven bureaucrats. So, he buys up the papers and fires most of the staff.” Miss Gold grinned again. “Like I said,” she added, “quite smart, for a goblin.”


      Efluviel’s head was starting to hurt. “Is that true?” she said.


      “Little Miss Cynical,” sighed Mr Silver. “Perfectly true, yes. Which is where Goldie and I come in.”


      “Please don’t call me that,” said Miss Gold.


      “And you too, if you’ve got half a brain,” Mr Silver continued.“Our job is to headhunt – sorry, unfortunate choice of words – aggressively recruit the top one per cent, the brightest and the best.” He pointed to the queue opposite. “Out of that.”


      Efluviel stared at him. “Me.”


      “Quite,” said Miss Gold. “But apparently, Mordak himself has noticed you.” From the sleeve of her gown she took a faded newspaper clipping and spread it out on the table.


      “Oh.”


      “Eat your baklava before it gets cold,” Mr Silver said, not unkindly. “You remember writing it, I suppose.”


      The headline read: Behold the Beast; Mordak buys Face. “He read that, did he?”


      “Oh yes.” Mr Silver nodded. “And was impressed by what he saw.”


      Efluviel’s throat was dry, in spite of the latte. “When you say impressed —”


      “What caught his attention,” Miss Gold said, “was that instead of just spouting rage and fury like everybody else, you’d bothered to dig around and actually come up with a few facts. True facts,” she added, with a sort of respectful distaste. “Which told him, you aren’t like other journalists.”


      “I didn’t know they were true,” Efluviel blurted out. “Sorry, what?”


      “He liked that they were true,” Mr Silver said gently. “Well, remember, he’s a goblin, they’re not like us. They don’t give a damn for the purity of classic journalism. They read newspapers to get the news.” He shrugged. “What impressed Mordak was the way you’d come up with things that he didn’t think anybody would ever find out about. Like the bits about the way Mordakorp doesn’t actually pay any tax in Elvenhome. That was supposed to be a secret. But you found out about it.”


      “And he’s pleased?”


      Miss Gold licked her lips with the tip of her tongue. “That’s what’s different about Mordak,” she said. “He recognises talent, even when it’s pointed at him with the safety off. And when he sees it, he wants it, to use against others.”


      “That’s what New Evil’s all about, really,” Mr Silver said. “Steal good ideas from the enemy and pass them off as your own. Anyway, let’s cut to the chase. Mordak would like you to come and work for him.” He paused, allowing Efluviel a moment to choke back the reply that came instinctively to her lips. “It’s a secure job, with prospects. He pays well. The alternative —” He nodded toward the queue opposite. “Entirely up to you,” he said. “Your choice.”


      Miss Gold yawned. “She hasn’t touched her baklava,” she said. “It’ll be stone cold.”


      “Maybe she’s got the sense to realise that the right decision could mean all the baklava she can eat,” Mr Silver said. “Or maybe not. Maybe she’s just stupid, like all the others.”


      Maybe it was pure coincidence that, at that exact moment, the girl came out and told the queue there was no work today. Efluviel watched the line break up and start to drift away. “What would I have to do?” she said quietly.


      Mr Silver allowed himself a brief smirk of victory. Then his face straightened. “Oh, nothing yucky or horrible,” he said. “Just research, really.”


      “Imagine you’re on to a really good story,” Miss Gold said. “Real sharp-edge investigative journalism.”


      “Only without the journalism,” said Mr Silver. “He wants you to find things out for him. That’s all.”


      “I see,” Efluviel said. “Like a spy.”


      “Absolutely not.” Mr Silver shook his head. “Mordak doesn’t do espionage. As far as he’s concerned, a spy is what you get if you cross a fly with a spider. Besides, why would anybody bother spying on the Elves? All he’d need to do is buy a newspaper.”


      “Like Mordak,” Efluviel said sourly. “Several newspapers.”


      Mr Silver sighed. “Hostility,” he said. “How gauche. Listen, you have my unequivocal undertaking. Mordak will not ask you to spy on your fellow Elves.” He leaned back again and steepled his fingers. “He’s just not interested enough in us to bother. But he thinks we’re useful, for a rigidly limited number of administrative functions. Including the gathering of information.”


      “What sort of information?”


      “Ah.” Mr Silver didn’t look uncomfortable, exactly – he’d probably have needed major surgery before he’d have been capable of it – but a sort of shutter closed behind his eyes. “That’s not really any of our business. It’s between you and Mordak, if you take the job, which you’re entirely free not to do, if you enjoy hunger. Or,” he added sweetly, “there’s always openings in the Post Office. Like I said before, up to you entirely. Now, perhaps you’d care to make up your mind. Obviously you’ve got nothing better to do, but we have.”


      Efluviel looked away and, in doing so, found herself staring straight at the slice of baklava. It spoke to something deep inside her, and she knew what she was going to say. “Here’s the deal,” she said. “Take it or leave it.”


      “Ooh,” murmured Miss Gold. “Feisty.”


      “I’ll do it.”


      “Good girl.”


      “On one condition,” Efluviel said, and her heart was beating pit-a-pat. “I’ll do this not-quite-spying thing for one year, and then I want my old job back.”


      Mr Silver narrowed his eyes. “Excuse me?”


      “On the Face,” Efluviel said. “As a reporter. I promise I won’t write anything nasty about Mordak,” she added quickly, “I’ll be as good as gold and not make any trouble. But I want to be a journalist again, it’s all I’ve ever wanted. And if this is what it takes, well —” She shrugged. “How about it?”


      Miss Gold and Mr Silver looked at each other, and Efluviel couldn’t quite follow the unspoken debate in their eyes. Then Mr Silver smiled at her and said, “Fine. A job on the Face.”


      “Planning appeals,” Miss Gold put in. “Arts festivals. Maybe filling in on the sports section.”


      “Doesn’t matter,” Efluviel replied, repressing a shudder. “That’s my price.”


      Miss Gold sighed contentedly. “Everyone’s got one,” she said. “Selling out makes the world go round. Welcome to Team Mordak.”


      Efluviel waited. The world didn’t come to an end. “Do I have to sign anything?”


      Mr Silver shook his head. “Best not to have too much down on paper,” he said. “Besides, the goblins have a different attitude to contracts and agreements generally. They almost never sue.”


      “Ah.”


      “No, they fry instead. The way Mordak sees it, play it straight with him and everything will be fine. Mess him around and he’ll have you for breakfast.” He paused. “Construe that last remark as you wish. Only please, do be careful to bear in mind that Mordak’s a goblin. Enlightened, yes, but a goblin. He likes his employees loyal or lightly steamed on a bed of bruised rocket. No middle ground. He’s not a middle ground kind of guy.”


      Efluviel noticed a strange taste in her mouth, and it wasn’t miruvor latte. Every instinct she possessed told her to back out now, while she had the chance. But, she decided, she probably didn’t have the chance, not any more; not with someone who didn’t believe in written agreements or set terms of employment. She had a nasty feeling that she’d effectively signed on the dotted line already, the moment she’d said yes, and any attempt to get out of it would land her in hot water, probably with onions and a stock cube. And anyway, she told herself, I wouldn’t change my mind even if I could. A job on the Face, for crying out loud. She was going to be a journalist again. For that, was she prepared to do anything, anything at all?


      Silly question. “Great,” she said. “That’s all perfectly fine. So, when do I start?”
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