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ERLOGUE

MEN ARE MORTAL; BUT DEMONS ARE FOREVER.

The names Bond. Shaman Bond. The very secret agent. Once upon a time, dl tha stood
between the world you know and dl the forces of darkness was my family. Made strong and powerful
by our golden armour, we fought the monsters on your behdf, keeping you safe. Every member of my
family was raised from childhood to fight the good fight, in strictest secrecy. So you would never have to
know just how dangerous aworld you redly lived in.

| was afidd agent, licensed to kick supernaturd arse. Your knight in shining armour, keeping the
wolves from your door.

And then | found out it was dl alie My family didn't protect the world...we ruled it, from the
shadows. And the marvellous golden armour, that made us so much more than human...came a a hidden
price too terrible to bear. So | brought my family down. And for my sins, they put me in charge. To run
the family, and redeem it.

My red nameis Eddie Drood. | am the world's last hope. Theworld ... isinalat of trouble.

CHAPTER ONE A Day inthe Life

The world isnt wha you think it is. Hel, even London isnt wha you think it is. There are
mongters around every corner, creatures in every shadow, and more dark conspiracies and secret wars
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going on than you can shake aredly big stick at. You never get to know about this because the Drood
family has fidd agents everywhere, to keep the lid on things and make sure everyone plays nice. When
they don't, we kill them. We don't believe in second chances; we bdieve in samping out fires before they
can spread.

My family has been keeping the world safe for dmost two thousand years. We're very good &t it.

And then | found out the truth behind the lies, and nothing made sense anymore. The lagt time |
visted my nice little flat in London, my home away from home, my life seemed to make some kind of
sense. | was an experienced fidd agent, complete with use name and cover identity, and the marvelous
golden armour that made me so much more than human. | went where the family told me to go, and did
what | was told, and it never even occurred to me to ask any questions. It was my job to protect the
world from whatever dark and nasty forces needed dapping down that week, and | had a good
reputation for getting the job done, whatever the complications. | knew who were the good guys, and
who were the bad.

| knew nothing.

My fla was in Knightsbridge, a comfortable firg-floor gpartment in a redly nice area, where no
one knew who | redly was. | made enough money to livein syle as wel as comfort, and no one ever
bothered me. That was my life, just a few months ago. Until one day, with no waning, my family
declared me rogue for no reason, and | had to go on the run to save ny life. Searching for answers, |
discovered the terrible truth about my family and the world, and nothing has been the same since.

Now here | was back in London again, with the wild witch of the woods Mally Metcaf stting a
my Sde as| drove my new car through the mostly empty streets. It was the early hours of the morning,
the sun only just up, the birds were snging ther little hearts out, and the ar had that expectant,
anything-can-happen fed that dl big cities have at the beginning of the day. Maly Metcaf, anarchist and
terrorist and a whole bunch of other ids that involved making trouble for the powers that be, stretched
heppily and beat out a rhythm on the dashboard with both hands to accompany the Breed 77 dbum
playing on the car's sound system. A short and ddicate china dall of a woman, with bobbed black hair,
huge dark eyes, and big bosoms. She was wearing a black leather catsuit, with a witch knife hanging
around her neck on a long dlver chain. Mally used to be one of the bad guys probably ill was,
depending on how you looked at it. We had a lot of history between us, even tried to kill each other
severd times, when we ended up on opposite sides of a misson. Now we were an item, and I'd be hard
pressed to tdl which of us was more surprised.

Me, I'm just another face in the crowd, trained to blend in without being noticed. And I've never
ordered a vodka martini shaken not gtirred inmy life

| sent my new car roaring through the streets with a complete disregard for treffic lights, traffic
laws, and any and dl forms of road etiquette. Though drictly spesking, it wasn't a new car. I'd had to
abandon and destroy my beloved Hirondd during my time on the run, so | prevailed on the family
Armourer to provide me with a new set of wheds | was now driving a lovingly restored 1933
open-topped four-and-a-half-litre Bentley, in racing green with red leather interiors, and an Amherst
Villiers supercharger under the long gleaming bonnet. The wind dapped a my hair as we roared dong,
and | changed gears more than was drictly necessary, just to show off. It was a great green beast of a
car, sylish asdl hdl, and camly glamorousin that way that modern cars don't even aspire to anymore. |
dammed her into top gear and put my foot down, and the Bentley surged forward like a hunting dog let
off the leash. Mally whooped with joy, exhilarating in the speed and acceleration.

"Thisis one hdl of a car, Eddie! Where did you ed it?'

"It used to beong to my unde Jack," | ydled back over the roar of the engine. "Back when he
was charging around East Europe in the fifties, at the height of the Cold War, samping out bush fires with
extreme pregjudice. They say he persondly prevented three world wars, and very nearly started one,
when he was caught in bed with a politician's wife. And his misiress. Uncle Jack moved on to faster and
flashier cars, of course, but he dways had a fondness for this one, and kept it going for years. He
customised the hdl out of it, of course. Asfamily Armourer, he dways had to have the best toys™"



| grinned. | couldnt help mysdf. "Bulletproof chasss and windows, dlicon-gd-filled tyres so
they'll never go flat, machine guns fore and &t firing explogve flechettes a two thousand rounds a
minute...EMP proof, spdl proof, curse proof, plus dl the usud hidden extras. The operating manud is
the Sze of a phone book. All of us kids used to pore over it in the library, dreaming of the day when we'd
be fidd agents and drive cars jus like it. And by the way, don't try and use the cigarette lighter.
Flamethrowers."

"Groovy! Let'stry them!"

"Let's not. We aren't supposed to draw atention to ourselves, remember? Wait till we see a
traffic warden. Or a street mime”

It felt strange to be back in London, driving down familiar streets, after so much had happened.
The streets looked just the same, and no doubt the people went about ther everyday lives as though
nothing had changed; but everything had. The whole world was up for grabs with the family out of the
picture, even if no one knew it yet. My family didn't run the world anymore, and the only reason the
world wasn't tearing itsdf apart trying to fill the new power vacuum...was thet dl the other powers that
be were waiting for the other shoe to drop.

"Why are we going back to your old flat?' said Mally.

"I dready told you. And if you ask Are we there yet? one moretime, I'll hit the g ector button.”

"This car doesn't have an gector seat.”

"It might have. You don't know."

"Tadk to me, Eddie. You never tdl me what you're thinking."

"Hey, I'm not used to this whole being in a rdationship bit, okay? When you work as a fidd
agent, you learn pretty fast you can't trust anyone.”

"Not even those close to you?' said Mally, sudying me solemnly with her huge dark eyes.

"Espedidly those. You dways know where you are with an enemy; it's only friends and loved
ones who can betray you." | took a deep breath and stared out through the windshidd. "If I'm going to
lead the family, and it looks like I'm going to have to, because no one dseisup to thejob ... | have to
live a the Hall. If only because there are dill far too many members of the family | can't turn my back on
safdy. The truth might set you free, but there's nothing that says you have to be grateful. | need to be on
top of things...Butif | do have to live in that draughty old pile again, | want some of my favourite things
with me. Just afew little things that matter, to make the place & least fed like home™

"Never get attached to possessions,” Mally said briskly. "They're just things, and you can dways
get more things”

"You don't have a sentimenta bone in your body, do you?'

"If | did, I'd have it surgicdly removed. I'm aways moving on, and | never look back."

"Wdl, yes" | sad. "But you live in a forest. What would you take back to the Hal? Your
favourite tree?!

"You forget, Eddie, I'm awitch. | might decide to bring the whole forest with me."

| decided to change the subject, before she set her heart on the idea. You never can tdl with
witches.

"So," | said, as caaudly as | could manage. "How are you getting on with the family? Everyone
tresting you dl right? What do you think of the mighty and mydticd Droods, now that youve had a
chance to see us up close and persond?'

"Hard to tdl," said Mally. The musc had stopped, 1'd dowed the car, and it suddenly seemed
vay quiet in the Bentley. Madlly produced a smdl slver snuffbox out of midar, snorted a pinch of
something green and glowing, sneezed messily, and made the box disappear agan. "Mogt of your family
aren't talking to me. Either because they think | led you astray, or because I've thwarted so many of your
family's plansin the pagt...It's not like | killed that many of your people... They need to get over it, and
move on. That was then, thisis now. All right, so | used to practice the black arts, spread insurrection,
mutilate diens, and abduct cattle; | was young! | needed to get things out of my system! That's no reason
to run screaming when | just try to tak to people.”

"They don't know you like | do," | said reassuringly. "Haven't you made any friends?"



“Your unde Jack's okay,” Madlly said rductantly. "But he's dways busy in the Armoury. And
Jacob's good company. For a ghost. And a dirty old man. But gpart from them, it's dl been cold
shoulders and nasty, pointed comments just in range of my hearing. A few were redly quite unpleasant.”

| took my eyes off the road just long enough to give her aredly serious stare. "Please tdl me you
didn't kill them."

"Of course nat! | turned them into things.”

"What sort of ... things?"

Mally smiled swestly. "Remember those pheasants we had last week, that you noted were out of
Season?”

| gripped the steering whed so hard my knuckles went white. "Oh my God. You didn't..."

"Of course | didnt! Lighten up, Eddie! You can be so gullible sometimes. | just turned them Al
into toads and dumped them in the rock gardens for a while, to let them think things over. They're fine
now. Except for adight tendency to snap at pasang flies”

| Sghed heavily. It seemed to me that I'd been doing that a lot more snce Mally came into my
life

"If it helps, mogt of the family haven't exactly warmed to me, ether,” | admitted.

"They respect you," said Mally.

"Only because they're afraid of me. | destroyed their precious Heart, source of thar wonderful
golden armour. The one thing that made them better than everyone dse. | proved the Heart was evil and
the armour was an abomination, but they hate me even more for making them face the truth. That were
not the good guys, and haven't been for centuries. On top of which, they're dl feding helpless and
vulnerable without their armour, defenceless in the face of the family's many enemies.”

"You promised them new dlver torcs, new armour. Everyone applauded, and cheered you! They
did. I was there."

"The enthusasm of the moment...No, if I'm going to lead the family, | have to do it from the
front. | have to ingpire them to be great again. Have to prove mysdf with action, not just words and good
intentions. Prove mysdf worthy to lead the family.”

"Proveit to your family?* said Mally. "Or to yoursdf?'

My nice little flat was in Knightsbridge, a very cam and quiet and dvilised area, where no one
knew who | was, or what | did. They only knew me as Shaman Bond, a man of independent means who
kept himsdf to himsdf, was never any trouble, and dways remembered to put his garbage out on the
proper day. So as | drew nearer to my quiet and secluded resdentid area, it came as something of a
surprise to me to see so many people out and about in the streets who didn't belong there. | spotted spies
and agents from a dozen different countries and organisations, dl busly pretending to be perfectly
ordinary people going about their perfectly ordinary business. But you can't fool a Drood.

| dowed the car and took a closer look. The sgns were not good. Every approach to my flat had
been covered by people who shouldn't even have known where it was. Word does get around fagt in the
inteligence community. So | couldn't just drive up to my fla and park. All kinds of unpleasantness might
ensue. | needed to be able to dip into my old place, gather up a few beongings, and get the hdl out
again, without anyone even knowing I'd ever been there,

| pulled the car to the sde of the road, some distance short of my flat, and stopped. Mally
looked a me inquiringly. | quietly pointed out severa of the enemy, prevented her from launching an
immediate preemptive strike, and persuaded her to St quietly while | examined the scene more fully, usng
the Sight. Just like my old callar, my new Slver torc adlowed me to See much more of the world as it
redly was, rather than through humanity's limited senses. The world is a much bigger place than most
people redise, full of the strange and the terrible, walking unseen and unsuspected alongsde us.

There were a couple of dves, tdl and proud and haughty. They live somewhere ese now, and
only ever turn up in our world when there's a good chance to screw us over or kick us when we're
down. It's dl they've got I€ft, these days. There were diens, grays and lizardoids and a few things whose



shapes made no sense a dl. They redly do wak among us. Tourists, modly. If they look like getting out
of hand, the family usudly just spanks them and sends them home. Ghosts drifted here and there, trapped
in repeating loops of time. And there were things walking through wals or scrambling up them, or
hovering in the skies overhead. Far too many of them for it dl to be just a coincidence. Word does get
around fast in the unnaturdl community.

| shut down my Sight. You can't See the world as it redly is for too long; the human mind just
isnt equipped to cope. Luckily, none of them could See me, aslong as | wore the torc. They had to wait
for meto reved mysdf... | grinned. It was time to use one of the Bentley's redlly specid festures.

"Eddie, what are you planning?' said Moally.

| amiled at her bedtificaly. "Brace yoursdf, swestie. I'm taking this car up to deven!”

| pushed the peda to the floor, et go the clutch, and the Bentley surged forward, its engine
howling like awolf on the hunt. We shot past the hundred mark in a few seconds as | dammed through
the gears, and then | hit the hidden switch and threw her into Overdrive. Mally and | were forced back
into our seats by the terrible acceleration, and the world blurred around us as we left it behind. The
Bentley punched through the wadls of the world, and just like that we were somewhere else.

Freed from the everyday redtrictions of time and space, the Bentley tore through the dimensions,
day and night flickering on and off like a stroboscope. Stars blazed in somewhere elsg's night skies, in
congdlations never seen from Earth. There were strange sounds and incandescent lights, and a dty
danging in amillion inhumean voices. Visons and vigtas flickered on and off as we shot through them like a
bullet, intangible and unsubgtantia, though whether they were the ghodts or we were is probably just a
maiter of opinion. Mally shrieked and howled with ddight, and only the need to concentrate on the
deering kept me from joining in. Drunk on speed, crazed on velocity, we hammered through the
dimengons until | saw the 9gn | was looking for and took a sharp right turn back into our redlity.

Different worlds Dopplered past us as | dammed on the brakes, and when the Bentley findly
shuddered to a hdt, we were stting insgde my garage, underneath my fla. | quickly shut down the engine
and took my hands off the steering whed. They were shaking, and not just from the exhilaraion. Taking
sdeways journeys through adjoining dimensons is dways dangerous. You can never tdl what might
notice you, and decide to follow you home. | got out of the car on only dightly unsteedy legs and
checked the car over carefully, to make sure we hadn't picked up any unwanted hitchhikers. Paying
gpecid dtention to the undercarriage.

Mally was dready out of the car and dancing around it, punching the ar with her figt. "That was
fantadtic! Let's do it agan! What was that?'

"A shortcut,” | said, peering suspicioudy under a front bumper.

“You take me on the best rides, Eddiel”

| straightened up, and she threw her arms around me and hugged me. | let her.

"Welcome to my garage,” | said. "It's samdl, but pokey. Now come on up and see my fla. Try
not to be too underwhelmed. We can't dl livein a forest."

| studied the door to my flat carefully. Everything seemed normd, nothing out of place, but the
door wasn't locked. | could tell. And | dways lock the door behind mewhen | leave. Secret agents redly
can't aford to forget things like that. So | stood a safe distance away from my door and looked at it
thoughtfully, while Mally looked a me.

"What's wrong?"

"Someone's been here”

"Your enemies?’

"More likdy my family. As soon as | was declared rogue, the Matriarch would have sent a team
here to turn my fla over, looking for evidence she could use againgt me. And my family is never subtle
about such things™"

"You think they left a booby trap behind?'

"No. I'd See atrap. More likdy theyjust trashed the place, to leave a message. It's what | would



have done, when | was afidd agent.”

| took a deep breath, pushed the door open, and went in. They'd trashed my home, and been
very thorough about it. All the furniture had been overturned, where it hadn't been smashed. They'd torn
up the carpeting to lever up the floorboards. My possessions had been tossed dl over the place, dl the
drawers pulled out and emptied, their contents scattered everywhere. My computer had been torn apart
to get at the hard drive, and the monitor had been smashed.

They'd even ripped the pogters off the wall and torn them up.

Every room was the same. Nothing had been spared. They'd even dragged the covers off my
bed and cut open the mattress, to search indde it. And on the bedroom wall, above the headboard,
someone had spray-painted the word TRAITOR. The word hit me like a punch in the gut. A cold fig
closed around my heart, and it was dl | could do to get my breath. Mally came in beside me and saw the
word on the wdl. She dipped an arm through mine and hugged it to her side.

"Oh, Eddie, I'm s0 sorry. I'm sure this was alovely place before ..."

"l was never atraitor,” | said. | didn't recognise my own voice. "I was the only one who stayed
true to what the family was supposed to be."

"I know, Eddie. Come away."

"Itsdl right,” | said. "It'sdl right.”

It wasn't, but | et her lead me away.

Back in the living room, | looked around me, trying to make some sense of the mess. They hadn't
actudly broken much. Probably didn't have the time.

"They redly did ajob on you," said Mally. She was trying hard not to step on things, but it was
impossible. | loved her for making the effort, though.

"It's whet | expected,” | said. "I did worse, in my time, when | was a fidd agent. Turning over
some villan'slar in the search for clues, or evidence. Or just because | could. It was dl part of the game,
then. But...cosmic payback’s a bitch. Do you believe in karma, Mally?'

"My karma ran over my dogma,” Mally said briskly. "Didnt you think to put any protections
around your home?'

| snorted. "Tons of the bloody things You'd have a better chance of breaking into Bill Gates's
private porn stash. But nothing my family couldn't get through. | never thought 1'd need to protect mysdf
agang my own family."

Mally frowned. "Wouldnt the neighbours have heard something, and called the police?’

"No one ever hears a Drood a work," | said. "Or if they do, we make them forget it."

"For their own good, of course.”

"Modly, yes. Oh, | see; you were being ironic. Sorry. I'm not dways very good at picking up on
that."

"You and your whole family,” muttered Mally.

"What?"

"Nothing...What do you suppose they were looking for here?'

"Theusud," | said. "Objects of Power, unauthorised grimoires and forbidden texts, information |
shouldn't have had access to ... maybe even records of payments from outside the family. Anything they
could use to condemn, pressure, or blackmail me. My family has aways preferred to negotiate from a
postion of grength. Fools ... As though I'd leave anything that important just lying around here, for
anyone to find..."

"Right," said Mally, amiling mischievoudy. "Where do you keep your redly secret quff, Eddie?
Your embarassing photos of yoursdf as a kid, your old teenage crush love letters, and your own
persona naughty films? Any particular favourites you might want to bring dong with you? | can be very
broad-minded..."

"I don't have any of those things” | said with some dignity.

Mally sghed and shook her head. "For a secret agent, you've led a very sheltered life Not to



worry, Eddie. I'l be your porn.”

| smiled. "And they say romantic banter is dead.” It didn't take me long to gather up the few
things | wanted to take with me. Some battered old Bruin Bear and the Sea Goat books that were my
favourites when | was akid. A framed photo of my parents, taken just before they went off to die on one
last misson for the family. Mally studied the photo curioudy.

"They look s0 young," she said findly. "Not even as old as we are now. Much the same age as
my parents, when they were murdered by the Droods.”

"We have so much in common,” | said, dropping the photo into a carrier bag dong with the
books. "I promise you; | will find out the truth about what redly happened to your parents, and mine”

"If you like" said Mally. "I told you; | don't believe in looking back."

| rescued a dozen or so of my favourite CDs from the mess on the floor. (Mally drew the line at
any of my Enyadbums, which | thought was a bit mean. | don't object to her playing her Iron Maiden in
the car.) And that...was that. | looked around, but there wasn't anything else | wanted to take with me. |
looked down at the carrier bag. Not much to show, for ten years in one place. Not much to show, for a
life

"I did have some good times here," | said.

“Yeah, right," said Mally. "I'll bet you were ared party animd a weekends.”

"No," | sad. "I hardly ever brought people back here. Because people only knew me as Shaman
Bond, and this was the only place | could be Eddie Drood. The family discourages fidd agents from
having close friends, or anything else. Close associations might dilute our loydty to the family. And you
can't ever be redly close to anyone, when the life you share is a lie. Agents in the fidd live solitary lives,
because we have to. Because when you care for someone, you don't want to endanger them.”

"And your family encouraged this?' said Mally.

"Of course. They wanted the family to be the most important thing in our lives, so we might never
be tempted to turn away from them. | had more freedom than mogt, and | ill toed the family line...right
up to the point where they turned on me. | had friends...but | could never tdl them anything tha
mattered. | had lovers, but never loves. It wasn't dlowed. All | had...was the work."

"If you start getting maudin on me" Mally said firmly, "I will dap you, and it will hurt. | told you;
never look back. All you ever see are mistakes, fallures, and missed opportunities. Concentrate on the
here and now! You're running your family, you have dl the best toys to play with, and you have me!
What more could mortal man desire?’

"My Enya CDs."

"One dap, on itsway."

We both laughed. | took her in my ams and hed her close. She nuzzled her face into my
shoulder and rubbed my back with her hands. | bent my head over hers and bresthed deeply the perfume
from her hair. | fet...like | could have stayed there forever. But | had things to do.

"My world used to be so smple” | said. "I knew who | was, and what | was, and what | was
supposed to do with my life”

"No," said Mally, not raisng her head from my shoulder. “Y ou only thought you did. Welcome to
thered world, Eddie. Haeful place, isnt it?'

"No," | said. "It hasyouinit."

We left the flat and made our way down into the enclosed courtyard below, and then stopped as
we redlised the wrought-iron gates were sanding wide open. | looked out into the street, and a whole
amy of heavily armed and armoured men looked right back a me. Molly moved in close beside me.
Two black attack helicoptersfilled the early morning with their clamour as they manoeuvred into position
overhead. | lifted my head and squared my shoulders. Firgt rule of a fidd agent; never show fear. |
sauntered over to the open gates for a better look.

There had to be a leadt fifty armed men, anonymous in body armour and dark-visored helmets,
every one of them pointing their oversized guns right at me. Automatic weapons, too; top of the line



They weren't taking any chances. | looked up and down the street. They'd blocked off both ends with
amoured vehides. Frightened faces peered out from closed windows, up and down the street. You
didn't expect scenes like thisin cvilised Knightsbridge.

One armoured figure moved forward to face me, dill careful to mantain a safe distance. He
pushed his visor up just enough to get an eectric bullhorn under it.

"Edwin Drood, Madlly Metcdf; you are ordered to surrender yourselves. Fallure to do so will be
met with dl necessary force."

| looked a Mally. "So, how do you want to play this?'

She amiled sweetly. "Oh, the usud, | think. Extreme violence and unpleasantness, visited upon
one and dl, suddenly and horribly and dl over the place.

"My kind of women,”" | said.

"Surrender or die!" sad the spokesman through his bullhorn.

"Doyou mind?' | said witheringly. "Weé're talking, here. Well get to you in a moment.” | turned
back to Mally. "I'm a bit reluctant to go head-to-head with them here. Right out in the open, surrounded
by innocent bystanders.”

Mally shrugged. "They chose the seiting. We could make a run for the Bentley, | suppose, and
shortcut our way out of this...but | don't do the running thing."

"Same here" | sad. "It does s0 tend to give the wrong impresson. These scumbags need to be
reminded of what it means to chalenge a Drood."

"And the wild witch of the woods, darling.”

"Of course, my dear."

"If you don't surrender right this minute ..."

| had to laugh. "He doesn't know us very well, does he? Who do you think they are?’

"Big display of force, even bigger guns and not a gran of common sense among the lot of
them...got to be Manifes Dedtiny. The |-Can't-Believe-They're-Not-Fascists brigade. Truman must
have got his act back together again. Who knew held dill be mad at us, just because we destroyed his
underground base and scattered his whole repellent organisation to the winds?'

"All-powerful cult leaders with ddusons of godhood are often funny that way," | agreed.

The spokesman threw his bullhorn onto the ground and stalked forward to confront us. Mally
and | turned around and fixed him with a thoughtful gaze, and he dammed to a hdt. He was carefully not
pointing his automatic weapon at us, just yet.

"Look," he sad, in the drained tones of someone trying to be reasonable under very trying
circumstances. "We both know you don't have your golden armour anymore, Eddie. None of the Droods
do. If | have to order my men to open fire, youll end up riddied with so many bullets your family will be
able to use your corpse as a colander. Youll have so much lead in you, your coffin will have to be
labdled toxic waste, and even your DNA will end up in pieces. So will you please just do the senshble
thing and surrender, and we can dl get out of herel”

"I think you pushed those metaphors a bit too far," | said.

"Definitdy reaching there, at the end," said Mally.

"Nobody does redly good villainous threats anymore,” | said. "In the old days, ared villan could
make your blood run cold with just agmile”

"Hdl, | could make someone wet themsdves with just abdeful glare” said Mally.

"Sorry," | said to the spokesman. "We don't do reasonable. Do we, dear?"

"Cetainly not," said Mally. "Bad for the image. Hey, what do you want to bet | can tun this
creep into some kind of dripping snot creature before he can give the order to open fire?"

"You can't take on a whole amy!" said the spokesman. His voice was becoming just a bit
hygtericd. "Extreme measures have been authorised!™

"Wd," | said. "That's always nice to know. Now we won't have to hold back. | count fifty-saven
armed men, Mally."

"Probably more in hiding, as reinforcements” said Moally. "He looks the snegky type. Nice to
know they're taking us serioudy, & least.”



"Who are you?"' | said bluntly to the spokesman, leening forward to try to peer through his dark
visor. “Your voiceisfamiliar..."

"Codename Alpha™ he snapped, actudly shying back alittle. "Are you going to come quigtly, or
not?"

"Oh, definitdy not,” said Mally. "We have a reputation to live down to."

| gestured a the two black attack hdicopters hovering overhead, dirring our har with ther
downdraft. "I redly don't approve of those, Alpha. We're supposed to fight secret wars, behind the
scenes of the world. The generd public is never supposed to know about us, and the things we have to
do."

Alpha shrugged. "It's a new world now. You saw to that. Surrender. Now. This is your last
chance."
| looked a Mally. "l fed like alittle light exercise,” | said. "How about you?"

"I fed like kicking some heads in and amping on some throats" said Mally.

"Never knew atime when you didnt," | said. "Let's dance.”

| armoured up, dl in a moment. | subvocdised the old activating Words, and the siver strange
meatter held in the collar around my neck flowed suddenly forth, encasing my whole body from top to toe.
Alpha stared blankly for a moment, and then actudly screamed before turning and retresting rgpidly back
to hismen. Hed been told | didn't have my armour anymore, and he was wrong. 1'd upgraded. | knew
what | looked like. A gleaming Slver statue, the perfect protective armour, seamless, without any joints
or vulnerable points. Even my face was a featurdess slver mask, through which | could see and hear and
breathe perfectly naturdly.

| flexed my arms, and the slver asmour flowed smoathly with me. | fet stronger, faster, sharper,
like coming suddenly awake after a long doze. This was the great secret of the Drood family; the
marvellous armour that makes us so much more than human, that lets us do our job no matter what the
bad guys throw at us. Once it was gold; now it is Slver. The details change but the war goes on. | closed
my hands into armoured fists, and heavy spikes appeared on the Slver knuckles as | concentrated. | was
looking forward to seeing what the new armour could do under battle conditions.

Alpha findly screamed an order through his bullhorn, and dl the armoured men opened fire at
once, concentrating their am on me. I'd dready moved to cover Mally, and | stood firm as a storm of
bullets dammed into me. Instead of ricocheting harmlesdy from my armoured form, as they used to with
the golden armour, the siver strange matter absorbed both the impact of the bullets and the bullets
themsdlves. Just swallowed them right up, as fast as they came. Safer on innocent passersby, | supposed,
but | did wonder whether the armour would have to crap the bullets out again, later. | made a menta
note not to have Moally sanding behind me after the battle was over.

The armoured men redlised thar bullets were having no effect on me, and the fusllade died
raggedy away. Mally immediatdy stepped out from behind me, raised her ams in the stance of
summoning, and called down the e ements.

"Awake, awake, ye northern winds ..."

A great sormwind came howling down the road. It picked the armoured men up and sent them
tumbling head over heds the whole length of the street. Some hid in doorways or behind cars and
concentrated their fire on Mally. The bullets punched through the raging wind, only to turn into rose
petds before they got anywhere near her. She was protected by dl the magics of the wild wood, and
nothing from the materia world could touch her. She only let me protect her because she knew it made
me fed better. She gestured sharply, and lightning stabbed down from the darkening skies, picking out
armoured men in their hiding places and incinerating them.

New men arrived from conceding postions, carying heavier weapons. They forced their way
forward againg the howling winds, step by step. Mally stabbed a finger a them, and the Street was
suddenly full of a dozen or so very confused-looking llames.

Mally was on arall.

But that kind of magic took it out of her, so | decided it was time for me to get hands-on. |
charged forward into the mass of the remaining soldiers, moving a superhuman speed, driven by the



inhumen strength of my armoured legs. | was in and among the armoured men faster than they could
react, driking out a them with gppaling augmented strength. My spiked slver knuckles stove in
reinforced hdmets and smashed through Kevlar as though it were paper. Blood flew on the air, and men
fdl screaming. Sl dive. | prefer not to kill if 1 don't have to. I'm an agent, not an assassin.

They crowded in around me, hoping to overwhelm me and drag me down through sheer force of
numbers. They beat a me with gun butts and shot me in the face at point-blank range. | picked them up
and threw them this way and that, sending them flying the length of the street with my more-than-human
grength. Men crashed into walls that cracked under the impact. More and more armoured men came
running to face me, and | had to admire their courage, if nothing else. | went to meet them with a amile on
my lips and a song in my heart. The good thing about fighting real scumbags like Manifest Degtiny is that
you never have to fed bad about the anful things you do to them. And it fdt good to have a solid enemy
to drike back at, to take out the frudrations of the day on. | waded right into the thick of them, figs
flying.

Poor bastards never stood a chance.

Armoured cars came ralling down the Street, firing redly big guns from embrasures. Mally turned
their gunfire into pretty butterflies, and then melted dl the cars wheds with a wave of one hand. They
ground to a hdt, sted rims digging into the road. Mally scowled with concentration, so intent on the
mischief she was working she didn't even see the armoured man dosing in on her. Somehow held fought
hisway forward through the blustering winds, and approached her in her blind spot. He raised a gun to
shoot her in the head at close range, and she didn't even know he was there.

| grabbed the nearest man and threw him at the gunman snesking up on Mally. The man flew
screaming through the air with unnaturdl speed, driven by the awful strength of my armoured arm. He
actudly caught on fire from the friction of the air, and was a mass of flanes when he dammed into the
men threatening Molly. The gunman just had time to look around, and then the burning men hit im so
hard | heard bones break under the impact. Mally looked at the two bodies lying on the ground some
distance behind her, and then looked a me.

"l knew he was there."

"Of course you did," 1 said. "Do you think you could lay off the winds a bit? Even I'm having
trouble keeping my feet."

Mally frowned. "They're not my winds..."

We both looked up. The two black attack helicopters were descending upon us. They came
roaring in from both ends of the street & once, raking us with machine-gun fire, explosive flechettes, and
long sticks of incendiaries. | just stood there and took it, untouched by the bullets or the explosions or
flames that rose up around me. The armoured men around me didn't fare as well, and broke away
screaming and dapping a their burning armour. Mally turned briefly sdeways from the world, and it dl
went right through her, like a ghost. But while she held hersdlf midway between dimensions like thet, she
was helpless to fight back. So it was down to me to do something about the helicopters.

Bullets chewed up the street dl around me, and fires sorang up fiercdly on dl sides. A thousand
rounds a minute dammed into my dlver chest and just disappeared. | didn't even rock on my fegt. The
explosons didnt move me, and the fires couldn't reach me. A Drood in his amour is an unstoppable
force, and a terror to his enemies. | grabbed the nearest injured man up off the street and threw him at
the nearest helicopter. He hurtled screaming through the ar and dammed into the helicopter's rear rotor.
His scream cut off abruptly as blood and offd flew across the sky. The hdicopter swvung back and forth
drunkenly, its rotor smashed, and then it fdl to earth like a crippled bird.

The pilot made a last desperate attempt to am the crashing hdlicopter right a me. | stood my
ground, braced for the impact. The helicopter loomed up before me, trailing smoke and flames. | could
see right into the cockpit, see the pilots screaming hate and defiance & me. And then the machine
smashed right into me, and exploded. For long moments there were only fire and sound and thick black
smoke, but none of it touched me. | stood unscathed in the middle of the inferno, and then strode camly
out of it, kicking bits of wreckage aside.

| looked up, and the other helicopter was coming in for another drafing run. They were firing



wildy now, hdf out of their minds with shock and desperation. The bullets chewed up the street and the
houses, and even some of thar own men. And then the bastards fired a Hdlfire missle at me. Right in the
middle of dvilian territory. | stood my ground, braced for the impact, and caught the missle in my ams.
The armour absorbed dl the impact, and | bent over, hugging the missle to my chest. It exploded, and
my armour absorbed mos of the energy. A whole lot of windows shattered dl around me, but no one
was hurt. | glared up at the hdlicopter. I'd had enough of those idiots. They were losng it, big time. |
jumped up into the air as the helicopter swept towards me and, driven by the srength in my armoured
legs, | soared up and grabbed onto the front of their cockpit. The helicopter swayed and lurched wildly
under the extraweight. | drew back a slver fig and punched right through the reinforced cockpit glass.

"Get out, "l sad coldly to the two pilots.

They pushed open the cockpit doors and bailed out. | didn't blame them. All the training in the
world can't prepare you to face a Drood fidd agent in His armour.

The helicopter dammed down onto the street and skidded aong, throwing up sparks and smoke.
| rode it the length of the street, waited fill it findly screeched to a hdt, and then stepped camly down
from the shattered cockpit. Some days, it's good to be an agent. Mally strolled over to join me.

" Show-off."

| looked around the street. Most of the armoured men were down; hurt or terrorised or not
moving. The few 4ill on their feet had thrown away their guns and were standing with their hands clasped
behind their hdmets. | dmost had it in me to fed sorry for them. They'd thought they were coming to
arrest one unarmed fidd agent and his girlfriend. Probably thought the Sze of the operation was just
typicd military overkill. The winds Mally had summoned up were dowly dying away, dill sending furious
litle guds this way and that, as though resentful at being disturbed againg their will. Fires burned here
and there, up and down the street, and thick black smoke curled up from the wreckage of the two
helicopters.

Alpha waked dowly forward, gun and bullhorn abandoned. He stopped right before me, and to
his credit he looked defeated, but not beaten. He took off his hedmet, and a great many things suddenly
became clear as | recognised the middle-aged face. | sent my armour back into my torc, so he could see
mine

"Philip MacAlpine" | said. "Thought | recognised the voice. You used to have more sense then
to get involved in a dusterfuck like this"

"You know this creep?' said Mally.

"Heswith MI5," | said. "Or at least, he used to be. Worked with Uncle James on a lot of cases,
back in the day. | saw him around the Hal alot, when | was a kid.”

"Pleas" sad MacAlpine. “You're making me fed old.”

"What are you doing out in the fidd, Phil?' | said. "And when did you join up with Manifest
Dedtiny?'

MacAlpine shook his head quickly. "I'm nothing to do with Truman's private amy. This is an
MI5 operation; though drictly spesking of course, it isn't, officdly. This comes under DDT."

Moally looked & me. "Pest control ?*

"Department of Dirty Tricks" | said. "Departments within departments, that don't officdly exid,
for maximum deniability. Who set this up, Phil?!

He amiled briefly, and shrugged. “You know | can't answer that, Eddie.”

"Mdlly," | said camly, "you want to turn him into something more cooperative?'

"It was dl the prime miniger'sidea,” MacAlpine said quickly. "He wanted us to establish whether
the Droods redly were as vulnerable as our intdligence suggested. So we could take the advantage while
you were dill weak." He looked at the wreckage and bodies dl around him. "So many good men, dead
and injured. You didn't use to be thisvicious, Eddie."

"I only kill when | haveto," | said. *You know that."

MacAlpine looked a me, his face unreadable. "I don't know anything about you anymore,
Eddie”

"The politicians are getting restless” | said to Mally. "'l suppose something like this was inevitable,



once word started to get around. The paliticians would love a chance to get their hands on a Drood and
sweat some red secrets out of him. We'd better get back to the Hdl; see wha ese is happening.” |
looked back at MacAlpine. "I'm surprised to see you here, Phil. Last | heard, you'd been thrown out of
Specid Operations for excessve violence"

"Dont be glly, Eddie)" he said. "That's how most of us get in. You must know...this won't stop
here. The prime minigter's taken too much shit from the Droods down the years not to drike back, now
he sees an opportunity. All our agents are being cdled in, for a preemptive strike againg your family.
Even the old bastards like me. All ansforgiven, if not forgotten. And it won't just be us. The whole world
will be a your throat, from now on.”

| consdered him thoughtfully. "Just how did you find out that the Droods don't have their golden
amour anymore?'

"Dont be naive, Eddie. We have a whole department dedicated to sudying every move your
family makes. Reports have been coming in from dl over the world of Drood fidd agents suddenly
abandoning their posts and running for home by the fastest routes possible. We know something drastic
has happened ingde the family, Eddie. Y ou can't hope to keep it secret for long. Well find out.”

“You wouldn't believe meif | told you," | said.

MacAlpine shrugged, started to turn away, and then looked back. "Isit true? About James?'

“Yes" | said. "He's dead.”

MacAlpine nodded dowly. "The old Gray Fox is gone. | thought hed outlive us dl. How did it
happen?’

"Sorry," | said. "Family business. Now tdl the prime miniger to back off. Tdl hm what happened
here. Tdl him about the Slver armour. And tdl him the family isn't weak. Jud. ..reorganisng.”

"No doubt he can expect acdl from the Matriarch?' said MacAlpine.

"BEventudly," | said. "Mdlly and | are leaving now. You and your people can stay, and clean Al
this mess up before you go. Were supposed to fight secret wars, not endanger innocent dviliand What
were you thinking of ?"

"l told you," said MacAlpine. "It's a different world now. All the old rules have changed. Thanks
to you."

Mally and | headed back to the Hdl in the Bentley. Mally sang happily dong to her Ramones
compilaion, while | did some thinking. No one in the wrecked street would talk about what they'd seen
happen, right in front of them. The usud mixture of bribes, threats, and the magic words terrorists and
national security would see to that. All camcorders and camera phones would be confiscated, and if
anybody did get stubborn and try to talk to the media, the government would dap on as many D notices
as necessary to muzzle them. Any red troublemakers...would be made to forget. It's a secret war, in an
invigble world, and people have to say ignorant if were to protect them.

| dill had alot of unanswered questions. How had MacAlpine known exactly when to stake out
my fla? That much armour and manpower takes a lot of advance organisng. Somebody must have
talked, and the only people who knew...were family. I'd known there were gill members of the Zero
Tolerance faction who hoped to sabotage and undermine me, so they could saize back control of the
family...but to talk to outsders? To paliticians? That was crossing the line.

Enemies without, enemies within. Asif | didn't have enough problems.

CHAPTER TWO Fanmilies Can't Live with Them, Can't Take Them Down to the River and
Drown Them All in Sacks

The Hdl has been home to the Drood family for generations. Even though, officdly, it doesn't
exig. You wont find it on any map, and you can't get to it by any ordinary route. The Hal stands aone,



gpart from the world, and it likes it that way. Don't come looking for us or something redly nasty will
happen to you; we're protected by sciences and magic and nightmares worse than both. The family has
aways taken its privacy and its security very serioudy.

Especidly after the Chinese tried to nuke us, back in the sixties. Just because we protect the
world, it doesn't mean the world is dways grateful.

The Hal has raised, nurtured, and indoctrinated Droods for centuries. Trained us relentlesdy to
fight the good fight, and taught us everything we needed to know about the world except how to livein it.
Most Droods never leave the Hal dl their lives Only approved fidd agents get to go out into the world
and wak up and down init, fighting our endless, secret, invishle wars, and amiting the ungodly till they
ay like babies. The Hdl is mother and father to us dl; the Hal isfamily. | ran away firg chance | got, and
never looked back. Now, for my many sins, | was home again. Ogtensibly to run the family in its hour of
need, and redeem its soul from the evil waysit had fdlen into, down the long centuries. When we moved
from protecting humeanity to running it.

The Hall stands done in the middle of its extensve grounds, brooding jesloudy over its idyllic
domain. | drove the Bentley down the long winding gravel path, and machine guns rose slently up out of
hidden emplacements on ether Sde of the road and followed us as we passed before anking grudgingly
back down benegth the grass again. Sprinklers spread their gentle haze across the sweeping lawns, and
wandering peacocks cdled out ther welcomes and warnings. Gryphons patrolled the grounds, ther
gazes fixed firmly on the near future, the perfect guardians and watchdogs. When they weren't looking for
something redly foul and smdly to rall around in. | could sense force shidds and magicd screens
sgpping on and off ahead and behind us, as the Hall security systems recognised Mally and me, and let
us pass. No one getsin uninvited.

| dowed the Bentley down so Mally could enjoy the hedge mazes and the flower gardens, and
the swans floating serenely on the lake. | liked showing off my home to her, even though she dways went
out of her way to seem unimpressed. And besides, | was in no hurry to get back to the Hdl, and dl the
work and responghilities that awaited me there. Why do you think | ran away in the fird place?

The Hal loomed up before us, domingting the horizon, the guardian at the gates of redity. The
long-gtanding abode of the Drood family, and humeanity's last defence againg the forces of darkness. It's
amiserable old dump, truth be told, draughty as hdl and entirdy innocent of modern innovetions like
centrd hegting. | grew up thinking wearing long underwear from September to April was normd. The
Hadl is a huge sprawling old pile of a manor house, knocked up in Tudor times and much added to down
the centuries. Currently home to some three thousand souls, dl of them Droods. You can marry into the
family, but not out of it. We're like the Mafia; once in, never out. Unless you want to wake up with a
unicorn's head in bed next to you.

| dammed the Bentley to a hdt in a spray of flying gravel and parked right outside the Hall's front
door, mosily because | knew | wasn't supposed to. Start as you mean to go on, that's what | dways say.
Mally jumped out over the closed sde door while | was dill turning off the engine, and | scrambled out
after her before she could start any trouble. If anyone was going to start any trouble, | wanted it to be
me. Firg impressions are so important. We'd hardly made it through the front door and into the vedtibule
before a mob of angry family members descended upon us. It appeared they'd been wating for some
time to have a determined word inmy ear, and they weren't prepared to take No, Not now, or even Go
to hell as an answer. They dl started shouting questions and demands the moment they clapped eyes on
me, condantly raisng their voices to be heard, and actudly pushing and shoving at each other in their
eagerness to get to mefird.

Which was dmost unheard of, in the disciplined, tightly structured, and dmost feudd system that
our family has followed for centuries. It seemed when | chalenged authority and got away with it, |
unleashed a flood tide of repressed resentments. The family wanted change, and it wanted it now, but
unfortunately it couldn't agree on just what should be changed, and how. Mally and | stood close
together with our backs pressed up againg the closed front door, as everyonein the crowd did their best
to outshout each other. The din was gppdling, and the faces before me were strained and ugly with
anger, impatience and determination.



| did my best to concentrate, trying to sort out some of what they were going on about. Some
had questions about the new family policy, others wanted to know when they were going to get the new
dlver torcs, and alot of them wanted to denounce other people as being againg progress, or in favour of
the wrong kind of progress, or just guilty of the sn of not agreeing with the speaker's ideas. Some of the
questions and demands were jud flat-out impossible, no doubt desgned to embarrass me and make me
look indecisve in front of the family. Did | mention | have enemies indde the family? Hard-core
traditionaists and surviving members of the Zero Tolerance faction, ill mad as hdl that ther little putsch
hadn't succeeded, and determined to sabotage and undermine me.

Hdl hath no fury like a Drood with a grudge.

| did try to be polite, and answer the questions of those nearest me, but no one could hear mein
the genera bedlam of voices. And no onein the crowd was willing to quieten down in favour of someone
dse It'stimeslike this | wish my armour was equipped with pepper sprays. Or water cannon. In the end
| looked a Mally, and she grinned mischievoudy. She muttered afew Words and made a sharp gesture,
and suddenly everyone in the angry mob was entirdy naked and wondering where the cold breeze was
coming from. The bedlam died quickly awvay to a shocked slence, followed by a few squesks and
queds as a hundred or so naked Droods did their best to cover themsdves with their hands or hide
behind each other. Mally glared about her, her amile entirdly unpleasant.

"Right; everyone pay attention and stay quiet, or Il send you where | sent your clothes. And
your clothes aren't coming back. Or at least, not in any condition where you could hope to wear them
agan. Ye gods and little fishes, look at the state of you. Living proof that most people look better with
ther clothes on. Now be good little naked people and run away terribly quickly, before | decide to do
something redlly amusing to you. Probably invalving Mébius strips and your lower intestines.”

| never saw so many people disappear so quickly, or so many entirdy unattractive arses. |
looked a Mally, and she amiled swestly.

"You see—Yyou just have to know how to tak to people.”

"You haven't even heard of diplomacy, have you?'

"No. And aren't you glad?'

"Wdl, yes"

And that was when the Sarjeant-at-Arms findly deigned to make an appearance. He was
supposed to be guarding the front door; that was his job, to be the firg and last face any outsider ever
sees if they come through the front door without an invitation. The Sarjeant isin charge of Hal security
and family discipline, which means he gets to hit people a lot; and he's never happier than when he's
found an excuse to redly lay the law down. He made my life hdl when | was a child, begting me till the
blood flew for the smdlest infringement of the rules; and when | findly came back to the Hdl to put the
family in order, one of thefirg things | did was to best the crap out of him. And then he had the nerve to
sy he only did it to toughen me up and prepare me for the world outside. He actudly said he was proud
of me, before he lapsed into unconsciousness. I'll never forgive im for that.

The Sarjeant-at-Arms was tdl and broad, with muscles in places where you and | don't even
have places. And though he affected the stark black-and-white formd uniform of a Victorian butler, it
never fooled anyone for a moment. The man was a thug and a bully and proud of it, and therefore
perfectly suited to his job. He had that stiff-backed, stedy-eyed military look that promises you blood,
sweset, and tears in the future, and every hit of it yours. His impassve face dways seemed as though it
hed been carved out of stone, but now it looked like someone had been &t it with a chisd. The lagt time
we went head-to-head, Mally hit im with a plague of rats, and now one side of his face was a mass of
scars and hisleft ear was missng. | gave him a stern look.

"I thought | told you to get your face fixed. The cosmetic sorcerers could put you right in an
afternoon, and you know it."

"I like the scars”" the Sarjeant said cadmly. "They add character. And they're very good for
inimideting people.”

"What about the eer?’

"Pardon?"



| scowled a him. "Where the hell were you when we got ambushed by that mob?”

"Right," said Mally. "Taking it easy in your cubicle, were you, with the latest issue of Big and
Busty and the door locked?!

The Sarjeant ignored her, his cold gaze fixed on mine. "About time you got back, boy. Whole
place has been going down the crapper snce you left. Family discipline is fdling apart, without the old
certainties to keep them in line. They need you here, setting an example. Not gdlivanting about back in
the world, on persond busness”

“You know, just once it would be nice to hear Welcome home when | come through the door,” |
sad wigfully. "So stop bugging me, Sarjeant, or Il have Mdlly turn you into a smdl seaming pile of
something. You're not tdling me that angry mob just happened... They couldn't have got near the front
door without your cooperation.”

"Wanted you to see how bad things had got," the Sarjeant said camly. "I'd have stepped in, if
things started getting ugly.”

"l only put up with you so you can keep the pests off my back,” | said flatly. "It's bad enough |
just got attacked outside my old flat by a whole bunch of MI5 goons, without being ambushed by my
own family the moment | walk through the door. You let this happen again, and | will dam you againg the
nearest wal until your eyes change colour! Do | make mysdf clear?'

Give the man his due; even though no one had dared to speak to him like that in decades, and
even though he knew | meant every word of it, he didn't flinch one bit.

"I needed to see who would act, ingtead of just talk,” he said. "Now they've identified themsdves
as troublemakers, | can go after them, and there will be spankings. Don't try to teach me my job, boy.
Y ou might run the family now, but | run the Hall. Now what was that about you being attacked by MI15?
No one attacks us and gets away with it."

"Trug me" | said. "They didn't. But they knew exactly where and when to find me, which means
someone in the family mugt have ratted me out to the prime minister. So make yoursdlf useful and find out
who."

His cold eyes brightened at the thought of authorised violence. "Any redtrictions on my methods?"

"l want answers, not bodies," | said. "Otherwise, anything goes. Make them cry, make them talk.
Thefamily can't afford to be divided right now."

"Hardcore, Eddie" said Mally. "What's next; loydty oaths and public executions?"

The Sarjeant-at-Arms indined his head dightly to me. "Wecome home, sr. Welcome back to
the family."

"Get my Inner Circle together,” | said. "And have them wait for me in the Sanctity. We have
urgent new business to discuss. I'll be dong as soon as | can. | have to tak to the Matriarch first. How is
she?'

"Sill in mourning,” said the Sarjeant.

"Alidar isnt dead,” | sad.

"Might as wdl be."

The Sarjeant bowed diffly to me, ignored Mally, turned on his hed, and strode off into the
labyrinthine depths of the Hal. He was never going to warm to me, and | wouldn't have known whét to
doif he had.

“Youre redly getting into this leadership thing, aren't you?' sad Moally. "Barking orders and
handing out bestings. | guess breeding will out. Y ou're every inch a Drood, Eddie”

| shrugged gpologeticdly. "I swear | used to be so much camer and easygoing, before | came
back to the Hadl. There's just something about having to ded with my family that makes me want to spit
and curse and throw things. Preferably explosives. But | have to be seen to be in charge, Mally; | have to
be hard on the family and make it toe the new line, or they'll turn on each other, and the family will devour
itdf. I've taken away everything they depended on; now it's up to me to give them something ese to live
for. A new cause to follow.” | sghed tiredly. "I hate dl this, Mally. Not least because | have a horrible
suspicion I'm nat up to the job. But | have to do it... because there's no one e

Mally put a comforting hand on my shoulder. "I could dways turn more people into things..."



"Could you turn them into reasonable people?"

"Bered, darling. I'm awitch, not amiracle worker."

We both managed a amd| amile. "I don't like what | have to do,” | said. "I don't like what I'm
becoming. But | have to fight for every inch of progress. It's not me it's them. My family could have
Mother Teresa drinking straight from the bottle and caling for the return of hanging in a week. Look, I've
got to go and see the Matriarch, and you can't come with me. It's going to be difficult enough for me to
get into see her. So, you pop dong to the Sanctity and keep the others amused till | can get there”

"I see" Mdlly said swestly, and very dangeroudy. "I'm your court jester now, am 7'

"Sorry," | said. "I'm il getting the hang of this being in a rdationship thing. | meant, of course,
take charge of thingstill | can get there. We are, after dl, equd partners.

"Wdl," said Mally. "I might settle for that. But only because I'm so fond of you."

| went driding through the long corridors and hdlways, the greet circular medting places and
wide ary chambers, heading for the Matriarch's private rooms in the west wing. People stopped what
they were doing to watch me pass, and | amiled at those who amiled & me, and glared & everyone dse
to make sure they kept their distance. | wasn't in the mood to answer any more questions, particularly
gnce | didn't have a whole lot of answers. Centuries-old wood pandling gleamed on every sde with a
comfortable patina of age and beeswax, and paintings by famous names hung on every wadl. Everywhere
| looked there were statues and busts and ornaments of great worth and antiquity; the accumulated
tribute of the Droods. Presented to us by the governments of the world because they were so grateful to
us, and not at dl because they were scared of us.

The whole wing had that cam assurance that comes from seeing generation after generation pass
through its rooms and corridors. That dightly smug cdm that says | will be here long after you are
gone. From earliest childhood it's drilled into every Drood child that we are only here to serve the family
inits never-ending fight againgt evil. Soldiers in a war that never ends. Our motto: Anything, for the
family. And | believed it. We had a holy cause and a holy duty, and our foes were dark and terrible
indeed. Even after dl the lies | uncovered in the dark and secret heart of the family; | ill believe. The
Droods have to go on, because humanity couldn't survive without us. | just had to get the family back to
what it used to be; to what it was origindly meant to be.

The shamans of our tribe; anding between the people and the forces that threasten them. Fighting
for them, dying for them. The protectors, not rulers, of humanity.

The Matriarch had the very best quarters in the Hdl, of course. A whole suite of rooms just for
hersdf and her husband, on the top floor of the west wing. A whole suite, even though most of us had to
make do with one room, and the youngest members lived in communa rooms and dormitories. In a place
as crowded and packed to the seams as the Hadll, the only red luxury is space. The Hal is big, but the
family is even bigger.

As the new leader of the family, | could have thrown the Matriarch out and taken the suite for
mysdf and Mally, but | didn't have the heart. Not after what 1I'd done to the Matriarch's husband,
Alidair.

| could fed my heart beating faster as | approached the Matriarch's door, and my breething
tightened in my chest. I'd only ever been here once before, back when | was just twelve years old. I'd
been summoned by the Matriarch harsdf for a persond inteview; an unheard-of thing. The
Sarjeant-at-Arms took me there, a large hand ever ready to smack me around the heed if | dawdled. |
was hdf out of my mind with worry. What had | done wrong thistime? All kinds of things came to mind,
but nothing bad enough to warrant the Matriarch's persond attention. The Sarjeant knocked on her door,
opened it, and pushed mein. And there she was, Martha Drood, stting bolt upright on a chair, fixing me
with her unrdenting gaze.

She had my latest schooling report in her hand, and she was very disgppointed in me. Apparently



it was ful of comments like Must Try Harder, Could Do Better, and, most damning of dl, Intelligent,
but Lacks Discipline. Even a twelve, my character was pretty much set. The Matriarch scolded me in
her coldest voice, while | stood sulking and stubborn before her. It wasn't my fault if | asked questions
the teachers couldn't, or wouldn't, answer. | wouldn't be told, you see. I'd do anything if | was asked, but
| wouldn't do a damned thing | wastold if | couldn't see a good reason for it. And a family built on duty
and responsibility could never accept an attitude like that. They'd tried besting respect into me, and when
that didn't work, they sent word to the Matriarch, who now condemned me as lazy and uncooperative,
and told me I'd come to a bad end.

| think she was mostly angry because we were so dosdy reated, and my falures reflected badly
on her. More was expected of me, because of that. Even a twdve | was old enough to fed that was
didinctly unfair, but | didn't have the capacity to put it into words. So | just stood sullenly before her, and
sad nothing. Even when she tried to question me. In the end she threw me out, back to the tender
mercies of the teachers and the Sarjeant-at-Arms. | think she was resentful at having to take time away
from more important business, just to dedl with me. | never was important to her, and then she wondered
why she was never important to me.

| stopped before the suite's door, took a deep bresth, pushed it open, and walked in without
knocking. Start as you mean to go on, or theyll walk al over you. The luxurioudy furnished antechamber
wasful of people, dl of them suddenly slent and garing a me with cold and unfriendly faces. It seemed |
wasn't the only one who wanted to see the Matriarch, now that she'd retrested into seclusion to nurse her
injured Aligair. No one in the antechamber looked at dl pleased to see me, but | was getting used to
that. | just scowled right back at them and strode forward like | intended to trample underfoot anyone
who didnt get out of the way fast enough. Usudly that works, but this time no one budged an inch.
Theyjugt stood their ground, blocking the way between me and the door to the Matriarch's bedroom, on
the other sde of the antechamber. Openly defying me to get past them. Some were her friends, some
were her dlies; mogst were just determined to deny me anything they could. They'd dl been people of
power and postion, before | overturned the applecart. | stopped. It was ather that or resort to throwing
punches and head-butting, and | wasn't quite ready to do that yet. Not just yet.

"Wdl, look who's here" | said. "All the paid-up members of the Let's Turn the Clock Back and
Pretend Nothing's Happened Society. It's times like this that make we wonder if we haven't been getting
alitle too dack over the rules governing inbreeding. Hands in the air, anyone who can count to eeven on
thar toes."

A woman of a certain age stepped forward to confront me. | didn't know her, but | recognised
the type.

"How dare you?' she sad, loudly. "After everything you've done to the family, and to Martha and
Aligair...How dare you show your face here?'

"That'sright, dear. You tdl him," said amean just behind her. Had to be the husband. He had that
well-trained look. "Have you no shame, Edwin?'

"Sorry, no," | said. "I'm right out. I'll have to send down to the shops for some more. Now get
the hdl out of my way or..."

"Or what?" snapped the woman, folding her arms across her impressve chest. “You can't bully
=

"Actudly, | think youll find I can,”" | said. "Remember, | have a torc and you don't. But what |
was going to say was. Get out of my way or I'll cal the Sarjeant-at-Arms to come in here, to take names,
and kick headsin."

It was a bluff, but they didn't know that. They dl looked a the door behind me, as though
expecting the Sarjeant to come crashing through a any moment, and you could just see the defiance
lesking out of them.

"Wdl!" sad the woman of a certain age, but her heart wasn't in it. Her husband was aready
hiding behind her. | strode forward, and the crowd parted before me like the Red Sea. | kept my back
draight, my head up, and my gaze sraight ahead. When you're waking through a pack of dangerous
animds you can't show weakness for a moment, or they'll go for your throat. | opened the door to the



bedroom, stepped through, and closed the door quietly but firmly behind me.

| dghed inwardly. It bothered me tha they didn't respect me the way they respected the
Sarjeant-at-Arms. | was going to have to work on that.

The Matriarch's bedroom was surprisingly intimate and chearful, for dl its sze. Comfortable
furnishings lots of light from the big window, flowers everywhere. Cards and messages of support stood
propped up on every surface. There was a handful of people in the bedroom, there to give comfort and
pay ther respects. They hadn't expected to see me, but none of them said anything. They looked to
Martha for their lead, but she didn't even acknowledge my presence.

Aligair was gtting propped up by pillows in the great four-poster bed. He didn't look good.
Even now, weeks after what had happened, he was dill swathed in bandages like a mummy. He had the
blankets pulled up to his chest as though he were cold, though a blazing fire had the room hot as a sauna
The bandages | could see were spotted with blood and other fluids seeping through. His right aam was
gone. The surgeons couldn't save it, so they amputated it dl the way back to the shoulder. Hiswhole face
was wrapped in gauze, with dark holes I&ft for his eyes and mouth. | couldn't see his eyes or his mouth.

That's what you get, for messing about with Hellfire. He should never have tried to use the Sdem
Specid. That wegpon never did anyone any good. And | might have been more sympathetic to his
condition if I hadn't known thet this was what held intended to do to my Mally.

Martha sat on the edge of the bed beside her husband, feeding Aligar soup from a bowl, one
spoonful at atime. As though he was a child. | could remember her doing that for me, once, when | was
very smdl and the doctors thought the fever was going to carry me off. She sat with me day and night,
and fed me soup, and | survived. Maybe Aligar would be lucky too. Marthawas dressed dl in black, as
though in mourning. Normdly she was tdl, proud, aristocratic, and intimidatingly composed. Now she
seemed somehow. ..amdler, as though something important had broken insde her. | didn't like to see her
look that way. Her long gray hair, that she usudly wore piled up on top of her head, was now dlowed to
fdl just anywhere, hiding most of her face. But her hand was steady as she fed Alidair his soup, and the
back she showed me so firmly was amogt panfully straight.

| had to tak to her, but | wasn't ready yet. So | looked at the other people in the room. |
recognised some of them as acknowledged or supposed supporters of the Zero Tolerance faction.
Hardly surprising they'd be here. The only chance they had of regaining influence, if not control, over the
family lay in persuading the Matriarch to endorse their cause. | nodded cdmly to afew familiar faces, and
then stopped abruptly at one very familiar face.

"Penny?' | said.

"Eddie" she said, inacam, cool, and entirdy neutrd voice.

"Good to see you again, Penny.”

"Wigh | could say the same, Eddie

Which was par for the course. Penny had been my officid contact in the family while | was dill an
agent in the fidd. | reported back to her after every misson, and she passed on any indructions or
information the family thought | might need. | dways liked Penny. She never let me get away with
anything. Penny Drood was atdl cool blonde, in atight white sweater over dim gray dacks. Cool blue
eyes, pde pink lips, Penny was sweet and smart and sexy, and sophisticated as a very dry matini. She
was about my age, but | didn't remember her from my school days. There were alot of us.

Even after ten years asmy contact, | couldn't tdl you whether she liked me or not. Penny never
shared that kind of information with anyone.

"All right, peoplel” | said loudly. "Nice of you to look in, but, gosh, look at the time, you mugt be
going. Vidting hours are over until I'm through here. Hopefully you're more intdligent than the crowd
outside, so we can dispense with the usud threats and menaces. .. Good, good. Head for the door, sngle
file, no pushing or shoving or therell be tears before bedtime.”

They left with their heads erect and ther nosesin the air, ignoring me as thoroughly as they could.
Penny went to follow them, but | stopped her with a gesture.

"Hang about for a minute, Penny. | need to tak to you."

"What makes you think | want to tak to you?'



"Because unlike mogt of that crowd, you've actudly got a brain in your head. Because youve
adways had the good of the family a heart. And because what | have to say is linked directly to the
continued survival of the Drood family. Interested?”

"Maybe. You dways did like the sound of your own voice too much, Eddie.

"You wound me deeply.”

"I notice you're not denying it."

"How's the Matriarch?' | said quickly, deftly changing the subject.

"Aswdl as can be expected.”

"And Aligar?'

"How do you think?'

It was clear she wasn't going to give me an inch, so | gestured for her to stay where she was,
while | went over to stand beside the Matriarch. | waited for her to at least glance a me, but she just
kept on spooning soup into the dark gap in Aligar's bandages. | couldn't see any sgn of him swdlowing
it. If it hadn't been for the dight but definite rise and fal of his bandaged chest, | would have wondered if
he might be dead, and no one had had the heart to tdl Martha.

"Hdlo, Grandmather," | sad findly. "I would have come sooner, but I've been very busy.
Working for the family. How is he?"

"How do you think?' Martha Drood sad flatly, gill not turning around. Her voice was tired, but
dill cold as stedl, sharp as arazor blade. "Look a him. Maimed. Crippled. Disfigured. My lovely Alidair.
All thanks to you, Edwin."

"How did he ever get his hands on the Sdem Specid?' | said. "Awfu wesapon. We should have
destroyed it long ago. And Aligar never knew anything about guns. So someone mus have given it to
him. Did you give him the gun, Grandmother, to use againg my Mally?'

She looked at me for the fird time, her face cold and implacable as stone. "Of course not!
Aligair was never afighter. He abhorred guns. It was one of the things| loved most about him. No...He
just wanted to protect me. So he showed some inititive, for the firg timein hislife. He had to know how
dangerous the Sdem Specia was, but dl he could think of ... was that | wasin danger.”

"Turned out you were right about him after dl, Grandmother,” | said. "He was a good man and
true, when it mattered. That's why you never told him the secret of the golden torcs. Never told him
about the generations of Drood babies sacrificed to the Heart, so we could wear the golden armour. You
never told him, because you knew a good man like that would never have stood for such an
abomination.”

"He didn't need to know! 1t was my burden, not hid And | did what | had to, to keep the family
grong. Stronger than dl the enemies who would have dragged us down in a moment if we had ever
sumbled!”

"Martha?'

Alidair's bandaged head turned dowly, blindly, back and forth, disturbed by her raised voice, or
perhaps just because the soup had stopped. His voice was light and breathy, like a child's. "Is there
someone here, Martha?'

"It's dl right, darling,” Martha said quickly. She went to pat him on the shoulder, and then
stopped for fear of hurting him. "Hush now, dear. Nothing for you to worry about.”

"I'm cold. And my head hurts. Is there someone here?!

"It'sjust Edwin."

"Is he back vigting us?'

“Yes, dear. You rest quietly, and you can have some more nice soup in a minute™ She looked at
me. "He doesn't remember any of it. Probably for the best. Except... he doesn't seem to remember much
of anything anymore. He knows who he is, and who | am; and that's about it. Maybe someday hell have
to forget even that, to forget what you did to him. Damn you, Edwin, what are you doing here? Haven't
you done enough harm? Y ou killed my son James. The very best of us, and a better man than youll ever
bel You've destroyed my husband. And youve neutered the family, by taking away its torcs. Left us
defencelessin the face of our enemies, and the whole of humanity undefended. | should never have let my



daughter marry that man. Should never have let you run away. | should have had you killed years ago,
Edwin!"

"Can't say any of this comes as much of a surprise to me, Grandmother,” | said after a while. "l
aways knew you fdt more duty toward me than love. Children can tdl."

"What do you want, Edwin?'

"I want your help, Grandmother. Yes, | thought that would get your attention. |1 need your help
and cooperation to rebuild the family, and make it strong again. Strong and united ... A divided family
cannot stand, and the vultures are dready gethering. I'm doing what | can to provide leadership, but
everywhere | look there's a new faction soringing up. Your endorsement would go a long way towards
unifying the family behind me. So I'm asking you to put aside dl hurts and grievances, old and new, and
help me. For the sake of the family.”

"No," sad Martha, quite camly, enjoying the disgppointment in my face. "I wont fight you,
Edwin, but | won't help you ether. I'm going to let you run this family, and when you've messed it dl up
and run the family into the ground, they'll come to me...and beg me to lead the family again; and | will.
And I'll undo everything you've done and put the family back the way it was. The way it's supposed to
be"

"Peoplewill die, Martha."

"Let them. Let them pay the price for didoydty.”

Penny stepped forward. She actudly looked shocked. "But...Matriarch? What about anything
far the family?"

"Leave me" said Martha Drood. "I'm tired."

Penny and | walked back through the antechamber, side by side. The people waiting looked
dartled a seaing the two of us together, but had the good sense to say nothing. The ones I'd booted out
of the bedroom couldn't walt to rush past me, desperate to ask the Matriarch wha had just happened. |
wondered how much sheld tdl them. Out in the corridor, | shut the suite's door firmly behind me, started
to speak to Penny, stopped, and then led her alittle farther down the corridor. Just in case someone hed
their ear pressed to the door. | wouldn't put it past them. It was what | would have done.

"Penny,” | said. "You see how things are. | need your hep. I'm asking you for the same reason |
asked the Matriarch; because | can't do thisaone. Help me run things. For the sake of the family.”

Penny looked at me thoughtfully, her cool regard as unreadable as dways. "What precisgy did
you have in mind? As a secretary ?'

"Join my Inner Circle. Help set policy. Help make the decisons that meatter.”

She looked genuinely shocked for amoment, and | had to smile Whatever she'd been expecting
to hear, that hadn't been it. Membership in the Inner Circle would give her red power in the family, and a
red chance of influendng me. She took a deep breath, which did intereting things to her tight white
sweater, and was immediaidly her old cool and composed sdif again.

"Why in hdl would you want someone like me, a hardcore traditiondist?"

"To keep me honest,”" | said. "To tdl methethings | need to know, whether | want to hear them
or not. To rein mein when | go too far, try to make changes too quickly. Or to spur me on if | start
dithering. You've dways been the sengble one, Penny. A terrible thing to hear, | know, but facts are
facts. If | can't convince you something is right or necessary, maybe it isnt. And...you know a hdl of a
lot more about running things and organising people than | do.”

"Pretty much anyone knows more about those things than you do,” said Penny. "I had to spend
hours deaning up your misson reports before | could pass them on.”

"So what do you say? Are you game?'

"Would | have an offidd title? I've dways wanted an officd title”

"How about, my conscience?!

“Yes" sad Penny. "l could do that.”

"But fird," |1 sad caefully, "I have to ask, Penny. Were you a pat of the Zero Tolerance



faction?'

"No," Penny said immediatdy. "They had some good ideas, but | don't believe in factions within
the family."

"Another good reason why | want you on my sde.

"What makes you think I'm on your Sde?’

It was my turn to consider her thoughtfully. “Y ou were my contact for years” | sad findly. “You
know me better than mogt. You know the things I've done for the family; the missons they gave me
because they were too dangerous or too dirty for anyone ese. You know I've aways bdieved in wha
thisfamily is supposed to stand for. | want to rebuild the family in its own image, not mine”

"Agang my better judgement, | think | bdieve you," said Penny. "I'm not sure | bdieve in you;
well have to see what happens. But I'm...prepared to be persuaded. Someone has to pull this family
together, and if the Matriarch won'...But let me make one thing very clear, Eddie. | never fancied you.
Not ever."

"Of course not," | said. “'You know me better than mog.”

We both managed asmdl amile. | looked a my watch and winced.

"The Inner Circle is waiting for me in the Sanctity right now,” | said. "Come dong, and I'l
introduce you."

"There's somewhere dse we need to go fird," Penny said firmly. "Trus me, Eddie; you redly
need to see what's happening down in the War Room.”

"Oh hdl," | said. "It's going to be one of those days, it it?"

So we went down into the War Room. Which meant going dl the way over to the north wing,
and down underground past dl the security measures and the goblin watchdogs, and findly into the huge
ged-lined stone chamber that holds the family War Room. It's aways a Sght to set you back on your
heds, the nerve centre of dl our secret wars, and the invishble amies who clash by night and by day.
Huge display screens covered dl the wals, showing every country and mgor city in the world, aong with
awhole bunch of places that only people like us know are important. Bright coloured lights indicated
people we were watching, and ongoing problemsin which we had an interest.

Family members sat in long rows a ther workstations, concentrating on their work so they
wouldn't have to look a& me Farseers covered potentid trouble spots with their thoughts, while
technicians worked their more-than-state-of-the-art computers for up-to-the-moment intelligence. Most
of our secret wars are won in this room before a shot is fired, due to our superior planning and
knowledge. And yet something was definitdy wrong in the War Room. | walked dowly around the
workstations, peering over people's shoulders, and scowling at the display screens on the walls. Penny
grolled dong beside me, saying nothing, letting me work it out for mysdf.

"Nothing's happening,” | said findly. "The maps on the walls should be lit up like Christmas trees,
and the operations-planning table should be a hive of activity, but nothing's happening. This is ...
unprecedented.”

"Which iswhy | wanted you to see this for yoursdf," said Penny. "So you'd have some idea of
how the world is coping, without the family looking over its shoulder. The threst boards are quiet
because everyone d<e is too confused and too scared to start anything. They don't know why weve
gone so quiet, and why so many of our fidd agents have suddenly dropped off the board. Are we hurt,
are we weak; or are we running one of our fiendishly complicated and intricate operations, designed to
suck peoplein and then stamp on their heads once they've fodlishly taken the bat? We've done it before,
after dl. But look around you, Eddie. See how tense everyoneis?'

"I thought that was just my presence.”

"Oh, get over yoursdf. Everyone here is running on hot tea and adrendine, waiting for the other
shoe to drop. Waiting to see which country or organisation or individud will findly start something, just to
see how much they can get away with."

"None of the lights show agentsin thefidd," | said suddenly. "No ongoing operations.”



"That's because there aren't any,” said Penny. "After you took away the family's golden torcs, the
agentsin the fidd had no choice but to go to ground. They'd been Ieft hdpless, vulneradle, without thar
armour, and we can't afford for any of our enemies to know that. Not yet. No one's been killed, as yet.
But it's only a matter of time"

| redlised people dl around me had looked up from their workstations to stare a me accusingly. |
glared back, and they quickly returned to their work. | stood 4ill, scowling furioudy, thinking hard. This
was dl my fault. | hadn't thought it through. When | discovered the family's golden armour was powered
by the trapped souls of sacrificed children, dl 1 could think of wasto put a stop to it. | hadn't stopped to
consder that | was putting other lives a risk. | don't think it would have stopped me anyway, but | hadn't
thought. And ever since, 1'd been too caught up in running the Hall to think about the big picture. That the
world depends on the agentsin the fidd to keep it safe, and the agents depend on the Hall.

"All right,”" 1 said to Penny. "Put out the cdl. All field agents to come home."

"That could be dangerous for some of them,” said Penny. "Saying out of Sght isdl that's keeping
some of them dive”

"Wl tdl them to use ther best judgement,” | said impatiently. "But unless they come back to the
Hall to be vetted, they won't be considered for one of the new slver torcs. Tdl them they can use the old
secret paths, Il authorise the extra expense.”

| moved over to the main operations table, picked up a sheef of the latest reports, and thumbed
quickly through them. People around the table looked scandalised. Such materid was only for the eyes of
the Matriarch. Everyone knew 1'd replaced Martha as head of the family, but it dearly dill hadn't sunk in
for alot of people.

"Where's Trumen?' | said findlly. "l don't see anything about him here. Don't we have any recent
updates about Manifest Degtiny? They must be regrouping by now, so why don't | see anything on their
new base, therr new centre of operations? Come on, people; Il settle for a best guess. An organisation
that big can't hope to start up again without leaving dl kinds of tdltae traces. Follow the leader, follow
the money, fallow the threads on the message boards; but find them! They can't just have vanished!"

"Inteligence is working on that," Penny said camly. "We havent dl forgotten how to do our jobs,
just because you're not here to hold our hands. But Manifest Dedtiny gives every indication of having
climbed into a deep hole and then pulled it in after itsdf. They may be weakened, after what you did to
them, and wel done you, but their security is dill fird rate. And Truman...was and is a genius. You
should have killed him when you had the chance.”

"I never had the chance," | growled.

"What do you think hell do now?"

"Hard to tell. He's a genuine fanatic, dedicated to his cause; running the world the way he thinksit
should be run, and everyone ese diminated. He was hed back in the past by the Zero Tolerance
faction...Without them to rein himin, God aone knows what atrocities he's planning now.”

"His old base, down below the Underground train system, is completely deserted,” said Penny.
"Weve got afew people there, looking around, hoping to turn up something useful.”

"Hald it," | said. "There were only two fidd agents in London: me, and Matthew. I'm here, and
he's dead, so who have you got running around under London?"!

"Volunteers," Penny said sharply. "The work has to go on, even if youre...distracted. Not
everyone wants to hide here in the Hal until you get around to handing out new torcs. Some of us 4ill
understand about duty and respongbility.”

"Dont lecture me" | said. "Jud...don't. Not after everything I've seen, and done. But you're
quite right, of course. The work does have to go on. The world won't stand ill, just because we're
having a crigs in the family. Volunteers, en? It's good to know weve got a few brave souls left. Have
they turned up anything useful ?'

"Ask them yoursdf," said Penny. "Weve got a direct video feed st up. Fully secured, of
course.”

"Oh, of course,” | said. "All right, patch me through."

Penny nodded to the communications board, and remarkably quickly one of the great display



screens cleared to show shifting views of a dark, shadowy chamber, with details picked out by jumping
flaghlight beams. Silhouetted figures moved jerkily among banks of slent equipment. It took me a long
moment to recognise the usudly bright, shining sted corridors of Manifest Dedtiny's high-tech
headquarters. All the dectric lights were out, and dl the equipment shut down. Loose papers fluttered
here and there, left behind in the rush to leave. It was like looking at the excavation of some recently
opened tomb in the Vdley of the Kings. A shadowy figure approached the camera.

"Will you please stop bugging me?' said a harsh voice. "WEell contact you when weve got
anything worth reporting. Whole place is a mess. We're having to move carefully because the bastards
found time to leave a whole bunch of booby traps behind, before they scarpered. Trip wires and
grenades, mostly. Wouldn't bother usif we had our torcs, but asit is ... Were moving deeper into the
heart of the bunker, but it looks like they took everything of vaue with them and trashed the rest. A
locdised EMP took out dl their computers, well bring back the hard drives just in case, but | wouldn't
get your hopes up. Oh, and we've found some bodies. Too far gone to identify, unless you want us to
take DNA samples. Looks like they were seiting one lagt trap when it went off in their faces.

"That'sit; end of report. Except to say it's cold, and damp, and I'm sure I'm coming down with
something. Now go away and bother someone ese, we're busy. | want usfinished and out of here before
some other organisation gets the bright idea to come down here and see if therés anything worth
sdvaging.”

"Thisis Eddie Drood," | said.

"W, whoop de doo. Colour me impressed. Y ou don't know who | am, do you?'

"No," | said.

"Let's keep it that way. WEIl be home soon; put the kettle on.”

And he shut down the video feed from his end. Everyone was looking a me, so | was careful to
gmile "I don't know who heis, but I like his style. He reminds me of me. Seeto it | get a full report from
him, the moment he turns up here. In the meantime, keep working on tracking down Truman's new base
of operations. He's got to be planning something nasty, to reestablish himsdf, and | want to know dl
about it well in advance."

“You see?' said Penny. “You can act like you're in charge, when you put your mind to it."

All medtings of my Inner Circle took place in the Sanctity, the huge open chamber that once held
the damned Heart, before | destroyed it. The Circle met in the Sanctity because it was the only place in
the Hdl | could be sure of absolute privacy. The Sanctity had been designed to contain the dangerous
other-dimensond emissons of the Heart, and nothing could penetrate the Sanctity's powerful shieds.
The other-dimensond strange maiter thet | had brought to the Hal occupied the Sanctity now. It
manifested as a warm, hagppy crimson glow, radiating from a sngle slver pearl of strange matter. Just
ganding in the glow made you fed good. Cam and relaxed and secure, in body and thought and soul. In
fact, it fdt so good that access to the Sanctity had to be drictly limited, for fear of people becoming
addicted. The strange matter swore that couldn't happen, but I've learned not to believe everything I'm
told.

The point is that thanks to the Sanctity's shidding, and the strange matter's unusud emissons, no
one can ligen in on the Inner Circleé's meetings. And there's dways someone trying to ligen in, in the Hal.
It's the only way you ever learn anything that matters.

Penny came to a hdt just ingde the Sanctity's door as she took in the full effect of the scarlet
glow. Her face softened, and she amiled ared amile, quite unlike her usud cool effort. She looked cam,
and happy, and a peace with hersdf. It didn't suit her. She made a ddiberate effort to push the effect
away and regained some of her usud composure.

"Remarkable" she said. "Reminds me of standing in front of one of Klein's famous Blue paintings,
in the Louvre." She noted my surprise and raised a supercilious eyebrow. "l do have some culture, you
know."

"Then you should put yoghurt onit,” said Mally.



Penny and | looked around, and there were the rest of my Inner Circle, daring at us suspicioudly.
The good feding from the crimson glow vanished from me immediately. | hadn't expected thisto be easy,
but the grim faces on the assembled Circle made it clear this was going to be an uphill battle dl the way. |
took Penny by the arm and led her forward, glaring right back at the Circle.

"Penny is one of us now," | sad firmly. "A ful member of the Inner Circle. And | don't want to
hear any more insults. | trust her, and so should you."

"Jud like that?' said Mally dangeroudly.

"Yes" | sad.

Mally looked at the rest of the Circle. "Il knock him down, you get the straightjacket on him.”

"I need advisors from dl parts of thefamily," | said patiently. "Incdluding the traditiondigts.”

"You mean the ones who wanted you and me dead?' said Mally. "The ones who declared you
rogue, and secretly ran Manifest Dedtiny behind the cover of the Zero Tolerance faction?”

"That'sthe ones,” | said. "Except that Penny was never Zero Tolerance. She told me 0.

"And you bdlieved her?' said Mally.

"Of course" | said. "She'sfamily.”

"So," sad Penny. "This is the infamous Inner Circle? This is what has replaced the Matriarch's
Council, sanctified by centuries of tradition?"

"Yes" | sad. "Eventudly the Inner Circle will give way to a new Council, to be dected by the
family. About time we had some democracy around here”

"Democracy?' said Mally.

"Shut up, dear, I'm taking," | said. "The old Council had to go, Penny. They were dl corrupt.
They knew the truth about the torcs, and they never did anything about it. They knew the truth about the
family's true role in the world, and theyjust went dong with it."

"Elected..." Penny said thoughtfully. "By the whole family, or just the ones you end up giving new
torcs?!

| grinned at the Inner Circle. "You see? That's why she's here; to ask the necessary awkward
questions”

| looked round the Circle, but it didn't seem that impressed. My Inner Circle conssted of Mally
Metcdf, my uncde Jack the family Armourer, the ghost Jacob Drood, the Sarjeant-at-Arms, and now
Penny. | could have ruled the family on my own—declared mysdf Peatriarch, or something—but 1'd seen
where that led. Power tends to corrupt, and the Droods are the most powerful family in the world. So |
chose people to advise mewho | could trust to tdl me the truth, whether | wanted to hear it or not; and
who together might just be a match for me, if | looked like getting out of control. Penny nodded formaly
to the other family members of the Circle, though she couldn't bring hersdf to look Jacob in his ghogtly
eyes, but she had only a cold, distant stare for Mally.

"I might have known you'd gtick your girlfriend in a pogtion of power," she said sweetly. “You
adways were a soppy romantic, Eddie. You mugt know she can't be dlowed authority over the family.
Shejud can't. | mean, she's an outsider.”

"Sheswith me" | said flatly. "Accept it, and move on. Or therell be tears before bedtime.”

The Armourer made his usud impatient harrumphing sound, meaning he had something important
to say, and he was going to say it whatever anybody else fdt. He was wearing his usud chemical-gained
and lightly charred lab coat; a gtick-thin middie-aged man with far too much nervous energy, and not
nearly enough self-preservation indincts. He designed and built weapons and gadgets for agents in the
fidd, aided by afiercdy queding intdlect and a complete lack of scruples. He wore a grubby T-shirt
under his coat bearing the legend Weapons of Mass Destruction; Ask Here. He once created a nuclear
grenade, but couldn't find anyone who could throw it far enough. Two greet tufts of white hair jutted out
over his ears, the only hair on his head apart from bushy white eyebrows. He had cdm gray eyes, a brief
but engaging amile, and a somewhat jumpy manner. Plus a pronounced stoop, from far too many years
spent hunching over the designing board, working on redly dangerous things.

He was my unde Jack, and | would have died rather than disgppoint him.

"I can't stay long," he said abruptly, scowling fiercely about him in his usud manner. "I've had to



leave my interns aone and unsupervised in the Armoury, and that's ways dangerous. To them, as wdl
as ther surroundings. And of course they're so much more vulnerable these days, without torcs to protect
them. Though it doesn't seem to have dowed them down any. | had to take a superdstring away from one
of them the other day. How did the Overdrive work on the Bentley, Eddie? I'm rather proud of that...I'm
pretty sure I've got dl the bugs out now."

"Only pretty sure?' said Mally. "Now hetdlsus..."

"It worked fing" | said. "I've put the Bentley into the Armoury for some minor repairs.”

"What? What?' said the Armourer, brisling. "What do you mean, minor repairs? What have you
done, Eddie? What have you done to my lovey old Bentley? You crashed it, didn't you? You crashed
the Bentley after | told you | was only loaning it to you!"

"No, | didnt crash it," | sad cdmly. You learn to keep your cam in conversations with the
Armourer, on the grounds that helll be emotiond enough for both of you, and one of you has to be cam
and it certainly isn't going to be him. "'l just picked up afew very minor dents and scratches, during a trip
through the side dimensons”

"I'm going back to the Armoury."

"No, you're not!" | said quickly. "We have important matters to discuss.”

"Important matters, eh?" the ghost of Jacob said brightly. "That sounds important.”

Jacob tried hard, but he just wasn't as focused as he used to be. When he lived, or rather
exiged, in exile in the old chapd around the back of the Hal, he usaed to St around quite happily in his
ghogly underwear, watching the memories of old televison programmes on a set with no inddes to it.
Mogt of the family wouldn't talk to him, but he and | had been good friends since | firg sought him out as
achild. (Because | knew | wasn't supposed to.)

Now tha he was dfficdly a part of the family again, and had moved back into the Hal, Jacob
hed made something of an effort to smarten himsdf up. He sill looked older than death, his face full of
wrinkles and his bald pate graced with only a few flyaway siver hairs. But he had refined his ectoplasm
into a smart tuxedo, even if the maerid tended more to navy blue than black, and he kept forgetting
about the collar. But as a ghogt of long standing, or a least a stubborn refusa to lie down, only his
concentration held him together. And of late his thoughts had shown a digtinct tendency to wander.
Which was why every now and again hed suddenly be wearing a Hawaiian T-shirt over baggy shorts,
and a heavy red sash bearing the legend Mortally Challenged. He dso Ieft long trals of pae blue
ectoplasm traling on the ar behind him when he made sudden movements.

Jacob the ghost was fdling apart, body and soul, and he knew it.

The Sarjeant-at-Arms glared at Jacob. He disapproved of the old ghodt's very existence, and
didn't care who knew it.

"Why don't you find yoursdf a nice grave and settle down?' he said pointedly. “You know you
shouldn't be here. Family policy on ghodts is very clear. Any ghost that shows up here gets sent on its
way sharpish. No exceptions. Otherwise we'd be hip deep in the things by now."

"I'm exempt,” Jacob said firmly.

"On what grounds?' said the Sarjeant.

"Because | say s0, and don't you bloody forget it. I'm exempt from anything | damned wel fed
like, on the grounds that I'll kick anyone's arse who says otherwise. Being dead is very liberating. You
should try it, Sarjeant. Preferably soon.”

"Behave yoursdf, Jacob,” | said. "Remember, I've dill got that exorcist on speed did.”

"We need to tak about the witch's presence here” Penny said stubbornly.

"No we dont,” | said.

"I've got a better idea,” said Moally. "Let's talk about your presence here, Penny dear. Are you
another of Eddie's old flames, like that gppaling Alexandra person?’

Penny snorted loudly. "He wishes..."

"Areyou going to introduce just anyone you want into the Circle?' said the Sarjeant. "Don't we
ot asay in the matter?!

"If you've got anyone elsein mind, suggest them,” | said. "Il take dl the help | can get. I'm only



running things now because | can't find anyone ese | can trugt. I'm the only one in this family without an
agenda. The whale point of this Inner Circleis to set things up for the formation of a new eected Coundil,
S0 they can take over and | can go back to beng just afidd agent again, where | belong. Where | was

"Are you saying you haven't been happy since you met me?' said Mally.

“You are the only good thing in my life and you know it | sad. "So stop fishing for
compliments”

"Blow me a kiss right now," said Mally. "Or I'll tel everyone where you've got a funny-shaped
mole”

"We need to discuss Jacob's postion in the family," inasted the Sarjeant-at-Arms. "He's moved
back into hisold room in the Hall, the one he used to live in back when he was dive. He frightened the
proper occupant So much he ran out screaming, and has refused to go back.”

"I know," said the Armourer. "Weve got the poor lad down in the infirmary. | don't know what
you did to him, Jacob, but he 4ill hasn't stopped twitching. And he can't go to degp unless someone
holds his hand."

Jacob sniggered. "He shouldn't have been playing with himsdf when | materidised. And | am
here because I'm supposed to be here. | like being back in the Hdll, if only because it annoys so many of
the proper people. Been alot of changessnce | wasladt here ... | can't believe how crowded the Hdl is
these days. Family's been breeding like rabbits...We need to get more of the youngsters out into the
world. Kick them out of the nest! Ry, little birdies Yes, | know, I'm rambling; you're dlowed to when
you've been dead aslong as | have”

"Dont take this the wrong way," | said, "but why are you 4ill here, Jacob? | thought you only
hung around as a ghost so you'd be here to help me save the family from the Heart."

"That'swhat | thought," said Jacob, scowling. His eyes disappeared, leaving only deep, dark pits
in his face. "But something is gill holding me here. Some force...like an undischarged promise. My job
here isn't over yet, dammit. Something is coming, Eddie. Something good, something bad. ..something.”

We dl waited, but he had nothing else Ieft to say. | decided it was very definitdy time to change
the subject, and since | wanted to remind everyone that | was in charge, | went with something that had
been bugging me for sometime. | stared gernly at the Sarjeant-at-Arms.

"What is your name? | can't keep cdling you Sarjeant, and I'm damned if I'll go back to cdling
you g, like when | was akid."

"Cdl me Sarjeant. It'smy title"

"I could have Mdlly rip it out of your living brain,” | said. | was bluffing, but he didn't know that.
If the Sarjeant was so determined not to tdl me, | wanted to know even more. It had to be something
good. The Sarjeant 9ghed, judt alittle

"My nameis Cyril."

Sometimes things are just too good to be true. | think the only thing that kept the whole Circle
from collapsing into gales of hystericd laughter was our extensve knowledge of the Sarjeant's brutdity,
and that he could summon weapons out of thin air when he fdt like it.

"Cyril?" | said happily. "Bloody Cyril? No wonder you grew up to be a thug and a bully, with a
name like that. Y ou must have loved your parents.”

"They were fine, upstanding people,” the Sarjeant said firmly. "Now, if | may continue my report
on the transgressions of the ghost, Jacob?”

"Oh by dl means” | said. "Don't let me stop you, Cyril "

"There have been numerous reports of Jacob haunting the ladies showers and changing rooms.”

"l keep getting log.”

“Y ou're not fodling anyone, Jacob,” | said.

"And," sad the Sarjeant, "there have even been reports of him chasing the ghost of the headless
nun through the catacombs.”

Jacob grinned. "Hey, she's the only other ghogt in the Hall. Can you blame meif | just want to
swap a little ectoplasm? Nice arse, for a nun. Damn, she's fast on her feet, especidly consdering she



can't see where she's going.”

"You're a member of the Inner Circlel" snapped the Sarjeant. “Youre supposed to set an
example”

"Oh,l am, | am..."

"Stop that,” | said quickly. “Your ectoplasm's going dl quivery. Let us move on. Are we any
closer to establishing who was behind the recent attacks on the Hall, just before | was summoned home?
Do we have any new information?"

"Nothing. Not aword,” said the Armourer.

"Perhaps we should ask the strange maiter,” said the Sarjeant pointedly. "Since it did turn out to
be respongible for the destruction of the Heart, in the end.”

"Waan't me" said a cam and reasonable voice from ingde the warm crimson glow. "I was dill
searching for the Heart at that stage, and didn't even know it was in this dimension. Y ou must remember;
the Heart had made many enemies, from dl the worlds and races it endaved before it came here. Some
of those enemies have been looking for the Heart dmogt aslong as me”

That sounded reasonable enough, but though | had much to thank the strange matter for, and it
aways sad the right things...the fact remained that the strange matter was dill very much an unknown
factor. All we knew about it was what it had chosen to tdl us. If it had been behind the other attacks,
would it admit that? We had no way to compd the truth from it. | rubbed a my forehead as a dow,
grinding headache began. Being paranoid is very tiring, but when you're a Drood it's the only way to day
one step ahead.

"Strange matter ..." | said.

"Oh, please, cdl me Ethd.”

"We are not going to cdl you Ethd," | said, very firmly.

"Why not? What's wrong with Ethel? It's a pefectly good name. | like it. It's honed, it's
charming, it's...me."

"We are not cdling you Ethd!"

"Nathing wrong with Ethdl," said the strange matter. "Wingon Churchill had a pet frog caled
Ethd."

"No he didn't!"

"Hemight have. Y ou don't know."

"I'm cdling you Strange,” | said. "It's the only name that fits"

“You have no sense of fun," said Strange.

"Actudly..." sad Mally.

"Hudh," | sad quickly.

The Armourer produced another of hisimpressive throat clearings. "How did you get on with the
Matriarch, Eddie?'

"Not good," | admitted. "She told me to go to Hell. She'd rather see the whole family collapse
then prosper with mein charge.”

The Armourer nodded rdluctantly. "Mother dways could be very stubborn...But you have to
keep trying with her, Eddie. You need her on your sde if youre to get the whole family moving in the
same direction. She represents the past, and tradition, and al those things that make the family fed safe
and secure”

"It isnt going to be easy," | said.

"Of course it isn't going to be easy, Eddie! You killed her favourite son, my brother Jamed! |
know you had to do it, and | dill have trouble forgiving you. The old Gray Fox...was the best of us, for
0 may years. And don't forget; he had a lot of admirers, outsde the family. Old friends and old
enemies, who won't be at dl happy to hear he died at your hands. They could turn up here a any time,
ready and willing to express their extreme displeasure...and then you're going to need the whole family
backing you up.”

"We could say James had gone rogue." Penny suggested tentatively.

"Who'd believe that?' | said. "The Gray Fox aways was the best of us. You'd better beef up the



Hdl's defences, Unde Jack; just in case.”

| findly got to the meat of the meeting, and told them about MI15's ambush outsde my old flat.
The Armourer and the Sarjeant inggted | tdl it dl, in as much detail as | could remember. Mally chimed
in here and there, sometimes hdping and sometimes not. The Armourer and the Sarjeant both reacted
vary srongly when | told them who was behind the attack.

"The prime miniger?' said the Sarjeant increduloudy. "Who does he think he is, to take on the
Droods? Man's getting thoughts above his gation. We can't dlow this to go unpunished, Edwin. People
might think we were getting soft.”

"I've dready sent him a very definite message,” | said.

"Killing a few MI5 agents won't bother m," said the Armourer. "As far as he's concerned,
they're dl expendable. We need to hit im where he lives”

"Right," said the Sarjeant. "Can't have the prime minider getting cheeky. We need to dgp him
down hard, Edwin. Make an example of him."

| shook my head dowly. "We can't afford to show our hand yet, and risk reveding how weak we
redly are. And no one else in power seems to be feding ther oats. Penny took me down to the War
Room; it was dl very quiet.”

"Quiet before the sorm,” said Penny. "Our researchers are dl over the world's media, officd and
unoffidd, getting afed for each government's mood. And dl our telepaths, scryers, and clarvoyants are
working full time"

| had to amile. Paliticians only think they can keep secrets from the Droods.

"So far, everyone's being very cautious, not wanting to rock the boat until they know whether or
not there's sharks in the water," said the Armourer. "I don't think they can believe their own reports about
how weak and disorganised we are, at present. But that can't last. They know dl our fidd agents have
gone to ground, and most of them know or suspect about the golden torcs disappearance. So sooner or
later, somebody's going to do something...just to see what happens. To see how much they can get
away with. There might even be a direct strike againg the Hdl itsdf. Remember when the Chinese tried
to nuke us, back in the Sxties?'

"We have to do something about the prime miniger,” the Sarjeant said firmly. "Something
auffidently unpleasant, to send a clear message to dl the world leaders.”

"All right,” 1 said reluctantly. "Come up with some options, and I'll look &t them.”

"I thought one of the reasons you took over running the Droods was to free the world from
Drood control,” said Mally. "I diginctly remember you saying something about letting politicians make
thar own decisons.”

"I did," I said. "Turns out things are more complicated than that.”

"lant that dways the fird response of every dictator?'

"Look; survivd fird, politics second, okay?' | said.

"Jugt wanted you to be sure of what you're getting into,” Mally said swestly.

"Speaking of survivd," said Penny. "We need to get as many of the family as possible into the
new slver torcs, as quickly as possble. Were just too vulnerable to sudden attack, as things stand.”

| nodded reluctantly. "All right, you guys get together and draw up a lig for me to consider.
Those who should get ther torcs right away, those who should but only after they've proved themsdves
worthy, and those who won't ever be trusted with a torc again.”

"Such as?' said Penny, her cool eyes openly chalenging me.

"Anyone who knew about the secret of the golden torcs and just went dong with it | sad
gernly. "Any unrepentant Zero Tolerance, and anyone who'd more than likdy use a torc to start a avil
war within the family. Use your own best judgement. We're only taking about a smdl percentage of
scumbags, | hope. Strange, any problem with producing so much strange matter, for the torcs and
armour, so quickly?'

"Please, cdl me Ethd.”

"Not if there was agun to my heed.”

“You can have as many dlver torcs as you want, Eddie” Strange said easlly. "It's just a matter of



bringing more of me through from my home dimension. | am great and limitless wise and wonderful...But
you don't redly need torcs, you know. | could teach you dl to be superhuman. You have such potentid
within you, you humans. To be far greater than any torc could ever make you. You could dl shine like
dars”

| looked a the Inner Circle, and they looked a me.

"How long would this take?" | said.

“Years'" sad Strange. "Generations, maybe. This whole consecutive time thing is a new concept
tome"

"I think well gtick with what we know, for now,” | said. "The family needs to be strong as quickly
as possible. But by dl means, consder the dterndive, Strange, and let me know when you've got
something more specific to tdl me”

"Oh goody!" said Strange. "Thisis going to be such fun!”

"Any other matters?' | said quickly.

"Jus one" said the Armourer. He produced a smdl object wrapped in white samite from under
hislab coat and passed it to me. | accepted and then unwrapped it with great care and caution. Gifts
from the Armourer have a tendency to be downright dangerous, if not actudly explosve. The object
turned out to be a smple hand mirror, with a siver frame and handle. | hefted it a few times cautioudy,
just in case, but nothing happened. And the face in the mirror was quite definitdy ming, so ... | looked
inquiringly & the Armourer.

"Jacob and | have been qudying in the old library,” said the Armourer. "When | can tear him
away from his...other pursuits. And we've turned up some quite remarkable items. A number of books
thought to be long logt, or destroyed, a number of ancient maps of dubious provenance but exciting
posshilities...and a handful of lot and quite legendary treasures. That... is Melin's Glass. It
disappeared from the Armageddon Codex in the late eighteenth century, under somewha murky
circumstances. Jacob discovered it ingde a hollowed-out book about voles.”

"Dont even know wha made me look there" Jacob said chearfully. "I was just looking for
something with dirty pictures™

"Hold everything,” said Mally. "Though not literdly in your case, Jacob. Merlin's Glass. Are we
taking about the Melin?'

"Ohyes" sad Jacob.

"He was a Drood?' said Mally.

"Hardy," sad the Armourer. "We do have our standards. No, he was Merlin Satanspawn, the
Devil's only begotten son. Born to be the Antichrist, but he refused the honour. He dways had to go his
own way...But according to some quite fascinating records in the old library, he did work with the
family, on occasion. When it suited him. And apparently he owed us a favour, and repaid it by gifting us
thet mirror."

Mally reached out for it, and | handed it over. She muttered some Words over the mirror, made
afew quick gestures, and even hdd it upside down and shook it in the hope something might fal out, but
nothing happened. Mally sniffed and handed the mirror back to me.

"All right,” she said. "I'll bite. What's it supposed to do?'

"It can be used to make contact with other members of the Drood family, in the past or the
future, to ask them for advice or information.”

There was a pause, and then Mally said, "No offence guys, but | think you got stiffed on the dedl.
| mean, it's not the most useless magic object I've ever seen...but it comes pretty damned close.”

"You're awitch," the Armourer said kindly, "and therefore used to thinking manly in terms of the
here and now. The Glass has many uses. Vitd information logt in this time can be found in the past,
before it was logt. Or in the future, after it has been rediscovered. The greatest family tacticians, of the
past or the future, are now ours to consult. We can even take specific advice from the future, on which
matters to pursue and which are best left grictly done ..."

"If this Glass is so useful,” | said, "how did it happen to go missng for so long?'

"Ah," said the Armourer rductantly. "There are many stories about that. The one | tend to bdlieve



the mogt, because | didike it the mog, isthat someone asked the Glass a very specific question, and got
a very specific answer that disturbed the shit out of him. So he took the Glass and hid it, to prevent
anyone ese from asking the question, or learning the answer.”

"I can't see thisfamily giving up anything that ussful so eeslly,” said Moally.

"I can," | said. "The Droods have dways been very cautious about anything involving time trave.
Ever snce the Great Time Disagter of 1217, when the family amost wiped itsdf out after inadvertently
Setting up a Mobius-gtrip time paradox. There's gill some rooms in the Hal we can't find, because of
whet we had to do to break free. And we don't even think about what might Hill be hagppening to the
poor bastards we had to abandon in those rooms. The human mind just isn't equipped to ded with dl the
possible complications and downright nasty ramifications of mucking about with time"

And then | stopped short as an idea came to me, hitting me hard enough to stop my bresth, while
acold hand curled around my heart. | looked into Merlin's Glass, and my face stared back a me, s0
cold and harsh and determined | barely recognised it.

"Can | contact anyone in the past?' | said, and even | could tdl that the voice didn't sound like
mine. It sounded reckless, and even dangerous. Everyone looked a me sharply. | think Mally got it fird,
perhaps because her mind had aready begun moving dong amilar lines. | looked at the Armourer, and |
think anyone else would have flinched a what he saw in my eyes. "I know it's dangerous, and | don't
cae" | sad. "Tdl me, Unde Jack, can | usethis Glass to tak to my parentsin the past, before they were
murdered?’

"I'm sorry,” the Armourer said gruffly, kindly. "I thought of that. There€'s dways someone wed
like to speak to in the past. Friends and relatives and loved ones, gone too soon, before we could say dl
the things we meant to say to them. The things we put off saying, because we dways thought thered be
time...until suddenly there wasn't. But the Glass doesn't dlow anyone to ask questions for persona gain.
Only for the good of the family. And the Glass can dways tdl the difference. A built-in safety factor,
perhaps, to prevent...abuse of time”

"Or perhaps the sorcerer Merlin Satanspawn just had a built-in nasty streek,” said Mally.

"Thereisthat," said the Armourer.

"I need to know what redly happened to my father and my mother,” | said. "I will find out the
truth, whatever it takes."

"I spent years trying to find out,” said the Armourer. "So did James. She was our Sster, poor
dear Emily, and we loved her dearly. We even approved of your father, or we'd never have let im marry
her. But the truth is ... no one seems to know. The odds are it was just a supid mistake. Poor
intelligence, insufficent briefing, too many things going wrong a once ... It happens. Even on the best
planned missons™

"Therés dways the Time Train," said Penny unexpectedly.

"No thereisnt," the Armourer said quickly.

"What the hdl isa Time Tran?' sad Mally. "And why do | get the feding I'm redlly not going to
like the answer?"

"Mugt be your witchy senses working overtime” | said. "Damn, | haven't thought about the Time
Tran in years...It's a means of travelling through time, though perhaps a little stranger than most. No
one's used it for ages. | supposeit isdill functiond... Armourer?”

"Wl yes, technicdly,” sad the Armourer. "But some things are just too dangerous to mess
with."

| had to raise an eyebrow. "This, from the man who wanted our best telepaths to try setting off dl
the atomic warheads in China, just by having the telepaths think really nasty thoughts at them?"

"Thet would have worked, if the Matriarch hadn't stopped me" said the Armourer sulkily. "All
my best ideas are ahead of their time.”

"I am changing the subject right now,” | said firmly. "One thing has to be clear to dl of us The
family has to Do Something, something big and important and dramatic, to prove to the whole world that
the Droods are dill strong and nasty and a force to be reckoned with. We need to pick a target, some
serioudy important and unpleasant enemy, and then hit it with a redlly powerful preemptive strike force.



Wipe them out, once and for dl.”

"Now you're taking, boy!" said the Sarjeant-at-Arms.

"Sounds good to me" said the Armourer. "The family's been terribly reactive for years, under the
Matriarch.”

"Who did you have in mind?' said Mally. "Manifes Dediny?"

"No," | said. "They're dill weak. Stamping on them wouldnt impress anyone. We need
something. . .bigger.”

"There are two main thrests to humanity,” the Armourer said ponderoudy, dipping into his lecture
mode. "Doesn't matter whether they're scientific or magica in origin, mythicd or politica or biblicd; dl of
humanity's enemies can be separated into two digtinct kinds. Those who do us harm because they hope
to gan something from it; these we cal demons. And those who are too hig to care about us, but who
might do us harm just because we're in the way; those we cdl gods, for want of a better word. The
family is trained and equipped to ded with demons. The gods are best handled delicately, from a safe
distance, and through as many intermediaries as possible”...

"I've dready killed one god,”" | said. "And the Heart screamed judt like a human asiit died.”

"I hdped,” said Strange. “Y ou couldn't have done it without me."

"Perhaps,” | said. "But then you would say that, wouldn't you?'

"Can we please put the delusons of grandeur to one sde, jugt for the moment?' said Penny.
"And concentrate on planning a drategy.”

"Not attacking any gods sounds like a redly good drategy to me" sad Mally. "I'm voting for
demons.”

"Demons sounds good to me," said the Armourer. "Never any shortage of demons screwing over
hurmanity.”

"All right,” | said. "Demonsit is. Anyone want to throw some names onto the table, just to get us
darted?

"The Staking Shrouds?' said the Sarjeant-at-Arms.

"They were pretty much wiped out last year,” sad Penny. "Fghting a turf war with the Cold
Eidolon, in the back streets of Naples. Both sides are ill recovering. Be ages before either of them can
mount a decent threst again.”

"The Loathly Ones?' | said. "I hate soul-eaters.”

Penny frowned. "There has been some intdligence of late that they've been gathering together in
big numbers, down in South America. No one seems to know whet for, but that's never a good thing."

"I'd redlly like to do something about the Mandrake Recorporation,” said Mally, "if only because
they creep me out, big time"

"Not redly a good enough reason to go to war with someone, though, isit?" said the Armourer.

"The Cult of the Crimson Altar?' said Jacob. "Old-school satanists, offshoot of the origind
Hdlfire Club. Never liked them. They turned me down for membership back when | was dive, the
blackbdling bastards.”

"Currently enduring a mgor schism," Penny sad briskly. "Over some piece of dogma o
complicated and <o trivid that no one outside the Cult can make head or tal of it. The Cult's been killing
itdf off for the last 9x weeks, and at the rate they're going | doubt therell be enough of them left a the
end to make up asocid dub.”

"The Dream Meme?' said the Sarjeant hopefully.

"No!" said the Armourer. "We dill don't know for sure who or what they are, or even what they
want. And yes, Cyril, | have heard dl the latest conspiracy theories, and I'm not convinced by any of
them. They're just a supernatural urban legend, like the Sceneshifters”

"Vl Power Inc?' said Mally. "Everyon€'s favourite nightmare from World War Two?'

"Gone into palitics since the reunification of Germany,” said Penny. "No surprises there.”

"Enough names” | said. "We need to send a message. A strong message. So | say we take on
the Loathly Ones. No one likes soul-eaters, so no one will dly with them, even againg us. | say we track
down this new gathering of theirs, send in an armoured force and ether wipe them out for good or, & the



veary least, send them back to whatever hdl they came from. It's only right, when you consider this family
was respongble for bringing them into this world in the firg place.”

The Armourer and the Sarjeant-at-Arms scowled. They dready knew that. Penny and Jacob
looked shocked; they didn't. Most of the family didn't. Just another of those nedty little secrets the old
guard liked to keep to itsdf.

"Think Il contact my old friend Janissary Jane,” | said. "She knows dl there is to know about
fighting demons. When she's sober. Penny, since dl our fidd agents are coming home, | want you to put
out acdl for dl rogue Droods to come home too. All ans forgiven, if not forgotten. They've learnt the
hard way how to survive in the world without family backup, and they have skills we can use and profit
from. Besides, I've been arogue and I've met rogues, and | don't like to think of them left out there in the
cold."

"All the rogues?’ said Penny.

"Wdl, obvioudy not the red shits like the late and very unlamented Bloody Man, Arnold
Drood,” | said. "But there aren't many of the red bad seeds |€ft, are there?!

"Only afew, thank the lord," said the Armourer. "Weve been weeding them out, down the years.
Tiger Timisdill hiding out somewherein the Amazon rain forest, because he knows anyone even hafway
avilised will kill im the moment he shows his face...and Old Mother Shipton is findly running out of
identities to hide behind. We're pretty sure she's running a baby doning service in Vienna a the moment.
Our agent there was actudly dosngin on her...before the present difficulties”

"And they're the only mongters |€ft?' | said.

"The only ones we know of," said Penny. "But redly, Eddie, cdling in the rogues? The scum we
threw out, for being crooks or cowards or subversives? The family isn't going to like this™

"We often don' like the things that are good for us" | said cdmly. "And as with so many other
things where the old Council was concerned, the rogues aren't necessarily what you were told they
were. Some were just troublemakers who ingsted on tdling the truth. The family needs new advice, new
tricks, new ways of looking a things. The rogues can supply that in dbundance. I'm dso bringing in a few
friends from outside, to help out in guest tutorids. Janissary Jane, of course. And | thought maybe the
BlueFairy."

"Him?" sad Penny. "He's adrunk, athief, and alecher! He has no principles, no scruples...and
he's ahdf df! You can't trust him!"

"Hell fit in perfectly,” | said. "Besides, | hear he's a new person since his near-death experience.”

"If you're bringing in your old friends, | want some of ming" sad Mally. "If only so | won't fed so
outnumbered.”

"Okay," | said. "Who did you have in mind?'

"Subway Sue and Mr. Stab,” said Mally, amiling sweetly.

"Are you crazy ?'l sad. "A vampire who sucks the good fortune out of people, and the
uncaught immorta serid killer of Old London Town? Over my dead body!"

There would probably have been heated words and raised voices at that moment, if dl the darms
hadn't gone off at once. The Hal was under attack.

CHAPTER THREE Good and Evil; It's All Relatives

In the old days, when a generd darm sounded the whole family would run to defend the Hall, but
we were warriors then. Now everyone ran to the designated shdlters, to hidetill it was dl over. All my
fault, of course, for taking away their golden torcs. The Droods weren't used to feding human, and
vulnerable. So the Sanctity and its adjoining rooms had become the new panic room for the Droods,
though of course no one would ever dream of usng such a term. But as | came out of the Sanctity,
followed by the rest of the Inner Circle, so many of my family were running down the corridor towards
mewith fear and desperation written dearly in ther faces, it disturbed me to redise how eesly the spirit



of my family could be broken. |1 was going to have to do something about that, and soon. Strange
guarded the Sanctity and the other rooms, its other-dimensiona shieds protecting the family from any
outsde attack. The family would be safe there, while | investigated whatever it was that dared attack us.
Strange was dso responsible for powering dl our science- and magic-based defences, and it worried me
how quickly we'd become dependent on this new replacement for the destroyed Heart. | didn't free us
from one other-dimensona magter just to hand us over to another. No matter how seemingly benevolent.
Jugt one more thing for me to worry abot. ..

Strange had said he could do even more for us, but that would mean bringing more of his
substance through into this dimension, and even he had to admit he had no idea exactly what effect so
much strange matter might have on the physicd laws of our redity. Strange matter wasn't naturd here,
and our world didnt like having it around. Besides, Sirange was powerful enough as he was. Trust has
aways been a difficult thing for me, even before | found out what the Heart redly was. So, on behdf of
the family, | politdy declined Strange's offer.

Which was why it was now up to me to defend the whole damned family from attack.

The Droods came pouring through the corridors towards the Sanctity, their faces pae and
drained. The darm bels were maddeningly loud, but the Sarjeant-at-Arms gill made himsdf heard over
the din, haranguing and bullying the crowds into some kind of order as they filed quickly into the Sanctity.
He didnt need to use much of his trademarked brutdity; most of the family were glad to hear an
authoritetive voice tdling them what to do. But then, that's dways been their problem. The Sarjeant
scowled at die nervous faces streaming past him and seemed actudly ashamed to see the family reduced
to such a state. He didn't look a me, but then, he didn't have to. | dready knew who he blamed.

"I'm going to the War Room," said Penny, shouting to be heard over the generd din. "Someone
needs to keep an eye on the big picture. Always the chance this attack was designed to distract us from
something redly big happening somewhere ese”

"Right!" | said. "Go! Report back when you get a chance.”

But she was dready off and running, forcing her way through the tide of approaching Droods by
sheer assurance. 1'd done wdl in choosing her. | looked around for Jacob, but he'd disappeared. | turned
to the Sarjeant.

"You stay here and keep a lid on things Mally, Unde Jack, we need to get to the Ops Room.
Find out who or what were up againg, before we have to go out and face them. Sarjeant, if they should
Oet past us, and get in here...improvise."

| st off at a steady pace, ploughing through the incressingly packed corridors, and Mally and the
Armourer stuck close behind me. There was a growing sense of panic on the air. My fird indinct was to
amour up, but | couldn't do that. It would just have upset dl the other Droods who didn't have thar
armour anymore, because of me.

| fet like shouting, Look, it seemed like a good idea at the time, okay?

"Who do you think is behind this?" said Mally, squeezing in close beside me. "Manifest Destiny,
maybe? Could Truman have findly got his act together?'

"Unlikdy," | said. "Wed have heard something.”

"Could be the prime miniger," said the Armourer. "Expressng his displeasure a having his best
Secret agents sent back to himin boxes.”

"If they'd been able to capture me, then the Hal might have been next,” | said. "But after what |
did to his best bright-eyed boys, he's probably ill hiding under his desk and whimpering. No, this could
be any of the groups we were just discussing, keen to get thar preemptive grikes in fird. Look, save
your bregth for running, people. We need to know what were getting into before we show our faces
outsde.

The Operations Room was way over in the south wing, so we were dl serioudy short of breath
by the time we got there. The hdls and passageways were increasngly deserted and abandoned, e=rily
dlent. It was ardief to get to Operations, and hear voices taking in a cam, professona way. The Ops



Room is a high-tech centre designed to oversee dl the Hal's defences, from sensors to shidds to dl our
vaious wegpons sysems. It took the three of us a few minutes to get through the drict security
protocols, and then Mally and the Armourer and | hurried into Operations and the grest sted door hissed
shut behind us, cutting off the damour of the darms. The quiet was a blessed rdief, and | took a long,
deep breath to steady mysdf.

I'd never been to Operations before; it was modly put together after | Ieft home. Unlike the War
Room, Operations is a much more modest affair. Just a reasonably sized room packed full of computers
and other assorted baffling high tech, tended by a dozen or so technicians, under the head of Operations.
There was no hurry or bustle or sense of urgency here; men and women sat camly at their workstations,
doing ther jobs effidently and professondly. These people hadn't forgotten what it was to be a Drood.
They kept thar heads in an emergency because that was what had been drilled into them; because
decisons made in this Room could affect the safety of the whole family.

Holographic displays snapped on and off in midair, showing rapidly shifting images of the Hall,
ingde and out, and sweeping views of the grounds and dl possible approaches to the Hal. | moved
quickly from screen to screen, but | was damned if | could see any sgn of an invading force anywhere.
The skies were empty, the grounds were uninhabited, and dl shieds were intact and in place. Something
mudt have sat off the darms, but what? | headed for the centre of Operations, and Mally and the
Armourer fdl naturdly in on ether Sde of me. | was glad to have them there. | was darting to fed wdl
out of my depth. | listened carefully to the murmur of voices dl around me as the technicians spoke
quietly to each other in cam, professiond, and utterly baffled voices.

| have rising power levels. All boards are green, all weapons systems on line.

Can anybody see anything? My sensors are clear, right across the board.

Hold it; I'm getting something. A definite Infernal presence.

Infernal? Are you sure?

Hey, it's not something you can easly confuse with anything else. There's something from
the Pit, right here in our backyard.

Get ready to switch the lawn sprinklers to holy water. And somebody put in a call to all
our clerics.

Code Red. | repeat, we have Code Red. Shutting down all unnecessary systems for the
duration.

Why weren't we warned? What happened to those wonderful and very expensive new
sensors | spent all last week installing?

Slent as the grave, the lot of them. Whatever's out there, the sensors can't see it. Even the
gryphons didn't see this coming.

Who's got my Jaffa Cakes? You know | can't function without Jaffa Cakes.

All weapons systems on line and available. Just find me a target and I'll blow big meaty
chunks out of it.

"Over there" the Armourer said quidly in my ear. "See that large, intense type in the
button-down suit? That's Howard, the new head of Operations. | used to have him down in the Armoury
with me, but he didn't have the patience. But he was a hdl of a lot smarter than the average Drood, so
we put him here, and within a year he was running the place. Oh look; he's findly deigned to notice us,
and hel's coming over. This should be fun."

"Didnt this use to be the old laundry?' | said.

"We contracted that out,” said the Armourer, "to make room for the new up-to-date Operations
centre. The old one was condantly having to be upgraded, and was only held together with spit and
seding wax anyway. Weve spent the lagt ten years inddling the most sophisticated wegpon systems this
family has ever seen, dong with the computers to run them. We could hold off a whole army from here."

"If we could see them,” | murmured.

The Armourer scowled. "l don't understand it. The grounds are jam-packed with dl kinds of
aurvallance. A mole couldn't fart without us knowing dl about it. Ah, Howard! Good to see you."

"Good?" he snapped, damming to a hdt right in front of us. "What's bloody good about it? |



blame you for this, Edwin.”

"Somehow, | had afeding you might,” | said. "Hello, Howard."

He sniffed loudly. He was large and blocky, with a red face and a prematurdly receding harline
His hands were clenched into frustrated figts at his Sdes.

"Hdl security has been an utter shambles, ever snce you and your girlfriend walked Sraight
through dl our best defences,” he said hitterly. "They're very sendtive. You upset them. Took us weeks
to get them camed down and operating properly again, and now thid Are those more of your friends out
there?'

"I very much doubt it," | said. "And Howard, keep it down to a roar when you speak to me,
there's a good chap. Or | will have Mally turn you into something smdl and wet and squishy, which |
gl then step on.”

"What am 17" said Moally. “Your attack dog?"

“You know you loveit," | sad.

"Grrr," said Mally.

| looked back at Howard. "Let usdl keep very cdm and professond about this, while we figure
out what the hdll's going on."

Howard sniffed loudly again. “Yes. Wdll...Were doing the best with the equipment avalable to
us You try running a twenty-first-century defence sysem on a nineteenth-century budget. | told the
Matriarch to her face; you get what you pay for."

| began to like im allittle better. "I'll bet that went down well," | said.

He amiled dightly for the first time. "I was escorted out of the War Room so fast my feet didn't
even touch the ground. All right, everybody, let's try the sensors again. Boost the power and plug in dl
the options; see if we can scare up a useful image or two for our illustrious guests. As long as you
understand thisisdl your fault, Edwin. Whatever happens.”

"Sory of my life”" | said.

The head of Operations moved quickly back and forth among his people, encouraging here,
cgoaling there, getting the best out of them with quiet efficiency. The Hal's defence systems sprang into
life, searching for a target; enough firepower to blow a hole through the moon or blast it right out of orhit.
| watched, fascinated, as the holographic digplays showed hundreds of guns risng up out of the wide
lawns, their long barrels sweeping back and forth as the fire computers struggled to lock on. Sonic
weapons, particle beams, nerve gasses, stroboscopic lights, and hdludinogenic migts...And no, we don't
gve adamn about the Geneva Conventions. If 1'd known about dl of this, I'd never have dared to bresk
in ... Of course, I'd had the Confusulum then, to back me up. Hopefully our mysterious new intruders
didn't.

Howard came back to join us. His face looked even more flushed, and held actudly unbuttoned
histie. "Were 4ill having problems getting a clear image of our intruders. Welve narrowed down the
location to somewhere near the lake, not far from the boating sheds, but something in thair basic nature is
confusing the hel out of the sensors.”

"I heard someone use the word Infernal,” sad Mally.

“Yes, wdl," said Howard. "That's aways a worrying word to hear, isn't it? Most of our defences
are cdentific these days, rather than magicd or mydicd.”

"Then let me hdp," said Mally. "I know alot aout things Infernd.”

She moved over to the nearest workgstation, muttering certain unpleasant Words under her
breath, and then leant past a Sartled technician and thrugt her left hand and am through his monitor
screen. Her arm ghosted through the screen right up to the ebow, and suddenly the whole Operations
Room was full of a bright otherworldly light as Mally's magic manifested in dl the sysems a once.
Discharging energies sputtered around her like ethered fireworks. A great surge of power swept through
dl the workgtations as her magic melded with and boosted dl the Operations Room systems. And just
like that an image appeared on the ar before us, showing a crystd clear view of two men sanding
together beside the lake, right in the middle of the Hall's extensve grounds. The image zoomed in to give
usaclose look &t ther faces.



"You're wedcome," said Molly.

Two ordinary-looking men, one my age, in his early thirties. Tdl, pleasant enough, wire-rimmed
glasses. The other was pae, dark-haired, disurbingly handsome. He looked young enough, urtil you
looked into his very dark eyes, and then he seemed ahdl of alot older. Just two men, standing together.
No army. No obvious threst. Except they couldn't have got this far unless they were quite extraordinary
people.

Howard leant forward sharply. "That'sit! We're locked on! Stand by, people, were going to hit
them with everything we've got!"

"No you're nat,” said the Armourer. "We need to tak to them. And besides, it wouldn't do any

"What?' Howard looked at the Armourer, baffled.

"I know who they are," said the Armourer. "Or at least, | recognise who one of them is, and what
the other one is. The one with the glasses isfamily.”

"Ah" said Howard hitterly. "I might have known. Only family could get past family defences.” He
peered dubioudy a theimage. "Can't say | recognise him."

“You wouldn't," said the Armourer. "He hardly ever comes home. That's Harry Drood. Jamess
only legitimate son.”

"And, unfortunatdy, | recognise the other guy,” | said. "I met him once before, briefly, in the
prison cdls under Manifest Destiny's old headquarters. They'd imprisoned him ingde a pentacle, and cut
out his tongue, just in case. And he was dill the most dangerous thing there. He's a half-breed demon,
offgoring of a succubus. | left him there to die when | brought Truman's operation crashing down around
hishead...l should have killed the unnatura thing when | had the chance.”

“You never had the chance," said Mally. "Haf-breeds like that are very hard to kill. They may
look like us, but they dl have one foot in the Ait. But what's he doing here, side by sde with a Drood?!

"I don't know," | said. "But it's not going to be anything good. Harry Drood...I've heard stories
about him."

"Mog of them are true," said the Armourer. "Harry's dways been one of our best fidd agents, if
alittle too independent. Not unlike you, Eddie, in many ways."

"But why appear out of nowhere like this?' | said. "In the company of a demon?'

“You killed hisfather," said the Armourer.

“Yes" | said. "That's going to haunt me for the rest of my life isn't it?"

"At least now we know how they got in" said Howard, sounding a litle more chearful. "No
mygery anymore. Our defence systems were never designed to recognise something as rare or unnaurd
as a hdf-breed helspavn.”

"All right, Howard," | said. "Put the Ops Room on standby, but keep dl weapons on line. Just in
case Harry's invited some more friends to drop in later. But dont dart anything without express
indructions from me. Mally, Unde Jack, let's go welcome Harry home.”

"Isit okay if | take my arm out of the computer fird?' said Molly.

Moally offered to teleport usright to the lake, but | thought it better we take our time and walk. |
didn't want Harry to think he could panic usinto acting precipitoudy. No, let m wait. The three of us left
the Hall and strolled unhurriedly across the wide expanse of open lawns towards the lake. It was a nice
summer's day, warm sunshine and a pleasant breeze. Bright blue sky, with hardly any clouds. And it
would have been a pleasant enough wak if | hadn't had such a bad feding about the coming encounter.

A Drood and a helspawn, together? Not that long ago | would have said such a thing was
impossible. But I'd learned alot about what the family was capable of snce then. Little of it good.

Moally linked her arm through mine as we walked dong. She was dways happier when she was
out in the grounds. She was, after dl, a witch of the wild woods, and the old gray stone of the Hadl
imposed on her free and easy nature. She chattered happily as we waked, and | did my best to go dong,
but both of us could tdl my heart wasn't init. My mind was ahead of us, at the lake.



"Harry Drood,” | sad findly to the Armourer. "There was a scanda about him, wasn't there?”

"Oh yes" sad the Armourer. "Though it was never discussed outside the Matriarch's Council.
You see, James only married once, and then expresdy againg the Matriarch's wishes. Only he could
have got away with something like that. He married the infamous adventurer and fredance spy, Meanie
Blaze. A very successful operative, in her own sneaky, Machiavdlian, and underhanded way. She and
James made a greet team, important players back in the sixties. Whenever you heard of a secret base
being blown up, or an untouchable villan being assassinated, you knew it had to be James and Mdanie.
Everyone admired them, even their enemies, and every Drood wanted to be them.

"James only brought Meanie home a few times. The Matriarch was very cold.

"And then Mdanie disappeared into the subtle redms, on some secret misson or other, and
never resurfaced. That was...fifteen years ago now. James went in after her severd times, with and
without family approval, but he never found her. He was never the same, after that.”

"James was like a second father to me" | said. "He brought me up after my parents were killed.
But | don't think | ever even met Harry."

"Harry...was dways very much his mother's son," said the Armourer. "She raised him outside the
Hdl. Away from the Matriarch. James vigted hm as much as he could, but... | don't know, Eddie.
James and | were close, but there were some things he just wouldn't talk about. There was something
going on ... with Medanie, or Harry, but...Anyway, after Meanie disappeared, James ingsed we find
work for Harry as afidd agent, and the Matriarch kept him busy with missonsin foreign dimes. And just
like you, Eddie, Harry lived for hiswork and never came home."

"I was never dlowed out of the country,” | said wigtfully.

"But Harry was Jamess son," said the Armourer. "And James was adways Mother's favourite.
Sill, Harry proved to be an excdlent fidd agent; very resourceful, dways got the job done.”

"But whet kind of amanishe?' said Mally.

"I have no idea," said the Armourer. "Harry was dways...distant.”

"Ishe Jamess only son?' said Mally.

"Hdl no," said the Armourer, chuckling. "Harry was Jamess only legitimate son, but he has any
number of stepbrothers and stepsisters, scattered across every country in the world, from dl the women
James had... .relationships with, down the years"

"He never could keep it in his trousers” | said. "Got him into trouble more often than | care to
think about.”

"James was jugt very romantic,” the Armourer sad firmly. "Always fdling in love with a pretty
face, and usudly living to regret it. The family has never offidaly recognised any of these...offspring, but
to keep James happy we usudly made arrangements to keep them ganfully employed, doing ussful work
for the family. On occasions when we needed more than usud distance, or denighility.”

"I thought your family didn't approve of half-breeds?' said Mally.

"We dont," | said. "They're never invited home, and we never send them Chrigmas cards. The
Droods are a very old-fashioned family in some ways, but that's what happens when you've been around
for centuries”

"But it's dill okay to make use of them, for dangerous jobs?' said Mally.

"The family can be very pragmatic, when it wants" sad the Armourer. "That's how weve
aurvived for centuries™

We findly got to the lake. The dark blue-green waters stretched away before us, serene and
undisturbed, the far shore so distant we couldn't even see it from where we were. There's an undinein it
somewhere, but she keeps hersdlf to hersdlf. The firg thing | noticed was that dl the swans were gone,
presumably fled to the other end of the lake. And when | saw the two men standing on the lakeshore
before us, | understood why.

Harry Drood amiled briefly a the Armourer, gazed coolly a me, and nodded briskly to Mally.
He looked tdl and wdl built in his sharply cut gray suit, and behind his wire-rimmed glasses his face had
that unremarkable look that made the Droods such natura secret agents. No one looks twice a usin the
street, and we like it that way. Harry was holding a dead swan by its broken neck, as though it was just



something held happened to pick up. For an intruder and a swan killer, he looked remarkably casua and
a ease.

The haf-breed demon beside him had dl the cdm and poise of a predator crouched and ready
to launch an attack. He looked human enough, until you took in the details. He was a good sx feet Sx
tdl, dender but powerfully built, with an unnaturdly pale face, night black hair and eyes, and a mouth so
thin he hardly had any lips a dl. He wore an Armani suit and wore it well, dong with an Old Schoal tie |
couldn't believe held come by honestly. Both his hands were thrust deep in his pockets and he grinned a
us dl impartidly. There was no humour in the amile, just a predator showing its teeth. Up close, he
reeked of the Fit, a sour and sckening stench of sulphur and blood. The grass beneeth his feet was
blackened and smouldering. "Helo Unde Jack," sad Harry in alight, pleasant voice. "I've come home.
No need to prepare a fattened cdf for the prodigdl son, | think I'll have swan. | was dways very fond of
svan."

“You might have asked fird," said the Armourer.

"But then you might have said no,” said Harry reasonably. "And | redly think I'm entitled to
something speciad for my homecoming feast, after so long away."

"Aren't you going to introduce your unnerving companion?' | said.

Harry amiled brigfly a me "Oh yes. How very rude of me This is my good friend and
companion, Roger Morningdar.”

"I know who you are, you son of a bitch," said Mally, and her voice was very cold. "I told you
what 1'd do to youif | ever saw you again.”

She threw up her ams in the stance of summoning. Dark clouds boiled in the sky overhead.
Lightning bolts stabbed down, blagting the ground dl around Roger, but they couldn't touch him. He just
stood there, amiling eesily a Mally, while the rest of us dove for cover. Maly howled with fury and
unleashed dl the dements a once againg the hellspawn.

Harry and the Armourer crouched down and scurried hurriedly out of range, while I armoured
up. Hal hammered down, thick shards of ice with razor-sharp edges. | stood between Harry and the
Armourer and the worst of it, protecting them as best | could. Roger wasn't harmed at dl. Gae winds
blew, ligntning struck, hal dammed down, and Roger Morningstar stood his ground, untouched and
unmoved, amiling his maddening smile

Mally quickly exhausted herself, and was soon reduced to throwing sputtering firebals at Roger,
none of which came close to hitting him. The dark clouds drifted away, and the dements settled
themsdves | moved quickly over to Madly before she could move on to more dangerous methods,
armoured down, and murmured caming, soothing words into her ear from a safe distance until she
stopped glaing a Roger and turned sharply away, hugging hersdf tightly. | knew better than to bother
her while she was in such a mood.

Harry and the Armourer came back to join us. "Would anyone care to explain to me what tha
was dl about?' said the Armourer, just a bit tetily.

"We used to date,” said Roger, in a surprisngly pleasant voice,

"It was along time ago!" said Mally, dill ddiberately not looking at him.

“Y ou never thought to mention this before?’ | said.

She glared a me. "Do | quiz you about your old girlfriends?”

"Yes"

She sniffed. "It's different for agirl.”

"But he's ahdlspawvn!" | said. "A half-breed demon!”

She shrugged. "It's dways the bad boy who makes a girl's heart beat thet little bit faster.”

Some conversations you just know aren't going to go anywhere good, so | turned my attention
back to Roger. "The lagt time | saw you, Truman had you trapped indgde one of his holding pens. With
your tongue cut out.”

"And you left me there to die” Roger said easlly. "How very Drood of you. But | escaped amid
the generd chaos. No one tried to stop me. No one dared. And | grew back my tongue. We hdlspavn
are very hard to kill."



"Then how was Truman able to capture and mutilatie you in the first place?’ | said, perhaps a little
pointedly.

Roger showed his teeth again in the amile that wasn't a amile "Oh please, like I'd be foolish
enough to tdl you."

"All right," | said. "Why are you here?’

"Revenge” sad Roger, and for just a moment bright crimson flames flared in his dark eyes.
"Truman mugt pay for what he did to me...but even | can't hope to take down an organisation the size of
Manifest Degtiny on my own. Which means | need dlies, and your family seems the best bet. You want
them destroyed dmost as much as | do, and the enemy of my enemy can be my dly, if not my friend.”

“You expect usto trust you?' said the Armourer.

"Of course not. But as long as we have a cause in common, it's in my best interests to be ussful
to you."

"And he's with me" said Harry, very firmly. He was sanding beside Roger again, as though he
belonged there. "Roger and | go way back: old friends, old dlies”

"Dear Jesus," said the Armourer. He sounded honestly shocked. "Wha have you been doing,
Harry, what depths have you sunk to, that you could even consider befriending a thing of the Ait?"

"When your family turns its back on you, you have to find your friends where you can,” sad
Harry. "Right, Eddie? Now, no welcome home for me, Unde Jack? After dl these long years away,
saving the family fathfully and wel in foreign dimes, with never even a thank you inreturn?'

"You could have come home any time" said the Armourer. "The Matriarch might not have been
too happy about it, but your father and | would have stood by you. We told you; we both told you, often
enough. But you aways had some excuse or another.”

"I'm here now, Undle Jack. Because of my father."

“You heard," | said.

"Of course | heard. The whole world knows you murdered my father, dear Cousin Eddie. So
here | am, representing dl the Gray Fox's old friends, dlies, lovers, and enemies, dl of us very upset that
the legendary James Drood is dead. We want to know why. We demand answers.”

"lt wasadud,” | said amply. "Armour to armour. He fought well, and died honourably.”

| didn't even glance a Mally. Her part in James's desth was no one's business but our own.

Harry looked a me, his head cocked dightly on one side. "That'sit? That's dl you have to say?'

"That'sdl thereis" | said. "I was a war with my family, and he just got in the way."

"Then...you didn't just murder my father, and take away everyone's torcs ... so you could take
over the family and run it unopposed?

"No," | said camly. "It wasnt like that."

"It redly wasn't," sad the Armourer. "He's tdling the truth, Harry. Don't you think | would have
avenged my brother by now, if | thought he needed avenging?"

"Wdl, wdl," said Harry. "How very intriguing. | can see | shdl have to investigate further. Either
way, | have come home at last, with my good friend Roger, to serve the family in its hour of need. Tel
me how grateful you dl are.”

"We can dways use another experienced fidd agent,” | said. "But the hdlspawn ..."

"Please, cdl me Roger.”

"Dont trust him, Eddie" sad Mally, back a my sde again. "You can't trust anything he says.
Hdl aways lies, except when a truth can hurt you more.”

"Il say it again, for the benefit of the hard of thinking at the back,” said Harry. "Roger is with me.
| vouch for him, and guarantee his behaviour while he's here at the Hall. And he does have aright to be
here. He's family, just like me"

"Wha?' sad the Armourer. "Have you logt your mind, Harry? How can a thing of the Pt be
family?'

"Because we share the same father,” said Harry.

Roger amiled widdy. "Mother was a succubus, my father the illusrious James Drood. How
about abig family hug?'



The Armourer shook his head dowly, dully, as though hed been dapped hard. He looked
suddenly older, and fraler. | have to say, it took my breath away. | looked a Mally, but she just
shrugged, to show it was news to her too.

"That'sright,” Harry said brightly. "Roger ismy stepbrother. And your nephew, Unde Jack."

"The old Gray Fox redly did put it about,” sad Mally. "But even s0, a succubus? That's
just...tacky."

"Lud demons are arigtocratsin Hdll," said Roger. "Gathered souls are currency in the Fit."

"Shut up,” said the Armourer. "Just shut up.”

“Yes, Unde" said Roger.

"It's funny how Roger and | fird met,” said Harry. "Tha was down to the family. Father and |
were working together on amisson, as we often did when we ended up in the same part of the world a
the same time. We were in Paris, tracking down that legendary thief and assassin, the Fantom, and father
took me to a certain little out-of-the-way nightdub on the West Bank, where informetion of dl sorts
could be found, with alittle effort. Grimy little place, cadled the Plus Ca Change...And that's where | met
Roger. We got to chatting, while father beat the necessary information out of a bunch of biker loups
garou, and the two of us got on famoudy. Father and | never did catch up with the Fantom, but Roger
and | kept in touch.”

"Then welcome home, Harry," | said. "And you too, Roger. Come back to the Hdl with us and
well get you settled in. But get out of hand even once, ether of you, and | will knock you down and
riverdance on your head."

"It's just tough love," Harry said to Roger. “Youll get used to it. It's the Drood way. How is the
dear old Sarjeant-at-Arms, Eddie?’

"Sill running things with an iron fig in an iron glove" | said, not rigng to the bait. "Come dong,
and bring your swan with you, Harry. Waste not, want not."

"Good to be home, Eddie” sad Harry. "Can't say I've ever fdt this welcome before. | suppose
you and | have tha in common, at least. We never were our family's favourite sons.”

There were snorting, coughing sounds, and we both looked around. The gryphons had tracked
usdown at last, and ambled over to check out the newcomers with a good sniffing. Harry tolerated it in a
resgned sort of way, and then the gryphons turned to Roger. They didn't like hisamdl at dl, and growled
a himin deep, rumbling voices. One actudly snapped at him, and Roger kicked it in the ribs, sending it
flying a dozen feet away. | moved quickly to stand between him and the gryphons.

"Dont," | said.

"Or?' he said.

It was a blatant chalenge, and one | had to meet if | were to have any authority a the Hal. |
subvocalised the Words and armoured up in a moment, the Slver strange matter flowing over me like a
second skin. | made a siver figt, and hdd it up before Roger's face. And as he watched, | grew thick
slver spikes out of the knuckles. Roger surged forward inhumanly quickly, his fingers like claws, his
impossibly wide amileful of teeth like a shark’s. | stood my ground and punched him in the face with dl
my armoured strength behind it. The blow stopped him dead in his tracks, the sheer force of the impact
damming his head back so hard it would have broken an ordinary man's neck. Roger staggered
backwards, and then quickly recovered his balance. He shook his head dowly and put a hand up to his
face. His nose was broken, though no blood flowed. Roger gripped the broken nose with his left hand
and snapped it back into place with a painful-sounding dlick. | winced a the sound, and I'm sure | wasn't
the only one.

"Show-off,” Harry said eadly to Roger. "Now behave yoursdf. | guaranteed your behaviour,
remember? Y ou want to make me look bad?’

"Of course. I'm sorry, Hary." Roger amiled briefly & me. "It won't happen again. No hard
fedings | trus?'

| armoured down and looked a him, and then at Harry. It occurred to me that the two of them
might have st this up in advance, just to see what the new armour could do ... Tricky, underhanded,
and jug alittle paranoid. They were Droods, after dl.



"Let's go back to the Hdl," said the Armourer. "It's getting cold out here.”

CHAPTER FOUR Sons and Lovers

"It's good to have you home again, Harry," said the Armourer. "And your...friend. Come with
meand I'll find you someplace to stay. Don't quite know where I'm going to put you, though. The Hal is
S0 crowded these days you couldn't swing a cat without taking someone's eye out.”

"We could dways put them in the dungeons,” | said.

The Armourer looked a me coldly. "You know very wel we don't have dungeons anymore,
Eddie. They were converted into billiards rooms long ago.”

“You have billiards here?' said Mally, brightening up.

"Oh, yes" | sad. "They're very popular. In fact, you have to queue to get in."

"One more joke like that, and I'll rack your bals™ said Mally.

"What's wrong with putting me in my father's old room?' said Harry. "The Matriarch hasn't got
aound to resssgning it yet, has she? Thought not. Dear Grandmother aways was very
sentimentd.....where her son was concerned. And who has a better right to the Gray Fox's room, than his
only legitimete son?'

"Wdl, yes ... | suppose s0," sad the Armourer. “Yes, James would approve. Come dong with
me, Harry, and...Roger, and I'll get you settled in."

"Seeyou later, Cousn Eddie," said Harry.

“Yes" | sad. “Youwill."

The Armourer led the two of them away across the lawvns and towards the Hall. Mally and |
watched them go, while the gryphons wandered back to crouch beside us, snorting and growling
unhappily. | patted afew heads and tugged a few ears, and they wandered off again, happily enough. It
bothered me that they hadnt been able to predict Harry and Roger's arivad in advance. Made me
wonder what ese the hellgpawvn might be able to hide from us.

"And this was garting out to be such a good day," | sad findly. "Now Harry's back, just itching
for a chance to gtick aknifeinmy back, and if that weren't enough he's brought a half-breed demon with
him. I mean, I'm not prejudiced, but...dammit, he's athing from Hel!" | looked at Mally. "Did you redly
go out with him?"'

"Not one more word out of you, Eddie" she said coldly. "Or you will never see me naked again."

We went back to my room in the Hdl. | fdt an urgent need for a little down time. When |
decided | was going to have to move back into the Hal, so | could keep a proper eye on things, | had to
decide where | was going to stay. My old room was long gone, given over to someone ese in the family
when | |eft to be afidd agent. (Crying Free! Free at lagt! dl the way.) And it wasn't like | had any fond
measures of the pokey little garret room. Too hot in the summer, too cold in the winter, and every time
the wind blew in the night, | had to get out of bed and jam a handkerchief into the gap between the
window and the frame to stop it from ratling. (The family has never believed in centrd heeting; makes
you soft.)

Since | was running the family now, | could have just taken any room | fancied. | could have
thrown the Matriarch out of her specid suite, and no one would have stopped me. But | didn't have the
heart. 1t would have been crud... to Aligar. You big softy, Mdly sad later, when | told her, but she
was only partly right. Even then, | knew | didnt want to make an enemy of Martha Drood because |
might need her hep...

Inthe end, | just chose one of the better Stuated rooms in the west wing and booted out the poor
beggar who was living there. He in turn picked someone lower down on the food chain and evicted them,
and moved into their room. And so it went, for severa days, until you couldn't move in the corridors for



people hauling their belongings from one room to another. Presumably the poor bastard at the bottom of
the pile ended up moving back into the communa dormitory with the children.

(There are no guest roomsin the Hal. Only family gets to livein the Hall.)

Even so, Mally wasn't especidly impressed when she saw where sheéld be saying with me. She
just couldn't get her head around the fact that members of the most powerful family in the world only got
one room to livein. But that's what happens when afamily's numbers expand faster than we can build on
new wings. Another generation or two and well have to find or build a new home, but no one was ready
to talk about that yet.

| let usinto our room, and Mally immediatdy ran over to the bed and threw hersdf onto it. She
sank hdf out of g9ght into the deep goose-feather mattress and Sghed blisstully.

"Sill don't care much for the room, but | do love this bed. | fed like | could sink dl the way
down to China"

"What's wrong with the room?" | said patiently.

"Far too much like a hotd room," Mally said firmly. "All very luxurious, I'm sure, but it has no
character. It's...cold, impersond.”

| amiled at her. "When did you ever stay in hotels, oh wicked witch of the woods?'

She wriggled cosly on the bed. "Oh, | get around. You'd be surprised, some of the places I've
been. And it's not like | can take my forest everywhere with me... Still, Il say this for hotels ... | love
room service. You just pick up the phone and they bring you food, every hour of the day and night. |
aways pig out at hotels. Particularly because | never stick around to pay the hills..."

"There's no room service to be had here" | said sernly. "And you're expected to clean up your
own mess. There are no servants among the Droods, or at least, not as such. We're dl encouraged from
an early age to look after oursalves. . .Builds character and sdlf-reliance.”

"How very worthy," sad Mally. "Let it be dearly understood between us that | do not do
worthy. Was this redly the best room you could have chosen, out of dl those avallable?!

"I chose this room because it used to be my parents,” | said. "Back when | was achild. | can just
about remember vigting them here...It's hard to be sure. Memories from that age are never rdiable. My
mother and father weren't often here, you see. Asfidd agents they lived outside the Hal."

"And you weren't dlowed to live with them?' sad Mdlly, dtting up and propping her back
agang the wooden headboard.

"No. All Drood children are raised here, in the dormitories. So they can be properly trained and
indoctrinated. Loydty isto the family, not our parents.”

"Harry wasn't raised here)” Mally said thoughtfully.

"No. Which gives you some idea of how much the Matriarch disapproved of Unde James
marrying without permission, to an unsuitable woman. Anyone el se would have been declared rogue.”

"I like the furnishings and fittings" said Mally, tactfully changing the subject. "Everything in here's
an antique, but in splendid condition. Hey, if there aren't any servants here, who polishes dl the wood
and brass?'

"We take turns, when were young,” | said. "Character building, remember? | hated it. | can ill
remember my hands going numb from the cold as | cleaned the outside windows in the depths of winter,
because the water in the bucket dways went cold before you were finished. And don't even get me
sarted about trying to scrub brass with Duraglit when your fingers have dl gone numb...Bugger
character building. All it taught me was never to own anything made of brass, and be sure to tip my
window cleaners very generoudy.”

"Fed free to vent, Eddie" sad Mally. "Don't hold anything back."

"At least | talk about my past,” | said pointedly.

"Oh look," said Mally. "I'm changing the subject again. | like the tdlevison. Thet is one serioudy
big fuckoff widescreen televison. And five speakers, for surround sound...Cool."

"Only the best for the family,” | said. "But | wouldn't have thought you watched much tdlevision,
inthe woods."

"I'm awitch, not a barbarian. | like the cooking shows...Love Magterchef. | suppose you watch



the sci-fi channds?'

"No," | sad. "l liketo leave my work behind when | rdax. | prefer the comedy channds™

Mally hugged her knees to her chest and looked at me thoughtfully.

"Wha are we doing here, Eddie? Why are we hiding out in your room?"

"Not hiding,” | said. "It'sjudt...sometimesit dl gets a bit too much for me, and then | need to get
away from it dl. | took on running this family because | had to. But... | don't know what I'm doing. |
lived done for ten years, and never had to worry about anyone but mysdf. Now | have dl these people
depending on me, and looking to me for answers and decisons that will shape the rest of ther lives ... |
don't want to let them down.”

"They let you down," said Mally.

"They're dill keeping secrets from me" | said. "Harry's only the latest. And he'sdl | needed; a
rivd pretender for the throne.”

"He hates you because he bdlieves you killed his father," said Mally. "He doesn't know | killed
James Drood.”

"No one can ever know that! It's one thing for me to kill im in a dud. I'm family. But you're an
outsder; they'd kill you on the spot if they even suspected. And me too, for hiding the truth, and daring to
care more about you than the family.”

Madlly samiled a me. "Every now and again, you remind me of why | fdl for you so hard. Come
over here and St down beside me”

| sat down on the bed, by her side, and we put our arms around each other and snuggled close,
and for along time we didn't want to say anything.

“You are dlowed to hold me when you'e feding down, you know,” said Mally. "It's alowed,
when you're in a reationship.”

"So we are definitdly in one of those rdlationship things, are we?' | said.

“Yeah. It sneaked up on mewhen | wasn't looking. Y ou can squeeze my boobies, if you like"

"Good to know."

"Roger and | were never close" she said, not looking a me. "And we weren't together long. |
was jud a the time in a girl's life when she redlly feds like being mistreated by someone big and rough.
Even though you know it's bound to end in tears.”

"And did it?'

"Oh, yes. | caught imin bed with my best friend. And her brother. Something of an eye-opener
... | set the bed on firewhile they were dl dill init, and walked out on him. I'm pretty sure | never redly
loved him. It was judt...one of those things, you know?"

"I once had a brief rdationship with a sex android from the twenty-third century,” | said. "Damn,
but we've known some interesting times, haven't we?'

We laughed together quietly. Our bodies moved eeslly againgt each other. | never redly fdt at
homethe way | did in Mally's arms. Like I'd findly found out where | was supposed to be.

"Never leave me" | said suddenly.

"Where did that come from?' said Moally.

" don't know. | just need to hear you say it. Say it for me, Mally.”

"I will never leave you, Eddie. I'll dways be with you, forever and ever and ever. Now you say
it

"l will love you every day of my life, Mally Metcalf, and &fter | dig, if you're not there in Heaven
with me, | will go down to Hel to join you. Because Heaven wouldn't be Heaven without you."

“Y ou smooth-talking devil, Eddie Drood."

Some time later, when 1'd got my second wind, | got dressed again and opened the bag I'd
brought back from my London flat. | set about digtributing my few possessions around the room. It didn't
take long. A row of CDs on one shdlf, my favourite books lined up on another. In dphabeticd order, of
course. I'm very drict about things like that. And some favourite clothes that didn't even come close to



filling the massve mahogany wardrobe. | looked a Moally, who was attacking her touded har in the
mirror.

"Dont you have any clothes you want to hang up? Women dways have clothes. And
shoes...and things”

She dhrugged easly. "Whenever | get bored, | just magic up a new outfit. | only have to see
something | like, and | can duplicate it with a thought. | never paid for a new outfit in my life, and they
awaysfit perfectly. I've been recyding the same materid for years."

| hope you take time out to wash it now and again, | thought, but had enough sense not to say
out loud.

| stepped back and looked at my possessions scattered around the room. They looked...sort of
logt. They were present-day, trangtory things, in aroom that had been here before | was born and would
dill be here after | was gone. There weren't any of my parents old possessions dill here. They would
have been thrown out or redistributed long ago, when the next occupant moved in. The family has never
encouraged sentiment. We aren't supposed to care about possessions, because only the family is
important. Look forward, never back. And never get too attached to anything or anyone, because the
enemy will use that againgt you.

They don't tdl you the enemy sometimes includes the family.

"Don't you want to bring anything here from your old place?’ | said to Mally.

She shrugged lazly. "1 have my magicd iPod, full of my favourite musc. Endless capacity, no
batteries to run down, and it can pick up any tune from any period. It can even Sng harmonies with me
on karaoke nights. But that's it, redly. I've never cared much about things...You can dways get more
things...With my magic I've raised beg, borrow, and sted to an art form.”

"So," | said. "What do you think of the infamous Drood family home, now you've been here for a
while? Is it everything you thought it would be?"

"All that and more," said Mally. "It's certainly...impressive.”

“You don't likeit," | said, and was surprised a how disagppointed | sounded.

"Dont be upset, swestie” said Molly. She came over and dipped an am around my wais. "It
jugt isnt me, that's dl. | fed...shut in, oppressed, dl the time I'm ingde. I'm the spirit of the wild woods,
remember? | need...nature, and open space, and room to breathe! Not dl this dead wood and cold
done..."

“You don't mind hotels..."

"Only because | know | can walk out of them whenever | fed like it. I'm stuck here, with you.
Not that | don't want to be with you, | do, | do, but..."

"We do have extendve grounds,”" | said. “You could wak in them dl day and dl night, and il
not see everything there isto see. And you know | wouldn't want to keep you hereif you were unhappy.”

"Of course | know that, Eddiel” She kissed me quickly. "This is coming out dl wrong ... | want
to be with you, and you have to be here. | know that."

"We won't dways have to be here. As soon as the new Council's ready to take over running
things, | will demote mysdf to fidd agent and be out of here so fagt that anyone watching will end up with
whiplash."

"But how long will that take, Eddie?’

"I don't know. Itll take ... aslong asit takes. Mdlly..."

"Hush. It'sdl right. Well work something out.”

“Yes" | sad. "Wewill."

And dl thetime | was holding her, | wasthinking, If she couldn't stay here...If she left, would |
go with her? And leave my family to tear itself apart? Risk the whole future of humanity, because
| left my job unfinished? Would | damn the world, to be with her? Would | do that? Could | do
that?

Inthe end, she let go fird and went to check the state of her makeup in the bedside hand mirror.

"So," she sad brightly. "What's the story with the Time Train?'

"I was hoping you'd forgotten about that,” | said.



"Isit redly atime machine?"

"Ohyes. Wdl, sort of. It started out as someone's pet project. Sooner or later every Armourer
gets a bee in his bonnet about something...some favourite theory, some gregt idea they're convinced will
make their name immortd within the family. If they can just convince their Matriarch to fund it. One guy
was convinced he could build a bomb powerful enough to blow up the whole world.”

"What happened?' said Mally, fascinated.

"When the Matriarch couldn't make him see what a redly bad idea that was, she had him put in
suspended animetion.”

"Why not judt kill im?'

"Because someday we might need a bomb powerful enough to destroy the whole world."

Mally shuddered. "Your family can be downright scary sometimes, Eddie. So the Time Train is
one of these obsessions, isit?'

"Pretty much. | don't think we've used the thing a dozen times in the two centuries since it was
congructed.”

"Why not?" said Mally. "I mean, | can think of a dozen redly good uses for a time machine, any
one of which could make usimpossbly rich..."

"Thought you didn't care about things?'

"It's the principle of the thing."

"It's not that Imple” | said. "The possbilities for redly gopdling cock-ups, disasters, tragedies,
and paradoxes are enough to give anyone nightmares. Don't even ask me how the Time Train works, or
Il start to whimper. Time travel, theory and practice, makes my head hurt. Do me a favour, Mally, and
change the subject again.”

"All right...Let's tak about the people we suggested bringing in as tutors. And don't pull a face
like that, Eddie Drood. The wind might change and then you'd be stuck that way. You know we have to
discussthis”

"Only because my choices were sane and practica, and you chose two monstersl”

"They are not mongters! Or a least, not dl the time...And redlly, Eddie, sane and practical?
Y eah, right... Janissary Jane has a good reputation as a fighter, epecidly when she's got a few drinks in
her, but let's be red about this, sheisway past her prime.”

"She's a veteran demon fighter,” | said. "Do you have any idea how rare that is? She's been killing
demons for longer than most demon fighterslive. There's alot she could teach us, if we can persuade her
to come here"

"All right, what about the Blue Fairy?' Madlly pulled a sour face. "He's weak, Eddie, and dways
will be. And hel's arisk. He's hdf df, and you can never trust an df. They dways have a hidden agenda.
Trugt me, | know."

| raised an eyebrow. "Are you about to tdl me of another old boyfriend?!

"An df? Pleasel" Mdly shuddered theetricdly. "I'd sew it up firet."

"Pushing that unexpected menta image firmly to one sde” | said, "my choices are defendable.
Y ours are completely unacceptable. | mean, come on ... a psycho killer and aluck vampire?'

"They've been good friends to me" Mdlly said firmly. "And they can tdl your family about a
world they know nothing of. Weren't you the one who said that there was more to this world then just
good guys and bad guys? Subway Sue and Mr. Stab can open your family's eyes to awhole new way of
looking at things... That iswhat you wanted, isnt it? To bresk wide open the Droods narrow worldview,
and teach them new ways of thinking? Like | did with you?"

"Wadl, yes, but..."

"No buts. They'll make excdlent tutors. As long as they're watched carefully. And maybe even
excdlent warriors in our upcoming war againg the demons.”

"If Mr. Stab even looks & agirl inaway | don't like, | will kill im," | said.

“You can try," said Mally. "And trust me, I'll kill that Roger bloody Morningstar first chance |
get. You should never have dlowed him ingde your home. | don't care what he says, or who vouches for
him; hisfirg alegiance will dways be to Hdl."



"Dont worry,” | said. "He won't be here long. Thefamily doesn't dlow outsiders to move into the
Hdl."

"I'm an outsider,” said Moally.

"But you're with me. Were a couple, sharing a room. Such things are...accepted, if officdly
frowned upon. Provided you're senior enough to get away with it."

"Themore | learn about your family, the less| likeit," said Mally.

“You see?' | sad. "We have so much in common. Come on, let's get out of the Hdl for a while,
and away from the bloody family and its demands.”

"Right," said Mally. "Let's go pick up the tutors. They're dl going to take some persuading to
come here, and who can be more persuasive than us?'

"Exadly," | said. "l just need to look in on Harry firs, before we leave. | want to make it very
clear what will happen to him if he tries to gtir up trouble for me with the family while I'm away."

“You redly think afew harsh words are going to stop him?' said Mally.

"No, but hopefully it will make him think twice, and by then we should be back again. Especidly
if | remind him that | have a torc, and he doesn't.”

Mally considered me thoughtfully. " Are you planning on giving him one of the new torcs?

"Of course,” | said. "He's Jamess son, and an excelent fidd agent in his own right. The family
needs experienced men like him. But | don't think I'll tdl him that, just yet."

"And what if, after he gets his torc, he chdlenges you to a due for the leedership of the family?
What if he doesn't even bother with a chalenge, and just ambushes you?'

"Oh, | don't think he'd do that."

"Why not? He hangs around with a hdlspawn!”

“Yes, but hes a Drood. The family would never accept a backstabber as leader, and he knows
it

Mally sighed. "You have such fath in your family, Eddie. Even after dl the things they've done to
you."

"The Droods are good people, a heart. We're dl trained from childhood to fight the good fight.
Wejud...lost our way, that's dl. And Harry does have an excdlent reputetion. If he can do a better job
than me as leader, let him. I'd be quite happy to stand down and go back to my old job as fidd agent,
with no responghilities to anyone save mysdf.”

"You redly think he'd let you go?'

| grinned. "Hewill if he knows what's good for him."

Mally laughed and hugged me hard. "That's my Eddie! You could be the most powerful man in
the world running the most powerful organisation in the world, and you redly would give it dl up,
wouldn't you?'

"Hra chance | got," | sad. "l never wanted any of this. I've dways had issues with authority
figures | certainly never wanted to be one. All | want isyou, and alifefor us together.”

She kissed me, and then pushed me away. "Go and tak to Harry. I'll go for a wander round the
grounds. Where shdl we meet up?'

"At the Armoury, inan hour,” | said. "If were going after Janissary Jane, the Blue Fairy, Subway
Sue, and Mr. Stab ... | want to be redly wdl armed.”

| checked with the Sarjeant-at-Arms, just to make sure Harry had ended up where he was
supposed to be, in Uncdle Jamess old room. The Sarjeant dways knows where everyone is. That's part
of hisjob. The Sarjeant dlowed that the new arrival was indeed in the Gray Fox's old room. He seemed
to find that appropriate, but | could tdl something was bothering him.

"Something's bothering you, Sarjeant,” | said. "Don't you approve of Harry returning home at
lest?'

"He seems a pleasant enough gentleman,” the Sarjeant said dowly. "But his ... companion; that's
something ese. Never thought 1'd live to see the day when we alowed a hdlspawn under our roof.”



"Harry vouches for im," | said. "As is his right. But fed free to keep a very wachful eye on
anything Roger Morningstar gets up to while he's here.”

The Sarjeant nodded. "Like | needed you to tdl me that, boy."

"Dont push your luck, Cyril. What can you tdl me about Harry?"

"Nothing you don't dready know."

"My Uncle James never spoke about him to you?'

"No. He never did. The Gray Fox never discussed his rdationships outside the family.”

"Did you ever know Jamess wife, Mdanie Blaze?'

The Sarjeant's mouth twitched briefly in something that might dmost have been asmile "'l had the
honour of mesting that lady on afew occasons. A most remarkable personage.”

| waited, but that was dl he had to say. | nodded to the Sarjeant, and he turned and walked
briskly away. | shrugged and made my way through the winding corridors of the west wing to what used
to be Uncle Jamess room. | spent alot of time there when | was younger, enjoying his company when he
was reging a home, in between assgnments. In many ways, he was the father | never had. | was like a
son to him, so why did he never talk to me about hisredl son, Harry?

| was so preoccupied with my thoughts that | didn't think to knock, just opened the door and
barged right in, like | used to when it was Uncle Jamess room. And then | crashed to a hdt as | saw
Hary Drood and Roger Morningstar. They were together, in each other's arms. They were kissng. They
broke apart immediatdy and stared coldly at me, sanding shoulder to shoulder. | turned unhurriedly and
closed the door carefully behind me.

“You redly should learn to lock your door around here)” | said.

“You saw," sad Harry.

“Yes" | sad. "l saw.”

"Areyou going to tdl everyone?'

"Why should 1?" | said. "It's no on€'s business but your own.”

"If you were to inform the Matriarch,” Harry said dowly, "and the family...You know they'd
never accept me as their leader. The family isdill very old-fashioned about some things™

"That's ther problem,” | said. "'l don't give adamn. Isthis...why you never came home?!

Hary and Roger looked a each other, and relaxed dightly. Harry took Roger's hand and
squeezed it reassuringly.

"This ... iswhy my father never spoke to you about me" said Harry. "Though he often spoke to
me about you. He had grest faith in you, Eddie. Said you had it in you to be as greet a fidd agent as him.
He never said that about me, even though | tried so hard to impress him. He was everything | ever
wanted to be ... But he could never come to terms with the fact tha his only legitimate son was gay. It
meant SO much to him, you see, to continue hisline within the family. And for that he needed a legitimate
child...The Droods have aways been very big on bloodlines. The Matriarch gave him hl for marrying
my mother; you can image what she would have said if she'd ever found out about me...

"To be far, he could have disowned me, but he didn't. But it meant we were never as close as
we might have been. And it meant... he could never dlow me to come home. No one from the family
could ever know that the famous womaniser James Drood had sred abum boy. He had his reputation to
think of "

"He protected you," | said.

“Yes" sad Harry. "But he never accepted me”

"Look," | said. "l don't give a wet dagp whether you're gay or not. But | have to ask. How can
Roger be your...partner, when he's dso your stepbrother?”

Harry amiled crookedly. "If his being a hdlspawn doesn't bother me, why should anything else?
We knew we were meant for each other, the moment we met in that awful little nightdub in Paris.”

"Even hellgpawn have hearts" said Roger.

“You dill gink of the Ait," | said bluntly. "He's a demon, Harry. You can't trust him or anything he
says. Demons don't love anyone. They can't.”

"I'm only haf demon,” said Roger. "I'm hdf humean, and very bothersome that can be, at times. |



have dl the usud run of human emotions, though | never let them get in the way before. | was therein that
nightdub on purpose, sent to seduce Hary as away of geting a James, and through him the
Droods...but instead, our eyes met, and thet was that. | wasin love, much to my darm. We fdl for each
other right then and there, and we've never been apart since.”

"Are you complaining?' Harry said fondly.

"No," sad Roger. "Never. But it does mean | can never go home agan. They'd never
undergtand...”

"I know the feding,” said Harry, and squeezed Roger's hand.

“You can't trugt him, Harry," | said, trying my best to get through to him. "He's a hdlspawn! They
lielike they breathe; it's naturd to them!”

" don't trust anyone," Harry sad flaly. "Not this family, and least of dl the man who murdered
my faher."

"It wasn't murder,” | said. "It was afarr fight. Neither of us wanted it, but..."

“Yes" sad Harry. "It dways comes down to the family, doesn't it, and the awful things we do
because of it. Tdl methis much, at least—tell me my father died wel."

"Of course he did," | said. "He went down fighting to the last."

Harry looked a me thoughtfully, his head cocked dightly to one side. "There's something you're
nat tdling me, Cousin Eddie.”

"Therésalot of things I'm not tdling you,” | sad easlly. "I keep my secrets to mysdf. So should
you. | won't tdl the family you're gay..."

"How very noble of you," said Roger.

"But the longer you two stick around, together, the sooner someone will redise. And the holding
handsis a dead giveaway."

Harry glanced down at the hand holding Roger's, but didn't let go.

"Thank you for the kind advice, Cousin Eddie. And your reticence on our behdf. More than |
had any right to expect from you, I'm sure. But don't make the mistake of thinking that we're ever going
to be friends”

"Il sttle for dlies” | said. "We're going to have to find a way to work together in the bad times
that are coming. For the good of the family, and the world."

"Oh, of course” said Harry. "Anything, for the family.”

CHAPTER FIVE These Two Baby Seds Wak into a Club...

Vigting the family Armourer isaways an interesting experience, and often an excdlent chance to

test how good your reflexes are. There's aways something loud and noisy going on, usudly of an
explosive nature, and how productive avisit you have can depend on your ability to duck and cover at
gpeed. So when | went to visit the Armoury, set deep in the bedrock under the Hall, so that when things
inevitably go wrong at least the rest of the family will be protected from the awful consequences, my first
surprise was how quiet and peaceful everything seemed. The Armoury isbasicaly along series of
connected stone chambers, packed to bursting with equipment, workbenches, and testing areas. And its
own adjoining infirmary, just in case.

The place seemed busy enough. Interns in stained lab coats clustered around computers and
chaked pentacles, chattering animatedly with each other as they designed new, terrible things to unleash
on the enemies of humanity. One young man with recent scorch marks on his coat was working
indugtrioudy on a portable lightning generator, while another was cautioudy testing an aerosol that could
Soray plague in any chosen direction. Judging by the look of him, he was 4ill having problems with
blowbacks. Giving him plenty of room, | moved on, and then looked up to see an intern waking upside
down across the high stone calling, usng boots that stuck to the stone. He waved chearfully to those
watching from below, and then one foot dipped right out of the boot, and he was left dangling



precarioudy from the one boot ill stuck to the celling. He called piteoudy for help, and another intern,
with what | fervently hoped were only temporary bat wings sprouting from her back, fluttered up to assst
him.

Meanwhile, hdf a dozen interns with the same face stood together in atight circle, arguing fiercdy
over who was the origind and who were the clones. And one guy sat gigdling indde a glass pyramid
while an endless stream of butterflies flew out of his nose. Just another day in the Armoury, bascaly.

So why did the whole place seem so ... subdued? No sudden bangs or fires or clouds of
poisonous gas difting on the air ... | strode through the Armoury, stepping carefully over dumps of
colour-coded wires and the occasiona exploded test animd, and findly spotted the Armourer himsdf,
gtting hunched over a workbench, as usud. He was tinkering with some new gadget, trying to make it do
what it was supposed to do through a combinaion of craft, genius, bullying, and bad language. He
looked around as | sat down beside him and sniffed loudly.

"Thisisdl your fault, you know. All this unnaturd peace and quiet. It's the lack of torcs; makes
my interns far too cautious. I'm not getting any real work out of them since they started worrying about
consequences. We need those new torcs down here, Eddie”

"Then make sure the ligt is ready for mewhen | get back,” | said patiently. "Il see that everyone
who needs one, gets one.”

The Armourer looked a me sharply. "Get back? What do you mean, get back? You're not off
agan, are you? Y ou haven't been home ten minuted”

"I find my family is best appreciated in amdl doses,” | said solemnly.

“Yes, wdl, there is that," said the Armourer. "But while the cat's away, you may find the rats
getting damned uppity. It's only your presence and example that's holding this family together in these
troubled times. And now that Harry's back..."

"Don't worry about Harry," | said. "I can handle him, if | have to."

"Oh good,” sad Mally, gralling over to join us and kicking a wandering dodo out of the way.
"Does that mean we don't need to be nice to Roger anymore, and I'm free to kill him in dow, horrible,
and innovaive ways?"'

"You redly do nurse a grudge, don't you?' | said.

“You have no ideg," said Mally.

"I was judt tdling Uncle Jack that were off to look up afew old friends” | said. "You ready to
go?"

"Of course. Areyou?'

"Not quite” | turned back to the Armourer. "We could use some of your latest gadgets and dirty
tricks on this one. What have you got?'

"Ah," said the Armourer, brightening up. He was dways happiest when discussing new methods
of murder and mayhem. "l just might have a few new things that will chill and thrill you, only waiting for
some brave soul to test them out inthe fidd ...."

"Hald it," said Mally, peering over the Armourer's shoulder. "What is that youre working on
there?"

He scowled. "It's supposed to go bang. And it doesn't.” He picked up a large lump hammer and
hit the black box before him. Mally and | both flinched, and | wrestled the lump hammer away from the
Armourer and put it down safdy out of reach. His scowl deepened. “You have to teach technology to
respect you! It needs to know whao'sin chargel”

“You can try again later," | said. "When we're both safely out of range. Now, tdl me about your
new gadgets.”

“Yes, wdl... To start with, you'd better have this" He took a heavy sheaf of handwritten papers
out of his desk drawer and handed them to me. "Thisis your ingruction manud for Merlin's Glass. Don't
let anyone ese seeit. | wrote it dl out in longhand so theréd be no record in the computers. Something
this powerful needs to be kept drictly confidentia.”

"There's over forty pages here)" | sad feely.

"And more to come," said the Armourer. "The damned thing's full of extra options, many of



which | don't fully understand. Yet. Typicd Merlin; couldnt just make the Glass he was asked for...had
to show off... These are just the options I've identified so far, dong with the activating Words. And don't
go experimenting, Eddie; the thing's probably full of booby traps for the unwary. It's what | would have
done. And Melin Satanspavn was apparently renowned for his strange and unplessant sense of
humour.”

“You sure he wasn't a Drood?' | said, thumbing quickly through the pages.

"Pay atention, Eddie. The two most useful options are these: the Glass can see everywherein the
present, as wel as the past and the future, and it can aso be used as a door, for immediate transport to
anywherein the world. Just tdl it where you want to go, tug at the frametill it's big enough, and then step
through."

| gave up on the pages, folded them neetly, and stuffed them into an indde pocket of my jacket.
"Thank you, Unde Jack. I'm sure itll be very hdpful. But | was hoping for something a hit
more...aggressve.”

"Hold everything,” said Mally. "If the Glass can show us scenes from absolutely everywhere in
the present...we can use it to spy on people in the shower, or on the toilet! Maybe even take
inciminating photographs! The possihilities for blackmail are endless!”

“You can take the witch out of the wood..." murmured the Armourer.

"Let'stest it!" sad Moally. "Go on, you know you want to."

| took the Slver-framed hand mirror out of my pocket and hefted it thoughtfully in my hand. "I
suppose we should try it out, in the spirit of scientific enquiry. Just to make sure it can do what it's
Supposed to do."

"That'smy boy!" the Armourer said chearfully.

| Sghed. “You are both such a bad influence on me."

| used the activeting Words I'd memorised from the pages and ordered the Glass to show me
what the Matriarch was doing, right then. Mally and the Armourer crowded in on either Sde of me as we
stared into the Glass. Our reflections became dim and uncertain, and then were suddenly replaced by a
view of the Matriarch's bedchamber. It was as though we were watching from someplace by the door,
unseen and unsuspected. Martha was now gtting on a chair beside the bed, ignoring Aligar, who stared
up a the calling, making low, dreamy sounds. Presumably there had been a heavy dose of something in
the soup. The Matriarch's bedroom was 4ill full of friends and supporters, but now she had new guedts
Harry and the Sarjeant-at-Arms. | wasn't redly surprised to see ether of them. Harry, because he
needed support if he were to establish anew power base indde the family, and the Sarjeant because I'd
aways known which way his sympathies went, even before | invited him into my Inner Circle. Keep your
friends close, and your enemies closer, especidly when they're family.

No Roger, though. Presumably Harry was hoping out of sght would mean out of mind. The three
of us stared into the hand mirror, watching and ligening slently as the voices in the room came dearly to
usfrom far away.

"Hdlo, Grandmoather,” said Harry, leaning right over to kiss her offered hand. "It's been a while,
haan't it?'

"There were reasons,” said the Matriarch. "As wel you know. But you are here now, back
where you belong, and that isdl that matters. It is good to see you again, Harold. You have your father's
looks..."

"And my mother's, so I'mtold,” said Harry.

The Matriarch ignored that. "Much has changed, but the family's needs must aways come fird.
Y ou can serve the family now, more than you ever did in your sdf-imposed exile. James was dways my
favourite son, high in power and esteem. Be my favourite grandson, Harold. Take control of the family
back from the traitor Edwin. Restore the proper way of things. And dl old...arguments shdl be forgotten
and forgiven.”

Harry smiled. "That's what I'm here for, Grandmother."

| shut down the Glass with a Word, and the scene was swept away by our returning reflections.

"Treacherous little scumbag,” said Mally. "Didnt take him long to stick hisknifein your back, did



it?'

"Cant say I'm surprised by any of this" | sad, dipping the Glass back into my pocket.
"Disgppointed, but not surprised.”

"Want me to turn him into something smdl and icky?"

"I can stop Harry," | sad. "If | have to. Grandmother beieves in bloodlines, in children and
grandchildren and great-grandchildren.”

"Am | supposed to undergtand that?' said Mally.

"No," | said.

"You and your family's secrets,” said Mally. "Like | care."

"Il keep an eye on the prodigd son till you return,” growled the Armourer. "But don't rdy on me
to stop him from making mischief. | may be Inner Circle, but | don't have the power or influence | once
had. Nobody does anymore. The whole family's fragmented, arguing with itsdf over what we should do
next, and what we're supposed to be. So don't say away too long, Eddie. Or you might not have a
family to come hometo." He sniffed loudly, and then ogtentatioudy changed the subject. "And be careful
with that Glassl I'm ill trying to work out what the drawbacks might be. There are dways drawbacks
with something that powerful. Whét little I've been able to discover about past uses of the Glass comes
from textsin the old library. Jacob was heping me research, but he's disappeared. Again. Don't suppose
you know where he is?'

"I haven't seen him since the Circle meeting,” | said.

"He disappeared when Harry turned up,” Moally sad thoughtfully. "Could there be some
connection?'

"I doubt it," | said. "Not everything that happens here is part of some conspiracy; it just seems
that way. | should never have encouraged Jacob to leave his chapel. | only wanted him here in the Hdl
because | needed his support. He was dways so much more...together in the chapel. He knew who he
was there. He only |eft the chapel to save me..."

The Armourer put a large, comforting hand on my shoulder. "And not everything bad tha
happens here is your fault, Eddie. Jacob will turn up. He dways does...unfortunately. You couldn't get
rid of im with bell, book, and candle. Now, the Glass...I've got some of my people working their way
through the old library, looking for mentions of the Glass, or Merlin, but without an overdl index...It's a
dow process. And the current librarian isn't much use. He didn't even know the old library existed unil
you rediscovered it. Now dl he does is roam the stacks going Oooh! and Aaah! and trying to keep my
people from reading the older texts in case they damage them. Idiot. Those old books can look after
themsdlves. You could probably pour boiling ngpam on them and not even mark their covers. Some of
them would probably fight back..."

"Then youll probably be pleased to know that one of the rogues I'm planning to bring back is our
long lost William Dominic Drood,” | said. "He aways was the best librarian we ever had.”

"Damn right!" said the Armourer, brightening again. “You found William? Wel done, Eddie! |
never did beieve tha nonsense about him going rogue when he disappeared. 1 knew him well, back in
the day; a first-class mind. Where has he been dl these years?!

| shot alook at Mally before answering, but there was no easy way to say it. "William...isn't the
men he used to be, Unde Jack. He had some kind of confrontation with the Heart, before he left...and
something bad happened to him. He hed himsdf together long enough to go to ground, but then ... he
hed a breskdown. He's currently resding in a sanatorium.”

"A lundtic asylum?"' the Armourer said increduloudy. “Y ou mean he's crazy?'

"It's not such a bad place” Mally said quickly. "They're looking after him properly there. Eddie
and | vigted him just recently. He was...distracted, but he was dso quite sharp, for a while. | think the
Heart did something to hismind. Now that it's gone, perhaps the effects will disappear too ..."

"I'm sure hélll fed alot better, once he's back inthe Hal," | said just a bit weskly.

"Hdl," the Armourer said gruffly. "This whole place is a madhouse a the best of times. Hell fit
rightin.

"New wegpons?' | said, figuring that was the best way to take the Armourer's mind off things



He sniffed loudly again. "I don't know if | want to trust you with any of my good suff. The
Bentley came back covered in scratches, and | dill haven't forgiven you for breaking my one and only
reverse watch. And you logt that specid directional compass | made for you!"

"Let ustake it for granted that | am careless and ungrateful, and never appreciate anything you do
for me, and move on, shdl we?' | said patiently. "I dill have the Colt Repester, but | could use something
more...dramatic."

"I've dill got that nuclear grenade..."

"No," | said, very firmly.

"All right, how about a portable sonic generator that can make your enemies testicles swel up
and explode in dow mation?"

"Oh, pleas2!" said Mally.

"Tempting, but no," | said. "I'd prefer something alittle less. ..conspicuous.”

“Y ou were dways fussy with your food, too."

"Moving on, please..."

"I've got a short-range teleporter 1've been riddling with," said the Armourer, scrabbling through
the junk piled up before im on the workbench. "Jumps you ingantaneoudy haf a mile, in any direction.
Jug think of a place, say the Words, and go. Completely untraceable. And unlike Merlin's Glass,
completdy undetectable."”

"Thet sounds more likeit," | said. "Why only hdf amile?'

"Because any farther than that, and you tend to arrivein an arbitrary number of separate pieces,”
the Armourer admitted reluctantly.

"I don't like the sound of thet,” said Mally.

“You are not done” | sad.

"Oh, go on," sad the Armourer. "Give it a try. Ah! Here it is" He hed up a smple copper
bracelet, breathed on it, polished it on his grubby coat deeve, and then handed it to me. It looked very
much like one of those bracelets people wear to ward off rheumatism. The Armourer grinned. "I've been
trying to find someone to test it in the fidd for me. And given your current circumstances, being able to be
suddenly somewhere ese can only be an advantage.”

"He may be scary, but he has a point,” said Mally.

Reductantly, | dipped the copper band round my wrist. "With my luck, itll probably turn my skin
green. And you 4ill haven't offered me a decent wegpon..."

“You don't need awegpon,” said Mally. “Y ou've got me."

"She's got a point,” said the Armourer.

Mally and | used the Merlin Glass to transport us to our firs destination, that notorious drinking
dive, neutra ground, and den of iniquity, the Wulfshead Club. All | had to do wastug at the Glasss Slver
frame while muttering the right Words, and the mirror stretched like a piece of Slly Putty, until it was the
sze of a door. Our reflections vanished, replaced by a dim and gloomy view of our destination. Mally
and | stepped through, and just like that we were sanding in a familiar deserted back dley, deep in the
heart of London's Soho. The Glass snapped back to itsusud size, and | put it away.

The Wulfshead Club is a well-known watering hole for dl the strange and unusud people in the
world. And for those just passing through...No one's quite sure exactly where the dub itsdf is located,
and the very anonymous management likes to keep it that way, but there are authorised access points a
locations dl around the world, if you know where to look. And if your name's on the approved lig. This
int the kind of dub where you can get in by bribing the doorman. Either youre a member in good
ganding, or you're dead.

| took a quick look around to make sure we were unobserved. The dley was empty, apart from
generd assorted garbage and a handful of rats with very strong ssomachs. The only sound was the distant
roar of passing traffic. It was barely early evening, but dready the dley was heavy with shadows, dark
and impenetrable. The stained brick wals were covered with the usud graffiti: DAGON SHALL RISE



AGAIN!, VAMPIRES SUCK!, and the somewhat more worrying SUPERSEXUALS OF THE
WORLD UNITE.

| moved over to the wall, sad the right Words, and a massve Slver door appeared inthewdl, as
though the door were shouldering the lesser redlity of the wall asde. The solid Slver was deeply etched
with threats and warnings, in angdic and demonic scripts. There was no door handle. | placed my |eft
hend flat againg the disturbingly warm and swesty Slver, and after a moment the door recognised me and
svung dowly open. | adways find the wait just a tad worrying. Because if your name isnt on the
approved lig, the door will bite your hand right off.

| looked a Mally. "Remember, my name here is Shaman Bond. Sip up and you could get us
both killed."

She amiled swestly & me. “You know, it'samogt charming, this need you have to hold my hand
and explain everything to me. But if you don't cut it out sharpish, | will dap you hdfway into next week."

"After you," | said, and followed her into the Wulfshead.

We walked into a savage blaze of light and a righteous blare of noise. Music was playing, people
were drinking and dancing and making deals in corners, and the whole damned joint was rocking. Harsh
lighting bathed the packed crowd in congantly changing prima colours, and the music never stopped.
Madlly and | made our way through the surging mass of bodies with a combingtion of smiles, charm, and a
complete willingness to use our ebows in vidlent and unprovoked ways. We were heading for the
high-tech bar at the far end of the club; a nightmarish art deco structure of sted and glass, complete with
computerised access to more kinds of booze than most people even know exis. You want a srontium
90 minerd water with an iodine chasaer? Or a wolfsbane cocktail with a dlver umbrdlain it? Or maybe
angd's urine with extra haly water? Then no wonder you've come to the Wulfshead.

Rumour has it the management keeps the bar stock in a different dimension, because they're
afrad of it.

The Wulfshead Club prides itsdf on dways being totdly up to the minute, if not a little beyond.
The great plasma screens on the wdls show congtantly shifting glimpses of the bedroom secrets of the
rich and famous, interspersed with tomorrow's stock exchange figures, while go-go girls dance in golden
cages suspended from the ceiling, wearing only wisps of feathers. For the more traditiondly minded, lap
dancersin black lesther strips gyrate on raised stages and hump their sted poles into submisson. Tonight,
agroup of Satan's Harlots out on a hen's night were line dancing up and down the long sted bar top.

You can find dl sorts at the Wulfsheed, if they don't find you firdt, preparing for a caper or a war,
or recovering afterwards. Janissary Jane drank here, in between her regular shifts as an interdimengond
mercenary, because she found the place restful. Which tdllsyou alot about the kind of places she works
in. | didn't see her anywhere yet, or hear the tdltae sounds of screams and gunfire, so | bellied up to the
bar with Madlly at my side. The bartender wandered unhurriedly over to serve us. I've never bothered to
remember his name. There's a dozen of them behind the bar, dl of them clones. Or homunculi. Or
probably something even more disturbing.

He nodded familialy to both of us. "Helo Mally, Shaman; been awhile. The usud?"

| nodded, and he fussed over an impressive collection of nozzles and cables behind the bar,
before handing over a Beck's for me and a Buck's Fzz for Mally. (She bdieves the orange juice makes it
hedthy.) | fdt alittle rdieved that my use name was dill good here. As far as the Wulfshead crowd was
concerned, | was just Shaman Bond, a smdl-time operator and familiar face on the scene, nothing more.
I'd put a lot of time and effort into establishing my cover identity, and not just because no one here had
any love for the Droods. In the Wulfshead, | was no one important, no one specia, and nothing was
expected from me. Which was redly very liberating. Especidly now.

Back at the Hal, mogst of my family either worshipped me, feared me, or hated me. Or any
combination of the three. Edwin Drood had become the mosgt important person in the most important
organisation in the world. But here, Shaman Bond was just another facein the crowd. It was as though a
great weight had been lifted from my shoulders. | put my back againg the bar and looked out over the



milling throng, nodding eesly to a few familiar friends and faces. Harry Fabulous was diding unctuoudy
through the mob, working the crowd with a wide smile and a hearty handshake, your specid go-to man
for everything that was bad for you. Last time | was in, he was offering pirate DVDs of Muppet films
from another dimenson: Citizen Kermit and Miss Piggy Does Dallas. Lined up dong the great length of
the bar | could see a ghost caled Ash, a minor Norse godliing, and the Indigo Spirit, complete with
lecther costume, cape, and cowl, taking a brief break from his crime-fighting.

And findly, there was Janissary Jane her own bad sdf, shouldering her way through the packed
crowd to the bar, in search of afresh whiskey bottle. One of the bartenders was waiting for her, and she
snatched the refill out of his hand and drank the chegp whiskey draight from the bottle. She looked like
the soldier she was; tdl and blocky with muscular bare ams, a ramrod-straight back, and black hair
cropped close to her head so an enemy couldn't grab hold of it in a fight. She might have been pretty
once, but dl that was left now was scars and character. Her army fatigues were scorched and torn and
gtained with dried blood, and | knew up close she would smdl of blood and smoke and brimstone. The
whiskey was actudly a good sgn; gin made her maudlin, and then she tended to shoot people. Mostly
people who needed shooting, but it did tend to put a damper on the party atmosphere.

The Wulfshead has never objected to her presence. Apparently they fed she gives the place
character.

| cdled her name, from a safe distance, and her head came around quickly, one hand dropping to
the gun & her sde. | stood very 4ill until | was sure sheld recognised me, and then gestured for her to
come over and join Mally and me. She took her hand away from her gun, nodded giffly, and made her
way down the bar, shouldering people aside when they didn't get out of her way fast enough. No one
was dumb enough to object. This was Janissary Jane. Demon killer, seasoned warrior, and complete
bloody psychopath. She stopped before Mally and me, studied us both just a little owlishly, and then
toasted us both with her whiskey bottle.

"Hdlo, Jane" | said eeslly.

"Hdlo, Shaman," Janissxy Jane sad pointedly. She was perhaps the only other person here
who knew | was a Drood. "What do you want with me?'

"I'm organisng a major operation agangt some demons,” | said. "l could use your advise and
expertise. Youll get the going rate for the duration, plus a generous bonus if we pull the thing off
successfully.”

"Haldit," said Mally. "Were paying her?'

"Of course" | said. "She wouldn't come otherwise. Would you, Jane?'

"l am a professond,” sad Janissary Jane. "But who exactly would | be fighting for?"

"Does it matter?' | said.

"Of course it matterd " Janissary Jane said sharply. "There are worse things than demons. Like the
Droods, for example ..."

"Not thistime" | said. "We're targeting the Loathly Ones, and we won't stop till they're ether
wiped out completely or banished forever.”

Janissary Jane whigtled soundlesdy and took another drink from her bottle. She considered me
thoughtfully. "The Loathly Ones. That's...ambitious. Hate demons. Bastards. But soul-eaters are the very
worgt...On the other hand, I've been hearing things. About the Droods. Word is something bad has
happened to them. No one seems too sure what, but there are those going around saying they've logt
their power."

"There are dways rumours,” | said eadily. "All you need to know is that the money's guaranteed.
We're serious about the Loathly Ones, Jane. And we could use your help.”

"Damn right you could. The Loathly Ones are hardcore demons. Soul-eaters don't just kill you;
they make you into them." She amiled dowly. "Thereés no way I'm missing out on this. If the Loahly
Ones are findly going down, | want to be there to kick the last few heads in. Y ou want me, you got me"

"Gredt," | said. "Jugt got to pick up afew more people, and then I'll take you back home to meet
the folks"

Janissary Jane raised an eyebrow. "Home? Asin ... the Hall? Damn, never thought 1'd see the



indde of that place”

"So, what have you been up to, Jane?' said Mally, just alittle bit put out a being excluded from
the conversation for so long.

"Oh, keeping busy,”" said Janissary Jane. "Jugt got back from another Demon War. Truth be told,
I'm getting a bit long in the tooth for these long runs, but the cal went out and | sgned up, just like
adways. Ended up in this dternate timdine where technology had become so advanced they'd forgotten
dl about magic. They thought they were just opening up a doorway into another dimenson; turned out to
be a gate to Hell. The demons just came pouring out, killing everything in sght, howling with joy a such
easy prey...and dl the technology in the world wasn't enough to stop them.

"The sun turned black, the rivers ran with blood, and demons covered the earth in dl ther
endless varieties of horror. Nowhere was safe. There were no churches, or holy places. And wespons
only designed to kill people had little effect on demons. Humanity in that place had forgotten dl the old
protections. They learned fagt, though. And somehow they got the cdl out to us. We opened up our own
dimengond door and off we went again, to fight the good fight.

"And to kill demons. Hate demons.”

"How many wars have you fought in?" | said, honestly curious.

She shrugged. "I don't know. Too many. Won some, lost more, and lost too many good friends
dong the way. I'm alot older than | look; serid regenerations will do that to you. Though they don't stop
you feding old ingde. Once | fought because | believed in my cause. Then because | hated demons.
Now, just because...it'swhat | do."

"Sill," 1 said. "An actud hdlgate, a direct link between a maerid plane and the Rit; that's rare,
intit?

"Vay," said Janissary Jane. "Or humanity would have been wiped out long ago. We had a whole
amy of seasoned demon fighters, heroes and warriors and soldiers, veterans of a hundred wars, and dl
we could do was die. We had the weapons and the tactics, but they had the numbers. | saw cities
burning, mountains of severed heads, waded through blood and guts...The screaming never stopped.
Eventudly the very laws of redity started to change, warped by the presence of so many demons. We
fought them for every inch, dimbing over the bodies of our own fdlen to throw oursdves a the
enemy...and none of it did any good. We killed and killed, and dill they came, laughing & us."

She stopped spesking then. She started to raise the whiskey bottle to her mouth, and then
lowered it again, as though she knew it wouldnt help. Her cold gray eyes were far away, logt in
memories she couldn't forget, no matter how hard she tried.

"So, what happened?' Mally said findly.

"That dimengon ian't there anymore” said Janissxy Jane. "The demons were winning, SO we
blew it up, to prevent the demons from using it as a base to invade other dimensons” She smiled sourly.
"To save the universe, we had to destroy it. Some things never change. And only | am escaped to tdl you
the tle. Buy me another drink, Shaman. Something stronger.”

“You don't have to join up with us”" said Mally.

“Yes| do," sad Janissary Jane. "I need a battle | can win."

"Oh dear God, it's you," sad a familiar voice. We dl looked around, and there was the Blue
Fairy. He was looking a lot better than the last time I'd seen him, but then, that wouldn't have been
difficult. That Blue Fairy had been on hislast legs, physcdly and spiritudly, and the figure before us was
leaner, fitter, and dressed in the very smartest style. His face was dill utterly dissolute, the few handsome
traces remaining amogt buried under lines of hard experience, but you had to expect that with the Blue
Fairy. He had lived not wisdy but too well, and it showed. He scowled a dl of us, but mein particular.

"My hdf df nature told me I'd be mesting someone important at the Wulfshead this evening, but if
I'd known it was going to be you, I'd have stayed home and hidden under the covers until | stopped
gheking."

“You're looking good, Blue" | said kindly. "Especidly considering, the lagt time | saw you, you
were fighting for your life with some mongrosity you'd fished up from another dimenson.”

The Blue Fairy shrugged. "Turned out it was just what | needed. Some kind of psychic vampire



that ate dl my addictions. | suppose it's possible | subconscioudy drew it to me™

"Some people have dl the luck,” said Mally.

"Hardly," sad the Blue Fairy. "Or | wouldn't keep bumping into you people. Either way, | now
have my hedth back, and my pride, and loath as | am to admit it, | am currently looking for some good
works to get involved with, for the sake of my much abused karma. Since my nature brought me here,
am| to take it you can hdp me out?'

"Gotitinong" | sad. "I'm putting together an operation to take down the Loathly Ones, once
and for dl. A family outing, you might say. We could use your help, Blue"

"Is the money good?"

"Of course”

“Yes, wdl, it would have to be." The Blue Fairy shook his head dolefully. "Never thought I'd see
the day when | ended up ading and abetting your notorious dan..."

"It's Shaman Bond here" | reminded him quickly. The Blue Fairy was another of those I'd been
forced to reved my true identity to when | was on the run. It seemed to me that there were far too many
of them, but short of organising acull, | didn't see what | could do about it.

“Yes, yes, | hadn't forgotten. I'm not entirdly sure what | can contribute, apart from years of
expertise in surviving gppaling stuations, but I'min."

Madlly gave me a ggnificant look over the rim of her glass, and | knew what she was thinking.
You can't trust him. He's half elf, and you can never trust an elf. They always have a secret
agenda, and another agenda hidden inside that.

"Widl, wdl, wel, look what we have here" sad a loud and chearful voice behind us, in a strong
Russan accent. "If it isn't our dear old friend and customer, the Blue Fairy. Looking very prosperous, |
would have to say. Fancy megting you here, in this very expensve and upmarket establishment, when
you have so many debts to be paying.”

Wedl turned to look, and there standing before us were two very large gentlemen in expensive
long black leather coats, with shaven heads and nasty grins on ther unpleasant faces. The Blue Fary
took one look at them and tried to hide behind me,

"Blue" | said, "am | to take it you know these people?’

"Unfortunately yes," said the Blue Fairy. "May | present to you the Vodyanoi brothers, Russan
mefios who relocated to London after making Moscow too hot for them. | borrowed a hdl of a lot of
money from them, when | thought | was dying, and spent the lot on wine, drugs, and two very pretty rent
boys. | honestly thought I'd be dead long before the time came to pay any of it back...Unfortunately,
while dl the money is gone, | am ill here, and these gentlemen want their money back. Along with a
Quite extortionate amount of interest.”

"Indeed yes. We are Vodyanoi brothers” said the thug on the left. "I am Gregor Vodyanoi, and
thisis being my baby brother Sergel Vodyanoi! We are being very dangerous people.”

"Veay dangerous people indeed!" said Serge, glaring a usdl inturn. "Oh my word, yes."

"Show them how dangerous we are, brother,” said Gregor.

Serge produced a very large handgun from his coat pocket, put it to hisleft temple, grinned a us
dl with very large teeth, and then shot himsdlf in the head. He rocked on his feet from the impact, but
didnt fal. There was no spurt of blood from the wound in his head, and the hole quickly closed. All
around us, people were quigly backing away. Sergel gargled a few times, and then spat the deformed
bullet out into his hand. He showed it to us, while Gregor dapped his brother proudly on the back.

"Unusudly dangerous, | think youll agree” said Gregor. "Now, there is a question of moneys
owed to us. Substantiad moneys, with much in the way of interest. Due right now, oh my word, yes."

"Or very much ds2" sad Sergei. "We are Vodyanoi brothers, and no one is taking the
advantage of us"

The Blue Fairy looked a me. "Hep?'

"I should have known you'd be more trouble than you were worth," | said.

"I suppose an advanceis out of the question?'

| amiled at the Vodyanoi brothers. "Any chance we can work this out in a civilised manner?'



"We do not do avilised," said Gregor.

"Bad for busness" sad Sergal.

"Either he pays up, or we eat him," said Gregor, amiling widdly to show off his very large teeth.
"Sdting an example is being very important, in our line of work.”

| turned to Moally. "Darling, could you take care of this?'

"Of course, darling,” said Mally. She snapped her fingers, and the Vodyanoi brothers vanished,
replaced by two smdl and warty and very surprised-looking frogs stting on the floor. | looked
reproachfully & Mally.

"I meant, take care of the problem financidly.”

"Then you should have said,” said Mally, spping her drink.

| shook my head. "Cant take you anywhere."

"I hate to rain on your self-satisfied parade,” sad Janissary Jane. "But | have a feding things are
about to get redly unpleasant.”

We dl looked back at the toads judt in time to see them swel repidly in Size, throwing off their
toad shapes and burdting out in dl directions, until abruptly the Vodyanoi brothers were sanding before
us again, dill in thar black lesther coats, and looking disinctly peeved. The Blue Fairy tried to hide
behind me again.

"That was redly not very nice” said Gregor.

"Not in the least friendly, or busnesdike" said Sergel.

"Time to become dangerous, brother."

"Extremdy dangerous, brother.”

And they changed shape again, shoating up to become tdler and broader, ther faces lengthening
into muzzles, their black coats replaced by the slver-gray fur of enormous wolves. Werewolves. They
towered over us, dl teeth and claws, with great muscles rippling under ther thick pelts. They stank of
blood and death and the joy of the kill. They snarled happily, showing huge teeth in their long jaws. |
glared a the Blue Farry.

“You couldn't have told usin advance that they were shapeshifters?

"You never gave me a chancel”

"Next time, tak faster!"

| couldn't cal up my armour without revealing my true identity to the whole damned club, so |
drew my Colt Repeater and shot both werewolves repeatedly in the head. The impacts rocked them
back on their wolf legs, but even as my bullets smashed their long skulls and ripped their wolf faces apart,
the wounds were dready heding. The Colt was incgpable of missng, but it couldn't provide siver bullets.
| made a mentd note to have a quiet word with the Armourer about that, when | got back. The
Vodyanoi brothers howled fiercdy as they pressed forward, into the face of my bullets. I'd hurt them, but
that was dl.

The Blue Fairy had dready disappeared under the nearest table. Janissary Jane produced two
long punch daggers from the tops of her boots. The jagged edges of the long blades gleamed with siver.
Janissary Jane grinned nedtily and waded into the two werewolves, hacking and stabbing at them with her
veary nasty blades. Blood flew on the ar as the knives cut deep, and she dodged and ducked every blow
the two huge werewolves could throw at her, doing what she did best and doing it magnificently.

Until one of the Vodyanoi brothers findly connected with a solid blow, and Janissary Jane went
flying into the watching crowd. She hit the floor hard and didn't rise again.

People were backing away indl directions now, but not so far they couldn't get a good view of
what was happening. Many were dready laying bets, and cheering or booing as the mood took them.
The Wulfshead's security measures findly kicked in, spraying the Vodyanoi brothers with holy water
from the sprinklers and targeting them with lasers from the light fittings, neither of which bothered the two
huge werewolves in the least. The dub did have more dringent measures, but presumably the
management was reluctant to use them unless the fight escalated into something that could threaten the
whole bar. Which meant...my friends and | were drictly on our own.

Mally had been tossing spdlls at the VVodyanoi brothers for some time now, but they just did off,



uncble to get a grip on the werewolves dippery, unnaurd nature. The toad spdl had only worked
because it caught the brothers by surprise. Mally had been reduced to throwing firebdls at them, but
though the slver-gray fur burned fiercdly and smelled appdling, it quickly repaired itsdf.

So | took out Merlin's Glass, shook it out to full Sze, sad the proper activaing Words, and
darted in between the two werewolves. Vicious claws dashed through the ar, only just missng me, and
then | reared up, clapped the Glass over the nearest werewolf, and transported it indantly to the Arctic
Circle. The other brother stopped dead, astounded, and | clapped the Glass over him and sent him to the
Antarctic. Good luck waking home from that one, boys. ..

The club's security systems immediately shut down, and relative cam returned to the Wulfsheaed
as everyone pad off ther bets and went back to what they were doing. | put Merlin's Glass away and
went to see how Janissary Jane was doing. She was dready Stting up and checking hersdf for injuries
Tough old broad. She dapped my proffered heping hand aside and got to her feet unaided.

"I'm fine. Don't fuss, Shaman. Take more than a couple of imported werewolves to put me
down. They'd never have tagged me at dl if | hadn't dready been a bit tired from the last Demon War."

"Of course" | said soothingly, but | had to wonder...Was a time when no one could have tagged
her, under any conditions. Maybe she was getting a little old...but then, 1 only redly wanted her as a
tutor, not a soldier. We went back to Moally, who was dragging the Blue Fairy out from under his table.
One of the bartenders nodded his thanks to me.

"Nicdy done, Shaman. Very handy little device you have there. Where did you find it?'

"eBay," | sad.

"Of course" he said. "Where es=?'

CHAPTER S X Four Tutors and a Cemetery

Janissary Jane has fought armies of demons in indescribable Hell dimensions, and the Blue Fairy
has battled countless demons within himsdf, but they both looked didtinctly worried when | told them |
was sending them back to the Hal aone, while Madlly and | continued our search for more tutors. My
family's home does have a certain reputation, mosily by our own choice. Guests are rare, and trespassers
are eaten. So in the end | used the Melin Glass to open a gateway between a quiet corner of the
Wulfshead and the family Armoury, and sent Janissry Jane and the Blue Fairy through into the
Armourer's somewhat surprised care. In fact, Uncle Jack looked didinctly startled as | pushed Janissary
Jane and the Blue Fairy through the gap, and then closed it quickly before he could object. I'm a greet
believer in letting people sort out their own problems.

Moally looked thoughtfully at the Glass as | shook it back down to normd sze "Tha is a
serioudy usful item, Eddie. Many possible uses occur to me. What say, when we get back, we use it to
trangport awhole bunch of piranhainto the Matriarch's bidet?"

| had to amile. "Y ou have the best ideas, Mally."

"Isthat yes or no?"

| turned back to the bar and summoned the nearest bartender. "Subway Sue and Mr. Stab; have
they been in recently?"

The bartender considered, while conspicuoudy polishing a glass that didn't need it. "No...Come
to think of it, | haven't seen ether of them in here for some time now. Some weeks, at least. Which is ...
unusud.”

"Damnrightitis” said Mally, frowning. "Sue mugt have gone to ground after that nasty business
with Manifest Degtiny. But Mr. Stab? Nothing upsets him."

"Any idea where we should look for them?' | said.

"Of coursel" she sad immediatdy. "I dways have idess. | am Idea Woman! Give the Glass a
shake, sweetie. We're going underground.”



To be exact, Mdly had the Glass trangport us to the Underground tube gtation a Cheyne Walk,
which was gpparently one of Subway Sue's favourite haunts. We stepped out into the shadows & the
end of a platform, and no one noticed because No one pays any attention to anyone but themsdves when
they're walting for a tran. Madly and | srolled through the various tunnds and platforms and findly
discovered Subway Sue working her way down a crowded platform. | dmost didn't recognise her a
fird. An aged, bent-over woman wrapped in the rags and tatters of charity clothes, she shuffled dowly
adong and people drew back rather than make contact with her. She looked like just another homeess
person, begging for spare change. Even Mally had to look twice before she recognised her old friend,
and then hurried up to her, horrified. Subway Sue looked around sharply when Mally cdled her name,
and then she flinched and turned away, as though she didn't want Mally to see what had become of her.

Moally grabbed her by the shoulder and turned her firmly round, and then pulled a face and
rubbed her hand vigoroudy againgt her hip to dlean it. | didn't blame her. Up close, Subway Sue smdled
pretty ripe. Mally glared into Subway Sue's grimy face.

"Jesus, Sue, what the hdl happened to you?' said Mally, blunt as ever. "You look like shit.”

"Why thisishdl, nor am | out of it," said Subway Sue. "Ah, the old jokes are dill the best. Hello,
Moally, Edwin. What are you doing down here?

"Looking for you," | said.

"Wdl now you've seen me, SO you can go away again,” Subway Sue sad firmly.

"Not until you tdl us what happened,” said Mally, just asfirmly.

Subway Sue sghed, and it was a very tired sound. "My luck findly ran out. All of it."

"But you're aluck vampire" | said. "Why not just stedl yoursdf some more?”

She gave me along, martyred look. "If it were only that Smple ... Looking like this, it's hard to
get close enough to anyone for long enough for me to drain off any serious luck. And besides...Oh, hdl,
you're not going to go away until you've heard the whole sad story, are you?'

"Absolutely not," said Mally.

"Then come with me. We can't tak here. Not in front of dvilians”

She led us down to the end of the platform, while everyone ese politely looked away from her,
as though her poverty might be catching. Subway Sue stopped before an unobtrusve door marked
MAINTENANCE STAFF ONLY, opened the heavy padlock with a frankly filthy brass key, and then
led usinto an empty cupboard. She pulled the door carefully shut behind us, and then pushed & the far
cupboard wall. It did back jerkily under her urging, revedling a large stone cavern beyond, lit by a angle
electric light that sprang to life as we entered. And this was where Subway Sue lived.

It was redly just a hole, decorated with bits of junk she'd savaged. There were empty cans and
pladtic bottles, to hold water. Plagtic containers to store hits of food in. And a pile of blankets to deep
on. The place looked like somewhere animds lived. Mally looked around her, openly horrified.

"Sue, what happened? You're one of the most famous luck vampires in London. | thought you
hed this grest place in the West End, where you lived in comfort and luxury?'

"Everyone thinks that," said Subway Sue, stting down heavily on her pile of blankets. "And for a
time, it was true. | had the best of luck, stolen from the rich and the powerful, and what | didnt use
mysdf | sold for enough money to bring me everything | ever wanted. But...I used it dl up. And when
luck turns againg you, it redly goes bad. As though there's some...balance, that mugst be maintaned.
How do you think someone as lucky as me got captured by Manifest Degtiny in the first place?’

"I did wonder about that,” | said.

"One of my own betrayed me" said Subway Sue. "Not actudly a friend, a least, but someone |
knew. He swallowed the lie of Manifest Destiny, and believed everything Truman promised him, the fool.
He sneaked up on me, while | was distracted during rush hour, and drained off most of my luck before |
knew what was hagppening. And Truman's thugs were ready and waiting to hustle me off."

"What happened to the bastard?' said Mally. "Want me to hunt him down for you?'

"No need," said Subway Sue. "His extra luck enabled him to escape Truman's goons when they
came looking for him, but he's been on the run ever since. From them, and his own kind. He's aone now,



for aslong as he lives

"I used up every lagt hit of luck | had hdping us dl break free from Truman's concentration
camp. And after | escaped, in my desperation, | made the mistake of trying to drain the luck from an
interdimensond traveler passng as human. It fdt my touch immediatdy, and knew me for what | was.
It... did something to me, and now my luck is dways bad." She smiled humourledy. "After dl these
years of pasing as a homeess person so | could get closer to my prey, now I've become what |
pretended. Payback's a bitch. What are you doing down here, Mally? | never wanted you to see me like
this What do you want from me?"

"l want to hire you as atutor for the Drood family,” | said. "Teach them about the redl world, and
the things they don't even know they don't know. Youll have to live a the Hdl, and youll have to curb
your...indinations, but the pay will be more than good enough to buy you a whole new life once you
leave us”

"You see" Mally said to Subway Sue, beaming widdy. “Y our luck has changed.”

"No," said Subway Sue. She looked away from us and seemed to shrink in on hersdf. "Look at
me. I'm no use to you like this"

"Thingswill be better a the Hdl," | said. "We can fix you up, no maiter what's been done to you.
WEell make a new person out of you."

"That'swhat I'm afraid of," said Subway Sue. "I've heard stories of what happens to people who
et taken to the Drood family home."

"Only some of them are true” | said.

"Trus me" said Mally. "l won't let anything bad happen to you.”

"But what can | offer to the high and mighty Droods?" said Subway Sue. "What can | teach them
thet they don't dready know?"

"The drategies of survivd," | said. "How you survive, when you've lost everything you ever
depended on."

Subway Sue looked at me, and then a Mally. | did my best to amile reassuringly.

"Eddi€'s running things at the Hall these days" said Mally. "Things are different there now."

"I need to open my family's eyes to the kind of lives they don't even know exig," | said. "Come
and be atutor. Share your experience. Help shape how the Droods see the world."

Subway Sue amiled briefly, but didn't look convinced. "You and your family have been hunting
me and my kind for centuries. Hunting us down like vermin, for the sin of being what we are. You have
the blood of my family and my friends on your armoured hands, Drood. And you want me to work for
you? I'm not that bad off."

"Yes, you are, dear,” Madlly said kindly. " ou mug beieve mewhen | tdl you I'll see you safe, a
the Hall. | don't know if you can trust the whole family, but you can trust Eddie. He's taken his family by
the scruff of the neck, and serioudy shaken up the way they do things. He wants to change the way they
think, and see the world, and that's why | suggested you as one of his outside tutors. You won't be done
there. We're going after Mr. Stab next.”

"Oh wonderful,” said Subway Sue. "That's supposed to make me fed safe? But...anywhere has
to be better than here. You have no idea how much you miss plumbing till you don't have it anymore.
And | do owe you, Edwin, for hdping free me from Truman. You do know he's reorganised, a a new
location?"

"Nothing specific,” | said. "Do you know where we can find him?"

"I hear rumours, that's dl... He's supposed to have a new secret underground base, outside
London, in a place of ancient power. Y ou should have killed him when you had the chance, Drood.”

"Il try harder next time" | said. “Y ou ready to go?'

"Hdl, yes. It's not like I've got anything to keep me here, isit? Or anything | want to take with
me"

| did the business with Merlin's Glass, and pushed her through the opening into the Armoury,
where Undle Jack was waiting. He glared through the gateway a me.

"Eddie Wait just a damned minute!”



"Sorry, Uncle Jack! No timel Catch you later!”

And then | shut the Glass down, cutting him off before he could come up with lots of good
reasons why | couldn't keep lumbering him with the job of looking after my new tutors. Mally looked a
me

"What do you suppose that was about?"

"Nothing that can't wait till we get back,” | sad arily. "Now for Mr. Stab."

"I wish you wouldn't pull faces like that, Eddie. I'm sure they're not good for you.”

"l am taking ahdl of arisk on your say-s0," | said. "If anything goes wrong, once we've got him
back to theHdl..."

"It will dl be my fault; yes, welve established that. Look, Eddie, | know how dangerous heis. |
know that better than anyone. But I'll be there to keep a very stern eye on him, and...well, just how
much damage can he do, in a house full of Droods? Even his old magic is hardly a match for Drood
armour. | need you to trust me on this, Eddie”

"I do trust you," | said. "l just don't trust him. But if thisis so important to you..."

"Itis" sad Mally. "I need to believe that people can change. Even the worgt of us™

"All right," | said. "Where do you think we should look firgt, for the most notorious uncaught
sid killer of Old London Town?"

"I've been thinking about that," sad Mally. "And | think we should start with the Order of
Beyond."

“You have got to be kidding,” | sad. "You mean that place down Grafton Way, where
possessed people St around and spout gibberish a each other? What would Mr. Stab be doing in a
place like that?"

"Ligening," said Mally. "He thinksif he listens long enough, he might learn some ancient secret or
knowledge he could use to dter the conditions of hisimmortality.”

"To cure hm?'

"Or make him a better killer."

“You are nat filling me with confidence about this, Mally.”

"Let'sgo."

"Before or after we have arush of sense to the head?'

"Oh hush. Be agood boy and I'll buy you a nice dinner afterwards.”

"l am so eeslly bribed."

Merlin's Glass took us sraight to Grafton Way, in one of the older, more traditiond parts of the
West End. You can find dl sorts in that areac embassies for the smdler countries, company houses,
literary agencies...And the Order of Beyond, located in the middle of an ordinary, unessuming terraced
row, with nothing to mark its presence but a ample brass plague on the wall, giving the name of the place
and the stern admonition No REVENANTS, REINCARNATIONS, OR REPO MEN. | hit the buzzer,
and when a cold voice from the intercom demanded my name and business, | just said Shaman Bond,
and after a pause the door clicked open. My cover identity has along and carefully established reputation
for tuming up anywhere, and for being basicadly harmless. Just another face on the scene, with a keen
interest in anything illegd, immord, or unnaturd. Shaman Bond was a chancer, a snd|-time operator, and
nothing at dl like Eddie Drood. Which was what | liked most about him.

The reception area turned out to be ddiberately blank and anonymous, with no clue as to what
lay inwait below. Bare wdls, bare floor, and a very professond receptionist Stting behind a very smple
reception desk. The receptionist seemed typicd enough, with the usud blankly attractive face, eyes of
pureice, and a gmile that meant nothing at dl. The kind who lived and died by her gppointments book,
and who wouldn't make an exception for anyone, even if you set her heavily lacquered har on fire. | just
knew we weren't going to get dong. Mally and | strode over to the desk as though we were dumming it
just by being there, and planted oursaves directly before the receptionist. She ignored us, of course,
gving dl her attention to the papers spread out before her, to properly put usin our place. So | leaned



over, grabbed dl her papers and threw them up into the air, amiling easily into her horrified face as the
papers fluttered down around us.

"Hi," | said. "Shaman Bond, a your service. The very dangerous person sanding beside me is
Mally Metcaf, the rightly legendary wild witch of the woods. She has expressed an interest in seeing
what goes on at the Order of Beyond, and since I'm far too scared of her to say no, | sad | was sure
you'd let her in."

"Becauseif you don't, | will take names and kick arse,”" Mally said chearfully.

The receptionist struggled to regain her cdm. "Do you have a reservation?”

"No," said Mally. "I'm gaing to thoroughly enjoy it. Starting with you, if you don't get a move on.”

| saw the receptionist reach for an darm button under the desk and | wagged a warning finger in
her face. "Mdlly Metcaf? Turns people into things? Has a very nady sense of humour ... Is any of this
ringing any bdls?'

"Goright down,” sad the receptionist. "Never wanted this job anyway."

She moved her hand across to press another button under her desk, and a large trapdoor
opened on the floor on the other sde of the room, risng dowly and slently of its own accord. Mally and
| wandered over to it and looked down. A long stone stairway fdl down before us, leading deep into the
earth. There was a srong smel of blood and brimstone, and a disant murmur of voices. | ingsted on
leading the way down, and Mally made me pay for that by crowding my back dl the way. The trapdoor
dammed shut behind us with a loud, solid, and very find-sounding thud. The bare stone wals beaded
with water like swest, and the ar grew hot and close as we descended. | could fed presences below,
like heavy weights pressng down on the world and meking it cry out. We were going into a bad place,
where bad things waited.

Fndly, the stone steps curved suddenly round to one Side and deposited us into a great natura
done cavern, deep benegth the street. The stone floor stretched away in dl directions, covered with
blue-chalked pentacles, circles of sdt, and rows of squat solid cages made of stedl and Slver and brass.
All designed to sefdy hold and contain the poor possessed creatures who were the whole reason and
purpose of the Order of Beyond. There were men and women and even children, trapped like animds.
Some sat and talked camly, reasonably, arguing that they redly didn't belong in a place like this. Others
howled and raged and threw themsalves at the cages that hdd them prisoner, beating a the solid bars
with hands that fdt no pain. And others just sat and watched sullenly, hatefully, with unblinking eyes,
waiting for someone to make a mistake.

Stting before every possessed prisoner was a member of the order, coaxing and cgoling the
possessor into speaking to them. It usudly didn't take much. The possessors do love to tak, to tease and
threaten and horrify the ligener with lies, haf-truths, and terrible facts.

No oneinthe Order of Beyond was interested in hdping any of these people. They didnt give a
damn for the victims Theyjus wanted to ligen, and record everything they heard. There were
microphones everywhere, and the most sophisticated recording equipment, and a whole bunch of scribes
with pen and paper, to set down what was sad by those voices that couldn't be recorded because
technology wouldn't accept their existence. And stting comfortably dl around, ligening intently, were the
invited guests, the very well-paying clientde of the Order of Beyond. Who came hoping to hear bits of
forbidden knowledge, or hints of the secrets of Heaven and Hel. The Order of Beyond sent full
transcripts of everything heard to an extensve maling lig, for an extortionate fee, of course, but there
was nothing like being there in person, to hear it for yoursdf. And jus maybe to get the jump on
everyone ese.

Madlly and | stood cautioudy at the bottom of the stone steps, letting our eyes adjust to the dim
lighting, the rise and fdl of harsh overlgoping voices, and the stench of hate and fear and things that
shouldn't be alowed in our supposedly sane and rationad world. Not dl the voices sounded human,
though they came from human lips.

There is a river in Hell, made up of the tears of suicides. Tears are wine, among the
damned.

Beware the Many-Angled Ones, the Hyperbreed! Beware the Black Sun and what incubates



insde it! Beware the howling that never ends, and the teeth that rend men's souls! Even death is
no escape from what lies waiting, in the worlds beyond the worlds!

They watch you from the other side of your mirrors, only pretending to be your reflection,
waiting and biding their time. And then, in the dead of night, they come out while, you're deeping,
grab you, and force you back into the other side of the mirror, so they can take your place, and do
terrible things in your name. Just because they look like you, it doesn't mean they are you.

Blood shall rain down, and offal, and the great Beast that is Babalon shall come again,
and all Hell shall rise up with her, and...

The Celestials are coming to judge us all, in their million-mile-long spaceships, and we
ghall be as ants before them...

Please, | don't want to be here, | shouldn't be here, there's something running up and down
ingde me, and it hurtsit hurts it hurts...

You can hear broadcasts from Heaven and Hel every day, on certain designated
frequencies. To hear a recording, phone any of these numbers...

"Okay," said Madlly. "Mog of thisis bullshit, and | should know.”

"l wish you wouldn't say things like that," | said. "I find it very disurbing to be congantly
reminded that I'm in love with the origind girlfriend from Hell."

Mally shrugged. "Y ou can't be awitch of any sanding unless you're prepared to make deds with
both sides. And | have to tdl you, Eddie, that which Sde is which depends very much on where youre
ganding." She studied the shadowy figures in their various cages and sniffed loudly. "People pay good
money to ligen to this shit? | haf expected one of them to start spouting pea soup, ydling, Your mother
knits socks in Hell! Demonslie. It's what they do."

"Except when a truth can hurt you more” | said.

And then a grosdy fat man with a purple birthmark covering hdf his face caled me by name. My
red name, not my cover identity. In the great babble of voices | was pretty sure it had gone unnoticed,
for now, but I moved quickly over to the slver-barred cage before he could use the name again. My torc
would keep the recording devices from picking up anything concerning me, but | didnt want to draw
anyone's attention. | needed to be just Shaman Bond, here. The possessed man was entirdy naked, with
drange designs daubed dl over his dead white skin in dried blood and shit and vomit. He giggled softly
and patted his fat hands againg the bars of his cage, so | could see hed bitten off dl his fingers His
unblinking eyes were full of blood, and when he spoke his voice was like a child gargling with razor
blades, like your best friend tdling you he's dept with your wife, like a cancer growth would if it had
vocd cords.

"Edwin Drood, sweet prince of a ruined family, we meet again. Do you remember me? We
spoke once before, in the celars under Dr. Dee's House of Exorcism. | promised you the world and
evarythingin it, and you turned me down. Too good to ligen to the likes of me. But here you are now,
searching for wisdom in the strangest of places. Shdl | tdl you what you need to know, sweet Drood?”

“You don't know anything | need to know," | said.

"But | do, | do! Nothing is hidden, from Heaven or Hell. Y ou seek the undying killer, the saint of
daughter, Mr. Stab. And | know where heis"

"And youll tdl us, for a price?' said Mally, sanding close beside me, as though to protect me.
"What are we supposed to do, break you out of here? | don't think s0."

"No charge, no charge a dl, little witch," crooned the awful presence behind the fa man's
unblinking eyes. "Because getting what you want won't make you happy, or free, or wise. You humans
make your own way to Hel, with every step you take. And s0 | give you Mr. Stab. My very own
poisoned chdice, agift from Hel to dutch to your family's bosom.”

“Y ou demons are so full of yoursdlves™" said Mally. "If you're going to tdl us, tdl us”

"Asyou wish, dear little indentured soul. Go you now to the Cafe Night, and someone there will
tdl you exactly where to find dear Mr. Stab."

He was 4ill laughing loudly when we l€ft, a horrible, dirty, disurbing sound, even though the
attendants shocked him again and again with caitle prods to try to shut him up.



And s0 by Melin's Glass we went draight to Cafe Night, a deliberatdly dark and gloomy
edtablishment tucked away in a corner of Kensington you can't get to without trying redly hard. From the
outside, the cafe looked like just another coffeehouse, a place for suburban mums to St down after a
hard day's shopping and catch up on the latest gossip...but that was just a smple glamour, with an
attached Move along, nothing to see here spdl, to keep the uninformed from entering. Cafe Night has a
drict entrance code, and nonmembers enter drictly at their own risk. The place started out as mesting
place for vampires and those foolish romantic types who longed to be their vicims It was cdled
Renfidds back then. These days the Cafe Night catered to the kind of immortds whose presence
wouldn't be tolerated anywhere else.

| kicked the door open and strode in like | was there to condemn the place on mord hedth
grounds. The cafe was didinctly gloomy, with artfully arranged track lighting to keep it that way while ill
dlowing you to see who or what you were talking to. The background music drifted from the Cure to the
Misson to Gregorian chants, and the air was perfumed with the sckly reek of rotting lilies Cafe Night
was big on atmosphere.

Shadowy faces glared a me from every table, but nobody moved and nobody said anything,
because I'd taken the precaution of armouring up before | crashed my way in. No one here would say a
word to a smdl-time operator like Shaman Bond, so it was time to be Eddie Drood again and command
respect the hard way. My slver armour might not be as familiar yet as the golden, but it ill marked me
for who and what | was, and what | might do if | didn't get the answers | wanted. So dl the various
immortas, dark and dangerous creatures in their own right, were quite happy to just st ill, keep their
heads down, and hope I'd pick on someone else.

A few did get up to leave, heading for the rear door the moment | entered. But I'd dready sent
Madlly around the back, and the fleeing immortals stopped dead in ther tracks as they found Mally
lounging thregteningly at the rear door. The immortds retired sullenly to thar seats, and Madly came
forward into the cafe to amile a me. Everywhere, cold eyes moved quickly from me to Mally and back
agan, but gill no one had anything to say. They hadn't lived for so very long without learning to keep their
mouths shut until they knew what was happening.

| sudied the various faces unhurriedly from behind my featureless slver mask (there's something
about the lack of eyeholes that redly freaks people out), and findly settled on the few major players
present. The only ones who might admit to knowing Mr. Stab, and where he might currently be found.
They weren't exactly top drawer, any of them. An df lord in delicate filigreed brass armour, chased and
etched with protective spells in old dvish. A monk in a tattered red robe, with a face so lined it was
amos impossible to make out his features, marked as sgnificant only by the Sumerian amulet around his
neck. A couple of Baron Frankenstein's more successful creations, dressed in black leather from head to
toe, to hide their many scars. And a panfully thin presence in a grubby T-shirt and faded jeans who |
only knew by reputation, the Hungry Heart. He had a plate full of seaming raw meat set out before him,
and he was cramming it down as fagt as he could shove it into his mouth. Blood dripped down his
working chin, unnoticed.

Proof, if proof be needed, that immortdity isn't everything.

Thedf lord looked vagudy familiar, so | started with him. He sneered openly as | strolled over to
histable, disdain written dl over his arrogant, high-boned fegtures. He made no move to get up or reach
for a weapon, but even dtting ill with both empty hands resting on the tabletop, he was 4ill the most
dangerous thing in the cafe, and both of us knew it.

"l know you," | said. "Where do | know you from, df lord?"

"I was there," he said in his sweet, sick, magica voice. "Leading the attack on you, in our ambush
on the motorway. After your own family betrayed you to us. We came a you on our dragon mounts,
snging our battle songs, with our brave new weapons. We had you outnumbered, we had our arrows of
drange matter, and dill you triumphed. EIf lords and ladies of ancient lineage, friends and family | had
known for centuries, dl fdl beneath the thunder of your terrible gun. | am the only survivor of that day,



but rest assured, foul and cursed Drood. ..the Unsadi Court does not forgive or forget.”

"Good," | said. "Neither do "

"We dhdl be a your throat dl the days of your lifel"

"Of course you will," | said. “Youre an df.”

And then | turned my back on him, and ignored him. Knowing that would piss him off the most.
There was no point in questioning an df. He'd cut his own tongue out before taking the risk he might say
anything that would help me. | looked thoughtfully at the monk in the scarlet robe, and he straightened
s f-conscioudy under my sliver gaze.

"Know, O mortd," he sad, in a surprigngly rich, deep, and commanding voice, "that | am
Memoth the Wanderer, that origind lost soul upon whom the legend is based. Long have | wandered,
across dl the world, through lands and peoples whose very names are now forgotten.”

And then he stopped, because everyone e<e in the cafe was laughing & him. | couldnt redly
blame them. I'd dready met a dozen Memoths in my time, dl daming to be the origind, dong with as
many Draculas, Fausts, and Count St. Germaines. Even immortas have their wannabes. | leaned in close
for a better look at the Sumerian amulet, and the monk flinched back in his chair. Up close, the thing was
dearly afake, and | turned my back on the monk too, and looked at the Frankenstein monsters.

They were both tdl and on the large Sze, but they could Hill have just about passed as human, as
long as they kept wel wrapped up. Here at the Cafe Night, among their own kind, they didn't bother,
and their black leather motorcycle jackets hung brazenly open, reveding long Y -shaped autopsy scars on
thar torsos. One had started out as mae, and one as femae, but such subtle digtinctions had not survived
their surgicd rebirth. They were mongters, with nothing humean in their faces or thoughts. Their faces were
gray, ther lips black, ther eyes ydlow as urine, the eydids drooping dackly away from dry eyebdls.
Long rows of dtitches showed on ther foreheads, where the baron had sawed open their skulls before
dropping new brains in. Unlike everyone ese in the cafe, these two weren't scared of me, or even
impressed. They had left such emotions behind them, in the grave. Ther thoughts and ther hearts were
cold, and they didn't care about anything | might threaten to do to them, because the worst possible thing
hed dready been done to them. No point in asking them anything.

That jugt left the Hungry Heart, dtting done a his table, set wdl asde from everyone ese,
because some things are just too disturbing, even for an immortd. A man so thin he was hardly there, but
driven by a terrible energy. He looked up at Madly and me as we approached his table, but kept on
duffing his face with the raw mest, chewing desperately, even pushing pieces back into his mouth with his
long, bony fingers. He managed a sort of amile, and blood trickled down his chin.

| knew his story. Everyone did. It's one of the great cautionary tales of our time, the gist of which
IS never piss off a voodoo priest with a mean sense of humour. The Hungry Heart lives forever in the grip
of an unrdenting hunger, never satisfied, and he can only survive by eating his own body weight in flesh
every twenty-four hours. He has to dope himsdf heavily just to get a few hours of deep, every now and
agan. So, never deep with a voodoo priest’'s daughter, never get her pregnant and then abandon her, and
never do a runner afterwards, thinking fleaing hafway across the world will put you out of the voodoo
priest’s reach.

Good thing he wasn't a vegetarian, | suppose. That would have been redly terrible.

No one knows how old the Hungry Heart is. Or how long the poor bastard might live. Depends
on his strength of will, | suppose. He finished the last scrap of raw meet on his plate, licked his bloody
fingers, looked sadly at the empty plate, and only then looked a me and Mally.

"Any meet will do," he said, in a surprisngly soft and ordinary voice. "As long as it's raw. Human
fleshisthe best. It'slike adrug...Got ared kick to it. Wonder how much of ajolt I'd get...from edting a
Drood?

"Sorry," | said. "Tinned meat isnt on the menu today.”

"What do you want here?' said the Hungry Heart, dl the tiredness of the world in his voice. "No
one here wants any trouble. We dl have enough of our own. All we want is to nurse our wounds in
private, among our own kind."

"Jud looking for a little information,” Mally said breezily. "We're trying to locate Mr. Stab, and



weve been given to understand that he frequents this place.”

"Now that redly is an inault," said the df lord, riang gracefully to his feet, a dender, shimmering
dagger in his hand. "Asif even we would tolerate such an abomination as Mr. Stab in our sdlect little
circle. We do have our standards.”

“Yes" sad the monk, rigng to his feet, pulling back the deeves of his crimson robe to reved
ams corded with muscle. “You come in here and inault us to our faces? Associate us with the likes of
Mr. Stab? There's alimit to the abuse even we will take.”

The Frankenstein mongters were on thar feet too, looking even larger and more imposng. And
the Hungry Heart Sghed, pushed his empty plate to one Side, and rose to his fedt.

"I'm hungry," he said. "Anyone here got a can opener?’

"I might have," said the monk. He produced a short knife from under his robe. "This is the blade
that cut Judas Iscariot down from the tree where he hanged himsdf, in Haceldama, the Fidd of Blood.
Legend hasiit this blade can cut through anything. Maybe even Drood armour.”

He lunged forward incredibly quickly for one so old. The dagger dammed into my side, skidded
across the dlver amour in a flurry of sparks, and continued on, leaving my armour entirdly undamaged.
The monk staggered forward, caught off balance, and | hit imin the head. The whole Ieft Sde of his face
flattened, bone crunching and splintering, but he didn't fal. He raised the knife to cut a me again, so |
grabbed his head with both slver hands and turned it dl the way around, so that he was looking
backwards. His neck broke loudly, but he dill didn't fal. | pushed him away, and he staggered off around
the cafe, lost and bewildered.

By now everyone esein the cafe had run for the doors, not wanting to tangle with a Drood in full
amour, and | was hagppy enough to see them go. They would only have got in the way. The two
Frankengtein creatures had closed in on Mally, reaching out for her with their large, mismatched hands.
Mally laughed in their ugly faces, and hit them with a smple spdl that made dl their stitches come undone
a once. The two mongters cried out in harsh, hopeless voices as ancient cat gut exploded like rows of
firecrackers in ther skin, undoing them like zippers. They fdl apart, bit by bit, thar separate pieces
pettering to the floor, dowly at firgt and then in arush. Hands fdl from arms, arms from elbows and then
from shoulders. Legs collapsed. Torsos hit the floor hard and opened up, sailling long-dead preserved
organs onto the floor. The heads were the lagt to go, features dipping one by one from the faces, until
findly the skulls cracked open and the dry, gray brainsfdl ouit.

By then | had my own problems. The df lord was dosing in on me, amiling his nasty, superior
gmile He waved his long, shimmering dagger meaningfully before me, and | knew what it was, whet it
hed to be. The blade was made of strange matter, presumably put together from bits left over after the
forging of the Slver arrows that so nearly killed me in the motorway ambush. Could a blade of strange
maiter cut through armour made of strange matter? | decided | didn't want to find out. | concentrated,
and the armour around my hands extended into long siiver killing blades. Just like my Unde James taught
me, when he was trying to kill me.

Thedf lord and | circled each other dowly, taking our time, looking for weaknesses in stance
and Syle, for hestations and openings. Findly we darted in and out, cutting at each other with gleaming
blades, come and gonein a moment. The armour made me supernaturaly strong and fast, but he was an
df, so we were farly matched. And for dl my family's extensive training, he had centuries of experience,
30 he struck the firg blow. His dagger came flying in out of nowhere, dipped gracefully past my defence,
and dammed into my ribs. | cried out despite mysdf, but when the blade met my armour, the armour just
absorbed the blade into itsdf. The df lord was left ganding there with only a knife hilt in his hand.

| ran him through. Y ou get a chance with an df, you take it. You might not get another. My hand
dammed againd his chest, my extended blade plitting his heart in two. He grabbed my arm with both
hands, as though that might hold him up. | twisted the blade, and he fdl down and died.

| retracted the Slver blades into my hands, flexed my shining fingers, and looked around to see
how Moally was doing. She was daring disgustedly at the Hungry Heart, who was squaiting over the
dissssambled Frankengstein creatures, feesing on thar ancient flesh. He looked up and amiled

gpologeticaly.



"Tadtes like dudt, but flesh is flesh and beggars can't be choosers. If you redly mug find Mr.
Stab, and | can't think of any good reason why you'd want to ... | suggest you try the old Woolwich
Cemetery."

"Wha would he be doing there?' said Mally.

“You ask him," said the Hungry Heart. "'l wouldn't dare.

The Melin Glass transported us indantly to a gloomy, overgrown, and deserted cemetery in
Woolwich Arsend, down in the dark heart of the East End, on the far Sde of the Thames. The cemetery
was dominated by Victorian styles, with overszed tombs and mausoleums, and fancy graves. Tha whole
period was fascinated with death and dl its trappings, and the graveyard was pogtively littered with
gtatues of weeping angds, mourning cherubs, and enough morbid carvings and engravings to make even
an undertaker shout Jesus! Get a life, dammit! Long exposure to the dements had scoured away the
angdls faces, giving the statues a sour, surredigtic look. The cherubs dill looked like dead babies,
though. In fact, | think that was the name of a cartoon series | saw as akid: Casper the Dead Baby.

Mally and | set off down the dngle gravel path, heading deeper into the extensve cemetery
grounds. The place looked abandoned. The grass had been left to grow and there were weeds
everywhere, even pushing thick tufts up though the gravel path. There were no flowers on any of the
graves, and the headstones were so wegthered it was hard to make out the inscriptions. A cold wind was
blowing, light was fading as evening descended, and shadows were cregping everywhere.

"I likethis place,” said Mally.

“Youwould," | said.

"No, redly; it's...restful. Modern cemeteries are far too busy for my tastes. Once I'm gone, |
don't want to be bothered with vistors or flowers. Just bury me deep, set up perimeter mines to
discourage the body snatchers, and let me rest easy till Judgement Day. I'm going to need the peace and
quiet to think up some good excuses.”

"All Droods get cremated,” | said. "Jugt to make sure none of our enemies can play unpleasant
tricks with our remains™

"Maybe you could have your ashes shot into outer space, like Timothy Leary,” sad Moally.

| had to smile "Anything, to get away from my family."

"I don't see Mr. Stab anywhere," said Mally. "And | don't see what he would be doing in a place
like this anyway."

"Weé're not that far from his origind killing grounds,” | said. "Back when he fird made a name for
himsdlf, in 1888."

"Maybe some of hisvidims are buried here”

"Somehow, | don't see Mr. Stab as the sentimentd kind,” | said. "And anyway, from what I've
been able to make out on these tombstones, most of them date from long before Jack the Ripper.”

We walked up and down and back and forth in the cemetery, and dill no sgn anywhere of Mr.
Stab. Given the sheer Sze and scale of the cemetery grounds, it would take hours to cover it dl, and
besides, | was getting impatient. And cold. 1'd dropped my armour when | left Cafe Night, but now |
subvocdised the Words, and cdled up just enough of my armour to cover my face. With a little
concentration, | can see infrared though the mask, and it didn't take me long to locate the only other
humean heat source in the darkening graveyard. | armoured down again, rather than risk putting Mr. Stab
on the defensive, and led the way over to where he was standing, doing my best to appear cdm and
unthreatening and not in any way worried. He doesn't like it when people he's trying to have a
conversation with are dearly scared shitless of him. In fact, for an immortal serid killer, Mr. Stab could
be quite remarkably touchy.

He was dressed in the formd clothes of his origind period, dl stark black and white, with a top
hat and even an opera cloak. When gtaking his victims he could blend in just like anyone ese, but when
he was off duty, so to speak, he preferred the clothes he was mogt comfortable with. He was atdl and
powerful man, with broad shoulders and long ams. He had a broad, paterna face, like a kindly old



family doctor...until you looked into his eyes. And saw dl the horrors of Hdl looking back at you.

He turned dowly to face us as we drew nearer. "Mdlly," he said. "How nice. And Edwin Drood,
agan. An honour.”

"What are you doing in a place like this?* said Mally, blunt as ever.

"Jud...vigting," said Mr. Stab. He smiled vagudy, showing large, blocky teeth grown brown with
age. He gestured at the graves around him. "Once this was a fashionable place, with people just dying to
get in. Specid trains brought the fortunate deceased here from dl over the country. Long ago now, and
no one remembers anymore. Except me. | have friends and family here, people who knew me when |
was just a man. The lagt people to remember me as | was, before | became a name to frighten people
with."

| found it hard to think of Mr. Stab as ever being normd, with a normd life, and he mugt have
sensed it, because he made a brief dismissve gesture and looked at me coldly.

"What do you want with me, Edwin Drood?"

| explained the Stuation, but he was shaking his head even before | finished. "Wha makes you
think 1 would be so foolish and trudting, to place mysdf into the hands of my long-time enemies? More
importantly, even if you could manage to convince me of my safety, why should | go to the one place
where | would never be dlowed to kill”? 1 must murder, Edwin. It ismy nature.”

"After the tutoring isdone,” | said, "you can murder as many Loathly Ones as you like"

"The Droods have opened up their old library,” sad Mally. "Packed ful of forgotten and
forbidden texts from centuries back. Somewhere in that Library there mugt be information on how to ...
if not reverse, a least moderate the conditions of your immortdity. Give you some control over it. So you
wouldnt have to kill dl the time"

Mr. Stab considered her thoughtfully. "And what makes you think | want that?"

"Because you've refrained from killing me, and my friends” said Mally. "And I've never known
you do thet for anyone d<se."

He nodded dowly. "You want me to do this thing, Molly? Even though you mugt know it can
only end in tears?'

"I want you to do this, so it won't,” said Mally.

"Then s0 beit," said Mr. Stab.

| opened the Merlin Glass to the Armoury, and waved Mr. Stab through. He was greeted by a
vay haried-looking Armourer, and | shut the mirror down quickly before Unde Jack could say
anything. He looked very much like he wanted to say something, but | was pretty sure it wasn't anything |
wanted to hear. | put the Glass away and turned to Mally.

"I think we've done enough for one day, don't you? | think we're owed a little downtime, before
we have to report back. What shdl we do?’

"Wdl," said Mally, linking her am through mine, "I did promise you a good med, and since
we're in London for the evening...What say we take in a West End show, and have dinner afterwards at
the Ritz?'

"Sounds good to me" | said. "But well never get tickets for anything decent at such short notice.”

"I'm awitch, sweetie, remember? Trust me, tickets are not going to be a problem.”

| thought it best to give the family time to adjust to their new tutors before | showed my face at
the Hdl again, so a show and a nice med it was. We went to see the new production at Shaftesbury
Avenue Prince of Thieves: The Musical. Starring Robbie Williams as Robin Hood, Paris Hilton as
Mad Marion, and Ricky Gervais as the Sheriff. Music, book, and lyrics by no one you've ever heard of.
Tickets were not a problem; Mally did a Jedi mind trick with the theatre gaff, and we ended up in a
private box. Afterwards we went to the Ritz and ordered the very best of everything, secure in the
knowledge that we had no intention of paying for any of it.

Hey, | keep the world safe and humeanity protected. I'm entitled to a few perks and privileges.

"An interesting production,” | said to Mally over pieces of lightly browned toast piled high with



Bduga caviar.

"Yes...but why is there such a preoccupation with trandating successful films into stage shows?
And why didn't they sng the Bryan Adams song? It's dl most people remember about the film anyway."

Severd bottles of redly good champagne later, we diffed the waiter with an imaginary credit
card, tangoed gggling down the Ritz steps, and used the Merlin Glass to take us home. We stepped
through into the Armoury, where the Armourer was waiting for us. He did not look at dl happy.

"Wha the hdl did you think you were doing, landing me with those four psychopaths? | have
enough trouble looking after the psychopaths who work under me! And | have more than enough work
to do, without babysitting your specia-needs friendd™

| looked around, but there was no Sgn of any of my tutors. | fixed the Armourer with an only
dightly owlish look.

"Unde Jack, what have you done with them?"

He sniffed loudly. "I handed them over to Penny, and let her take care of them. You know she
loves organising things. And people.”

| looked a him, shocked suddenly stone cold sober. “You did what? Shell never be able to
hendle a dangerous bunch like that! The Blue Fairy done could wak dl over Penny without even raisng
asweat, never mind Mr. Stab! Where are they now?'

"I'msure | don't know. Ask Penny. Now get out of here. I've got a pocket universe that needs
gabdisng.”

| activated my mentd link with Strange, in the Sanctity.

"Red dert, emergency, emergency!”

"Oh, hello Eddie! Welcome back. Did you have a nice time in town? Did you bring me back a
present?!

"Never mind that now ..."

“You didn't, did you. Y ou forgot dl about me"

"Wherée's Penny, and the four tutors she's supposed to be looking after?”

"At the lecture auditoriums, of course. She's dready got the fird tutorids up and running. It's dl
terribly exating!”

| cut contact with Strange, before | said something one of us would regret, and used the Metlin
Glassto trangport Mally and me draight to the lecture hdls in the south wing. | had this horrible menta
picture of alecture hdl full of dead Droods, with blood running down the aides while Janissary Jane and
Mr. Stab played footbal with their severed heads...But when we arived in the lobby outside the
auditoriums, dl seemed cam and quiet. Penny was waking unhurriedly back and forth, ligening a firs
one door and then the next. She jumped a little as Mally and | appeared through the Glass, and then
hurried over to us, meking shushing gestures.

"Thanks a whole bunch for dropping those four on mel" she said, the effect somewnhat limited by
her hushed tone.

"Blame the Armourer,” | sad automdicdly. "Where are they, Penny? Has there been any
trouble?"

"None at dl," said Penny. "l thought the best thing to do was put them dl to work straightaway.
Let the family see what they could do. So | gave them an auditorium each, told them to talk about what
the hdl they liked, and...much to my surprise, they took to it like ducks to water. It's dl worked out
rather wdll. 1t's sanding room only, for al four lecture hdls, and when was the last time that happened?”

"And there havent been any...incidents?' said Mally.

"Not yet," sad Penny. "A part of me keeps waiting for the other bomb to drop.”

"Why are we whigpering?' | said.

Penny raised an eyebrow. "Wdl, we don't want to interrupt them, do we?'

| moved over to the nearest door and dipped quietly through to stand at the back of the lecture
hal. Mally was quickly there a my sde. Subway Sue was up on the stage, sriding back and forth, hitting
the fascinated packed audience with what it was like to live on the very edges of society. To be in the
city, but not part of it, done and unsupported, surviving entirely on your wits,



“You don't know how easy it is, to fdl off the edge,” she said. "All it would take is one redly bad
day, and any one of you could end up just like me. | had a home and job and alife, once. | had friends
and family. And then | lost them dll, one by one. Lost them, or had them taken from me. And so | ended
up a homeess person, living on the streets, because even after everything ese is gone, the dreets are
adways there. Intime | became aluck vampire, and made a new life for mysdf. | could have had my old
life back, but | didn't want it anymore. 1'd become somebody ese, and my old life wouldn't have fit. But,
once again, dl it took was one redly bad day, and | logt it dl again. The one thing you have to learn is
never to depend on anyone but yoursdlf. Because there's nothing you can have that the world can't take
avay."

The audience were trandfixed, breathless. They'd never encountered anyone like Subway Sue
before. | dipped back out the door, Madly behind me, and we went to look in on Mr. Stab. He stood
entirdy at ease on the stage, glaing cadmly out a his equaly packed audience, as he lectured them on the
kills of murder, the gdking of victims, the joys of daughter...and how even the smdlest seeds of evil
can flower in aman and corrupt him. He talked of hunting prey, of tracking a target unsuspected for days
or even weeks, if necessary.

"You need to know these things™ he said. “Y ou don't have your legendary armour anymore. You
cannot be invindble warriors, so you must learn to become hunters. You mus acquire the techniques of
ambush and fighting and killing. And no one knows more about that than me. Learn from me, and |
guarantee that most of you will survive the great war that's coming.”

In the next auditorium, the Blue Fairy was stting relaxed on a bar stool on the stage, drinking a
cocktall with alittle umbrdlain it, while he lectured on eves, and ther often unsuspected interventions in
the modern world.

"The dves are long gone" he said easly. "They waked sideways from the sun centuries ago,
dropping out of our world forever. Everyone knows that; but, like mogt things everyone knows, it's a
crock of shit. Most of the eves are gone, but some remain, intent on revenge. They hate humanity, for
ruling the world that was once theirs, and they live to do us ham and bring us down. Theyll Sde with
anyone, or anything, that will hep them in their endless, bitter cause.”

And findly, we ligtened to Janissary Jane tdl the family how to fight demons. She marched back
and forth across the stage, her cold, practica voice making what she had to say even more disturbing,
and scary.

"Demons,” she sad flatly, "cannot be reasoned with, or bought off. You can't negotiate with
them. They see us only as a commodity, something to be used. Some come from Hell, some from the
past or the future, and some from other worlds or dimensons. It doesnt maiter. All you have to
remember isthat they only exi to destroy everything you care about. They'll take your lives, your world,
your souls, and use them for ther own purposes. And never give a damn. They're locusts, swesping
through afidd until nothing isleft. Unless you fight them, with everything you've got. And you're going to
have to learn to fight as an army, because thisisawar. You can't be warriors anymore, fighting individud
duels. You can't be heroes. Y ou have to be soldiers, fighting in a greet cause. You have to learn to be an
army, because there's armies of them.”

Penny amiled as Mdlly and | wandered, just alittle dazed, back into the lobby.

"Wdl, Eddie," she said. "L ooks like you findly did something right.”

"Yourewedcome" | sad.

"Bitch," said Mally.

“You're welcome, bitch,” | said.

CHAPTER SEVEN A Thousand and One Damnétions

It was early afternoon on a bright and breezy summer day, and the grounds of the Hall rang with
the merry sound of organised mayhem. Janissary Jane had hdf the family out doing military exercises



agan. Separated into groups with terse, efficient names like Alpha, Beta, and Omega, men and women
charged up and down the lawns ydling their battle cries and frightening the gryphons. Group attacked
group with blank ammunition, wooden batons, and even bare hands, and generdly ran themselves ragged
under Janissary Jane's barked orders. Watching happily from a comfortable deck chair, in the shade of a
broad parasol, | thought they looked pretty good. Even if they were meking a hdl of a mess of the
caefully cultivated lavns. The team of gardeners had dready thrown a mgor waobbly, and douched off
for a collective sulk and brew up in ther shed.

Janissary Jane had been putting the family through its paces for over two weeks now, and | had
to say, the family was taking to military training and discipline like a duck to water. We are dl trained to
fight the good fight from an early age, but the torcs made it easy. It's not difficult to play at soldiers when
you have the armour to make you fast and strong, and keep you from getting hurt. But not many actudly
have the gptitude for it. Which is one of the reasons why fidd agents have dways been such a smdl part
of the family.

Traning without a torc was a whole different matter. You could get hurt, and so could your
opponent. Surprisngly, that hadn't put off as many of the family as I'd expected. If anything, they
embraced the new training. Because it fdt more...red. So ther achievements fdt more red. And they
practicaly worshipped Janissary Jane, who'd done everything the Droods had and more, without the aid
of the family armour.

Penny came dralling across the lawns to join me, looking cool and collected in a blindingly white
summer outfit, despite the heat of the afternoon. She stood over me, and | offered to pour her a glass of
champagne from the bottle | had cooling in an ice bucket. She sniffed disdanfully.

"Are you sure you're comfortable enough there, Eddie? Got everything you need? Perhaps you'd
like me to rush back and bring you out a footstool 7"

"Oh, would you?' | said. "I'd be ever so grateful.”

"Blow it out your ear." Penny looked at the men and women dashing excitedly back and forth in
their groups, and throwing themsdves upon each with much enthusasm and violence. "They do seem to
be getting into it, don't they?'

"Damnright,” | said. "I'm exhausted just stting here watching them. More importantly, it's doing a
hdl of alot for family morde. Everything they're accomplishing comes from themselves, not from ther
armour. It's doing wonders for their sdf-confidence.”

Penny looked a me. "And that's why you brought Janissary Jane here.”

"To set an example, yes. | cut the family off at the knees, when | took away their golden torcs.
Took away ther pride, ther self-esteem, and ther confidence. Janissary Janeis beeting it back into them
the hard way, and they loveit."

"I take it you've noticed Harry is dso waiching it dl from a safe distance, dong with severd of his
traditiondist chums?'

"Of course,” | said. "He never wants to be a part of anything | organise, but he never misses out
on anything that's happening. He's probably meking notes for his regular report to the Matriarch. She
can't be seen to be taking an interest persondly, but Harry's been her eyes and ears ever snce he got
here"

"I told you we should have brought him into the Inner Cirde" said Penny. "Keep your enemies
close, and dl that."

"No," | sad flatly. "I don't trust him."

"You keep saying that, but you won't say why." Penny waited, but | had nothing more to say.
She sghed heavily. "All right, his best friend is a hellspawn, but you're shacked up with the infamous
witch of the wild woods. And you let her into the Inner Circle.”

"I trust Mally," | said. "Hél, | even trust you, Penny dear. Harry, on the other hand ... is perhaps
alittle too much like me. Crafty and devious and fallowing his own flag."

“You brought the Sarjeant-at-Arms into the Circle," said Penny. "And you hate his guts. And you
know very wel he reports everything we say back to the Matriarch.”

"Cyril's different,” | said. "I can trus him to put the good of the family firs. Even over the



Matriarch.”

"Wdl, much as | hate to interrupt this important bit of loafing about you're so involved in, | have
been sent to remind you very firmly, up to and induding the use of violence if necessary, that it's time for
the Inner Circle meeting in the Sanctity. Weve findly got a lig of prospective candidates for the new
torcs for you to take alook a."

"About time" | said, heaving mysdf gracelessy out of the deck chair. Not tha far away, two
teams of warriorsin training logt their temper and jumped each other, branving back and forth across the
lavn with much flalling of fists, kicking, and occasona hiting. Janissary Jane hurried over to bawl them
out, and | decided it wastimeto leave them to it. They'd just have to manage without my mora support.

We dl met in the Sanctity again, under the comforting crimson glow of the manifesing Strange.
Wed dl stled on that for his name, even though he kept plantivey inaging he fdt much more like an
Ethd. Y ou have to draw the line somewhere. The Armourer was dready there, of course, dong with the
Sarjeant-at-Arms. Molly was waiting a the door when Penny and | arrived. She gave Penny along, hard
look, and made a point of taking my arm in hers as we joined the rest of the Inner Circle.

"Jacob is dill missng,” said the Armourer, not bothering with the usud hedllos and how-are-yous.
"It's been two weeks dnce anyone's seen him. He hasn't been back to the old chapel, and even the
headless nun has been asking rather plaintivdy what's happened to him. Though what she sees in
him....I'm beginning to think something's happened to him.”

"How could anything have happened to hm?' said Penny. "I mean, he's dead. Has been for
centuries”

"More likdy he's up to something,” growled the Sarjeant-at-Arms. Ever snce held been outed as
aCyril, his voice had taken on adidinctly lower tone. "No doubt something foul and appalling, which he
will find terribly amusing.”

"Jacob can look after himsdf," | sad firmly. "I'm sure hell turn up when he's needed. Whether we
want him to or not. In the meantime, Penny tels me that you've findly agreed on a lig of prospective
candidates for the new torcs."

“Yes, findly," sad the Armourer, glaring round impartidly. "Ffty names have been arrived &,
decided by due process, and after much ddliberation, shouting, and hair-pulling.”

"Which means" the Sarjeant said heavily, "that it's time to talk about launching our fird attack.
We need to put on a massve show of force, as soon as possible. Prove to the world that we're strong
and united, and Hill aforce to be reckoned with."

"No," Penny sad immediady. "Were not ready yet. We need more time, more training, and a
hdl of alot more than fifty torcs before we can successtully put a force in the fidd.”

"They looked pretty good to me just now,” | said mildly. "And for once, | am forced to agree
with the Sarjeant. Quick, someone take a photo. We need to do something big and aggressve, and we
need to do it now. Some poaliticians, and other enemies, are growing increesngly restless. Reports are
coming in from dl over the world, of sabre ratling between countries, of invesons and excursons into
disputed territories, that would never have happened in the old days, when we 4ill ruled with a golden fist
and made everyone play nice. And then there are dl the usud suspects, dirring up trouble here and there
just to test the waters and see what they can get away with. Dr. Ddirium, the Cold Eidolon, and Truman
inhisnew base, wherever that is, and | can't believe we dill haven't got a decent line on that yet. Remind
me to kick someone's arse about that. No, people, we have to do something right now. Strike some
shock and awe into our enemies, prove were 4ill in the game and that bad boys will be severdy
gpanked.”

"Then pick atarget," said the Sarjeant. "Anyone, as long as they're a danger. Y ou're the one who
kept going on about the Loathly Ones..."

"Thisis dl moving too quickly,” Penny said stubbornly. "Move before were ready, and it could
dl backfire. We can't aford for the world to learn just how weak we redly are"

"How will you know when you're ready?' Mally said reasonably. "Training can only do so much.



Eventudly you've got to kick the little birdies out of the nest and see whether they fly."

"I don't know if this qudifies” Strange said suddenly. "But I'm picking up a new report just
coming in to the War Room. It seems to be saying we have a definite location for a large gathering of
Loahly Ones."

Wedl stood up straighter and looked at each other. Reports had been coming in for some time
now that the Loathly Ones had been gathering together in unusud numbers, somewhere down in South
America

"Where?' | said.

"The Nazca Plain," said Strange. “You know, that place where they have dl the big lines dug into
the ground, that make up shapes you can only see dearly from orbit, or something. Von Daniken sad
they were redly landing pads for spaceships, in his Chariots of the Gods."

"Hold everything," said Mally. “Y ouve read von Daniken?"

"Oh, aurel" said Strange. "'l love a good laugh.”

So we dl trooped graight down to the War Room, carefully not hurrying too much so as not to
draw attention to oursdves. The family watched everything the Inner Circle did with great interest, and
they did so love to gossip. If we were about to launch our firg big attack, | didn't want the information
getting out in advance. The g&ff in the War Room was more than a bit surprised to see us, as the report
on the Loahly Ones was dill coming in from our agent in the fidd, one Cdlan Drood. We had hardly any
agents out in the world at the moment, as it was hard to get anyone to volunteer without the protection of
atorc. The Droods have alot of enemies. Luckily, some of the younger members of the family were keen
to prove themsdlves, and hopefully fast-track themsdlves for one of the new torcs.

| knew Cdlan. I'd been impressed by his attitude, and his thoroughness, when | found out he led
the team searching through Truman's old samping ground under London. | suggested he might like to
volunteer for fidd work, and he jumped a the chance. Though of course he had to be sarcastic and
opinionated about it, so he could pretend held been talked into it againgt his better judgement. He didn't
want anyone to think he was a pushover. So | smiled, and sent him to South America. And now hed
been the one to find the Loathly Ones for us.

All the way down in South America. What the hdl were they doing in South America?

Cdlan's face filled one of the main digolay screens. He didn't look too happy about things, but
then he never did. His young, broad face was sunburned, his thin blond hair was plastered to his skull,
and the sweat was dripping off him. All I could see in the background was a tdl biuff face of some dark
sandstone, and a sky so blue it was amost painful to the eye.

"About time you got here," he snapped. "It's a hundred and thirty in the shade out here, and there
it any shade. Bloody unnatura heat. Soon as this briefing has finished, I'm going to go find a svimming
pool and drink it. I'm looking out over the Nazca Plain, and the Loathly Ones have been gathering down
there for the last Sx months. They're building something, out on the plain. | don't know what it is, but |
redly don't like the look of it. Local governments have been well bribed to stay away, and the whole area
is out of bounds for tourists. There are guards on dl the man approaches to turn people back and
discourage anyone from asking too many questions.”

"Can you describe this thing they're building?' said the Armourer.

"Not redly. It's big, maybe a hundred feet tal, and hdf as wide, some of it's machinery and some
of it isnt, and it makes my head hurt just to look a it. There are hundreds of Loathly Ones here,
swvarming dl over the bloody thing and adding bits to it.”

"Could be a weapon of some kind," said the Armourer.

"No, redly; you think s0?' said Calan. "And here | was, thinking it was probably the centrepiece
of a Loathly Ones theme park. Look, just get the hdl down here, okay? This whole thing is cregping me
out big-time. Bring reinforcements. And cold drinks."

"Could this new dtructure be in any way connected with the ancient lines on the plan?' sad
Penny. "And the unexpected heat?'

"Damned if | know," said Cdlan. "Nothing obvious, anyway."

"Thelines are thousands of years old,” said Penny, frowning serioudy. "Lad out in their gigantic



patterns so long ago that no one now remembers who did it, or why. They're even older than our family.”

"There may be something in the old library,” said the Armourer.

"Thelocation can't be just a coincidence,” said the Sarjeant-at-Arms. "Cdlan, are you sure there
isnt any connection?’

"Look, I'm just tdling you what | see. And | am not getting any closer for a better look. The
Loahly Ones have been attacking anyone or anything that shows up on the plain, and | like my soul
whereit is, thank you very much. If you want to know more about the lines, read your von Daniken.”

"Dont say you read im too,” said Mally.

"Of course. He has alot of good indgghts. If | didn't know better, I'd swear he was one of us™

"Thank you, Cdlan,” | sad quickly. "Keep an eye on things till we get there, and report any new
activity.”

"Remember the cold drinks."

| gestured for the communications people to shut down the display screen, and then | looked
round at the rest of my Inner Circle. "This is it. The opportunity weve been waiting for. The Loahly
Ones getting together in unprecedented numbers, and maybe building a new super-weapon? We can't
dlow thisto continue"

"I don't know about unprecedented,” the Armourer said thoughtfully. "I seem to recall something
gamilar, back in my grandfather's day...I'll have to look it up in the family records.”

"They don't normaly take over anything bigger than a amdl town,” said Penny. "And even then,
they go to great pains to hide it from the rest of the world. Thiskind of public display is out of character.”

“You mean it could be atrgp?’ sad Mally.

"I don't see how," | said. "They're right out in the open. And that thing they're building worries
me. No, welve found our firg target. Taking out a mgor gathering of the Loathly Onesis the best way to
announce to the world that we're dill in busness.”

"But we don't know enough about the Stuation,” Penny said stubbornly. "We have no idea what
it is they're building, or the dangers involved in destroying it. We don't even know for sure what defences
the Loathly Ones have put in place around it. We need more information, before we commit oursaves to
aman assault.”

"The only way well get more information isto go down there and kick the Loathly Ones around
till they tdl us what they're doing,” said the Sarjeant.

"Exactly," | sad. "We need to move now, before they finish whatever it is they're doing, and
before they redlise we know about it. So we takein a gtrike force, led by our new torcs, destroy as many
of the Loathly Ones as possible, and tear down whatever we find there. | said we were going to war
agang the Loahly Ones, and thiswill be a great beginning. Penny, tdl the family that we're ready to hand
out the firg fifty torcs. Well make a whole ceremony out of it. The new knights in armour of the Drood
family.”

"Dont you want to check the names?' said Penny.

"No," | said. "I trust your judgement. Why, is there someone on the lig you think | might object
to?"

"Jud the one," said Mally. "Harry."

"I'd have been surprised if he wasn't on the lig," | said. "He's an experienced fidd agent. And
Jamess son.”

"But you don't trust him," said Penny.

"Of course nat,” | said. "He's James's son.”

We hdd the great torc-giving ceremony in the Sanctity, celebrating the bestowing of fifty new
torcs on deserving members of the family. The Sanctity was packed from wall to wall with excited family,
ganding shoulder to shoulder. More filled the corridor outside. We had to set up vid screens, dl through
the Hall, so everyone in the family could see. This was the start of a new era for the Droods, and |
wanted everyone to fed a part of it. Even the Matriarch and her supporters were looking in, from her



auite. | checked. Strange shed his beneficent light over dl of us, and even broadcast some suitable music,
complete with trumpets and fanfaresin dl the right places.

One by one they came forward and knelt before the crimson glow, the fifty, the chosen few, the
new knights of the family, and out of nowhere slver torcs appeared around their necks. A great cheer
went up for each of the fifty names, and the family applauded them dl till everyone's hands ached. There
were smiles and tears everywhere, and much samping of feet. There was a common feding that these
torcs were specia, and these fifty men and women were specia, because they had earned their torcs.

At the end, the Inner Circle pushed me forward to say afew words. | didn't particularly want to,
but everyone there seemed to expect it of me. | got a pretty good cheer as | stepped forward, though
perhaps not as good a cheer as thefifty chosen ones got, and it quickly died awvay as | raised my hands
for quiet.

"Thisisthe sart of anew day," | said. "For the family, and for the world. No more stting around
waiting for threats, and then reacting to them. Were going to take the fight to the enemy. And we're
going to start by bringing down the Loathly Ones! | shdl lead a dtrike force againg their new base of
operations. fifty torced men and women, and two hundred volunteers, armed with dl the very best toys
the Armoury can supply. Salute these warriors! The Droods are going to war, and the Loathly Ones are
going down! Mark this day, my family, my friends. It's time to show the world that the Droods are back
intown!"

Afterwards, Mally said to me, "Whoever told you that you know how to make a speech?”

"Itsadirty job," | said. "But someone's got to do it."

We flew down to South Americain the family's private fleet of Blackhawke aircraft. Great big
black beasts of the sky, smooth and deek and driven by powerful engines we reverse engineered from an
dien garship that crash-landed in a Wiltshire fidd in 1947. Fve planes, carrying fifty men and women
with their new torcs, two hundred heavily armed volunteers, mysdf and Mally, Janissary Jane and Mr.
Stab, and Harry and Roger Morningstar. | could have done without that last addition, but Harry wouldn't
go without him. Mally and | were there because it was my plan, Janissary Jane because she'd trained
these people and knew more about fighting demons than dl the rest of us put together, and Mr. Stab
because...well, bascaly because | wanted a vicious supernaturd serid killer on my side, just in case
anything went wrong.

And | wanted to keep him close, where | could keep awatchful eye on him.

Mr. Stab hadn't joined the rest of us in the Sanctity for the bestowing of the torcs, but then |
hadn't expected him to. He wasn't what you'd cdl a socid animd. So afterwards | sent Penny to look for
him, to tdl him about the forthcoming attack on the Loathly Ones. When she didn't report back after a
reasonable time, | got just a little worried. | found a private place, locked the door, tuned the Merlin
Glass to the present, and ordered it to look in on Penny and Mr. Stab, wherever they might be. My
reflection vanished from the mirror, replaced by a view of the two of them, waking together on the
grounds. Just walking, and chatting. Penny seemed completdy at easein Mr. Stab's company, even after
I'd gone out of my way to warn her about what he was, and what held done. Thar voices came to me
quite clearly.

"I wouldn't have thought you were the fresh ar and wide-open spaces type" said Penny. "l had
you marked down as atown mouse.”

"I prefer it out here)” said Mr. Stab.

"Is the room weve given you not comfortable enough?'

"I've known many rooms, down the years"" said Mr. Stab. He kept his gaze sraght ahead, not
looking a Penny. "All pretty much the same. Just places to stay, for a while, before I'm forced to move
on again. These days | carry alittle notebook, to remind me of where I'm saying and what name I'm
currently usng. No home for me; not anymore. Just another of the many humen things | had to give up, to



be what | am. My room here is perfectly adequate. Even luxurious. But no; I'm not comfortable here, in
the Hall. I'm not alowed to murder, you see, and | find that very trying. It goes agangt my nature. It
grinds againgt my soul, until 1 can't see anything but blood. And that's why | spend as much time as
possible on your extengive grounds, away from. . .temptation.”

"I don't think I've ever heard you say so much at onetime" said Penny. “Y ou're a very interesting
mean, Mr. Stab."

He looked at her for the firg time. "Y ou're not scared of me?'

"I'm a Drood,” sad Penny. "It takes a lot to scare us. And anyway, youll be off to South
America soon, to fight the Loathly Ones. Therell be killing enough then to satiy anyone, even you."

"It's not the same," said Mr. Stab. "I have to murder, to tear the flesh and saill the blood, to see
the suffering intheir eyes. It'swhat | do. It'sdl | have”

"And you aways kill women?'

"Yes. Because it's the only form of intimecy | can ever know now. My punishment and my
reward.”

"Isit true...Have you redly done dl the things they say you have?'

"Oh yes" sad Mr. Stab. "All that, and more. Make no mistake, Penny; | have done terible
things and gloried in them. | have thrust my arms deep into the guts of horror, and brought them out
dripping red up to the elbows. They cdled me Jack the Ripper, and | was. The things | did, to poor
Marie Kely, in that smdl shuttered room ... | opened her up like a book, and read her secrets. | sent the
press a letter, once, and gave them my address. From Hdl, it said. And that was just the beginning.”

"And you... have to kill? Y ou're driven to murder?'

“Ves"

"Then...if you don't have any choice, it isn't redly your fault, isit?'

“Yesitis, Penny. | killed those 9x women of my own free will, savouring the agony and terror in
their dying eyes, breething in ther last exhdations like the fines wines. And if this particular form of
immortdity isn't quite what | thought | was buying with my ceremony of daughter, it's the Hel | earned
for the evil | did, back in that unseasonably warm autumn of 1888."

"But you havent killed anyone here)" said Penny.

"I gave my word," said Mr. Stab. "But it won't last. It never does."

"Thisis a new place. Youve never known anywhere like Drood Hdl. All kinds of things are
possible here. Even redemption. Come back to the Hal with me. And just maybe ... | can show you that
you're stronger than you think you are.”

He looked at her for along moment. “This can only end badly, Penny."

"I don't believe that," said Penny. "I've never bdieved that." | watched through the mirror as she
casudly dipped an arm through his and led him back across the grest grassy lawns, to the Hall.

| mugt have been frowning in my seat on the plane, because Mally dug me in the ribs with her
elbow. "What's up, swestie? Afraid of flying?"

"No, it's not that. | was jud...thinking."

"Wdl stop frowning like that; youll get lines You know, this redly is some plane, Eddie. I've
flown firg class on dl the best arlines, on faked tickets of course, but never anything to maich this. Redly
comfortable chairs, plenty of leg room...and it hardly seems like we're moving. I'll bet the US presdent
doesn't have it this good, on Air Force One."

| had to amile a her enthusiasm. | was pretty excited mysdf. I'd never been dlowed out of the
country before. Never been on a plane before. | kept looking out the window to make sure it was redl.
And yet...there was something in the ar in the long cabin, an amosphere of tenson and anticipation.
Torced and untorced family members sat Sde by sde, not taking much, trying to pretend they were
reeding the books or magazines they'd brought with them. The Blackhawke's augmented engines would
get usto our destination in under two hours, but that was more than enough time for everyone to think of
everything that could go wrong. | was no different. This was the family'sfirst big military operation since |



took control and changed everything. We had to win this one. For dl kinds of reasons.

| wondered what | was going to do, about Penny and Mr. Stab. It's always the bad boy that
makes a girl's heart beat that little bit faster.

Asif | didn't have enough to worry aboui.

By the time wed crossed the South American continent and descended over the Nazca Plain,
we'd dl got over the novety of flying in a plane, and were more than ready for a little action. Mally had
trouble getting her head around the fact that because the torcs made us invisble to al forms of detection,
it meant the planes we travelled in were essentidly invisble too. There wasn't a radar ingdlation or spy
sadlite anywhere that could detect our presence, even for a moment.

"Look, trus me" | sad findly. "No one knows were here, no one knows were coming.
Compared to us, sedth bombers are painted bright pink, with big neon 9gns on them saying, Hello,
sailor; come and get me! Our only worry isavoiding other aircraft, because we won't show up on their
radar. We're saying wel above dl the usud commercid flight paths, but there's dways the chance of
bumping into some secret military job, or even the occasond UFO."

"Hold everything,” said Mally. "UFOs, as in flying saucers? Close encounters of the extremely
unlikdy kind, where they stick things up your bottom? Redly?"

"Not as such,” | said. "But there are a hundred and thirty-seven different dien species currently
running around on Planet Earth that we know of. Most of them we keep in line through various
long-established treaties and agreements; others we just step on hard now and again, to remind them not
to make waves. But there are dways a few Unidentified Objects zipping through the stratosphere, on
their own inscrutable business, and they can be a damned nuisance sometimes.”

"Red diens..." sad Mally. "That is so cool!"

| had to smile "You don't have any trouble that were on our way to dap down a bunch of
soul-egting demons, but the thought of diens gets you dl excited?’

"That's different,” Mally said stubbornly. "I just don't tend to bump into diensin my line of work.
All 1 know is magic. Vampires, werewolves, ghouls, and necromancers, no problems. Ded with them
every day. But most of what | know of diens comes from Ridley Scott's Alien and John Carpenter's The
Thing. Tdl methat is not representative of mogt diens, please. There must be some like ET?

"Would you rather have the truth, or a comforting lie?" | said.

"Oh, shut up. Are we nearly there yet?'

We landed at a private arfidd, far avay from anywhere dvilised that might ask awkward
questions about things like passports and visas. The family owns or leases such places in countries dl
over the world, for just such occasions as this. (Through a series of conceding fdse names and cutouts,
of course) We dl filed off the Blackhawkes, and the hegt hit us like a hammer. The sun was directly
overhead in a cloudless sky, and my skin actudly smarted just from the impact of the sudden hest. |
armoured up immediatdy, in the interests of self-preservation. The family didn't need a strike force |leader
with sunstroke. All the other torced Droods immediately followed suit, leaving the rest of the strike force
looking digtinctly mutinous. Mally worked a quick but subtle magic, and after that it was dways shade
wherever they happened to be stlanding.

Mr. Stab, Roger Morningstar, and Janissary Jane didn't seem to notice the heat at dl. They'd
endured much worse, in ther time.

| had a quick chat with the guy running the airfidd for us, an old rogue with a dark, wrinkled face
who'd served the family wdl and loydly for many years. And would continue to do o, as long as the
money kept coming. My armour didn't throw him at dl; he'd seen it before. Though he did compliment
me on my new colour scheme. | asked him what he knew about the unusua business down on the Nazca
Aan, and he told me what he could, in excdlent English.

It seemed foreigners had been coming to the plain in smal groups for severd months now. All



nationdities, dl types, but not the usud tourists. These were strange people, even for foreigners, taking
and acting oddly, though he found it hard to be specific about what bothered him about them. As though
they were always thinking of something else, was the best he could manage. They bought many things
inthe surrounding towns, and aways paid cash. The locd merchants loved them, and hoped they'd stay
forever. When | pressed him on what these strangers had been buying, he saidd mostly technology,
off-the-shef suff and specia orders, and an extraordinary amount of livestock. All kinds. Presumably for
daughtering, since none of the foreigners professed any interest in farming, and they bought far more than
they could ever hope to est.

| thanked him and dipped him a little extra for his trouble, just to cement friendly relations. |
didn't need to worry that he might talk about us, he knew better than to talk about Drood business. Hed
helped bury the previous arrfidd owner after he got a hit too takative. No one betrays the Droods and
lives to boast of it.

Janissary Jane got the expeditionary force sorted out into squads and loaded onto the flegt of
jeeps the owner had provided, and we set off on the long, hard journey to the Nazca Plains. There was
no scenery and no road, just an endless jolting ride across a sullen, empty desert under a baking sun. The
trip seemed to last forever, but findly we came to a hdt at the base of a diff overlooking the plain. We
disembarked from the jeeps, did a certain amount of Sretching and samping our feet, and then we
climbed the steep rise dl the way to the top and looked out over the plain. Cdlan Drood was waiting for
us there, looking very sunburned, and extremely pissed off that we hadn't brought any cold drinks with
us. Moally conjured him up an iced bottle of Peps, and he drank it so fast he gave himsdf a headache.

| looked down a what the Loathly Ones were doing on the Nazca Plain. From this height they
looked like ants, swvarming around and over the huge structure that rose up from the heavily lined and
grooved stone plan like a single dien skyscraper. It had to be three hundred feet tdl now, a strange and
unearthly mixture of styles and materiads. Its shape made no sense a dl. My mind couldn't seem to cope
with the unexpected dimendons and digtortions. Just looking a it made my eyes hurt. Cdlan came
forward to join me,

"It's better if you look at it for just a few moments at a time. I'm pretty sure we're looking at
something that exigts in more than three spatid dimensions, and what we see is only our minds trying to
make sense of it. Don't ask me what the hel itis, or what it's for, but the Loathly Ones are dl over it, dl
day and dl night, ingde and out. There's a Sngle opening at the base, and a lot of what goes in never
comes out again. | get the feding it's dmogt finished. The pace of work has accelerated in the lagt twelve
hours, like they're fighting a deadline. Where are my cold drinks? | was promised cold drinks. And I'd
better get atorc out of this. I've spent weeks out here, dodging the bastards' patrols. Very heavily armed
patrols, | might add. They kill anyone who gets too close, even dearly harmless tourists, whether they've
Seen anything or not.”

| gestured for him to shut up, and he did. My slver mask dlowed me to zoom in on the towering
edifice down on the plan, so | could sudy detalls as though | was right on top of them. The dien
dructure struck me as much as a mechine as a building, designed to do ... something, but the more |
looked, the less sense it made. It didn't take me long to discover what they'd been doing with so much
livestock. The Loathly Ones had incorporated bits of them into the structure. Parts of the tower were
dearly technologicd, evenif | couldn't identify it, but other parts were just as dearly organic. Living flesh,
whole organs, bloody guts and connective tissues, even entire brains and heads. All dive, mantained as
part of the functioning structure. 1'd never seen anything like it before, and I've seen my share of dien and
other-dimensiond technology.

Janissxry Jane came forward to stand on my other side, and | described what | was seeing to
her. She nodded dowly.

"I have seen...something like this, before. It's not a hdlgate. Not as such. Bt it's definitdy a
gateway of some kind."

"So they're planning to open a door to somewhere dse" said Mally, joining us to show she
wasn't going to be left out of things. "Maybe they've heard you declared war on them, Eddie, and they're
running for home while they've dill got the chance.”



"A nice thought, but no,” | said. "They were building thislong before | took control of the family.”

"And | don't think this was designed just to open a gateway to Outsde" Janissary Jane sad
dowly. "It looks more like it's desgned to summon...something, from Outside, and bring it through into
our world."

"Reinforcements?' said Mally. "More Loathly Ones?"

"No," sad Janissary Jane. "With the power this thing uses, it would have to be something more
powerful ...something far worse than the Loathly Ones.”

"Something worse?' said Cdlan. "What could be worse than soul-egting demons?’

"Stick around,” | said. "If we don't shut this thing down before they can open ther gateway, you
might just find out.”

"l want to go home" said Cdlan. "I hate it here." Mally produced another iced bottle of Peps for
him, and he wandered off to kick moodily at the unyidding ground.

We dl took turns to peer over the edge of the diff and study the movements of the tiny figures
scurrying around down below. There were hundreds of them, men and women and even some children,
scrambling dl over the huge structure with no regard for their own safety. Heat haze muddied the air
between us and them, even with the help of the Slver masks, but the extreme temperatures didn't seem to
bother the Loathly Ones at dl.

No one was obvioudy in charge, no orders were given, but they al seemed to know exactly
whet to do. When | zoomed in on any particular individud worker, the strangeness of them hit me hard.
They didn't move like humans move, and ther faces were blank. Sometimes they would dl move a once,
in perfect precison, like flocking birds. There was nothing human Ieft in them but their shapes; everything
else had been driven out by the Loathly Ones.

Thiswas dl new to Mr. Stab, and he insgsted on having it dl explained to him. So | did my best
to give him the short verson.

The Loathly Ones come from somewhere dse, Outside of space and time as we understand
them. They have no physcd presence in our world, so to survive here they have to invade a body,
mentdly as wel as physcaly. Preferably human, but not aways. When a Loathly One invades, or infects,
ahumen body it eats or corrupts or drives out the soul, opinions differ, and inhabits the remaining husk.
Which soon burns out from the unbearable stresses and drains the new owner puts on it. But even after
the body dies, and dowly decays, it ill goes on, driven by the unearthly energies of the Loathly One.
Until the body findly fals apart, and then the Loathly One goes looking for a new host. We cdl the
infected humans drones. Bascdly, they're zombies driven by an dien will, for dien purposes.

They destroy lives, and eat souls. And the family brought them here, for its own purposes. We
should have known they'd get out of control.

"Sometimes they take over whole towns” said Harry unexpectedly. "They start with one family,
and then take over the entire community, house by house. When they've taken control of everyone, they
force the town out of our redity and into some kind of pocket dimension, hidden from human detection.
Then they use this hidden base to launch attacks on adjoining towns. Luckily they dways give themsdves
away by being too greedy. The family wipes these towns out as fast as we find them.

"I was involved in one such deansing, afew years back. It wasin France, down in the Bordeaux
region. They cdl such towns ghoulvilles The loca authorities sent out a cdl for help after they stumbled
across one during a routine missng persons investigation. | was the nearest fidd agent, so | took the cal.
Joined up with a French demon specidist; Mdlorie, her name was. A bit bookish, but she knew her
business. The Armourer whipped up a dimendond key and shipped it out to us by the usud unnaturd
express route. And Mdlorie and | led a French specid forces unit into the ghoulville™

He stopped for a moment, remembering. His face was cdm, reflective, but his eyes were
haunted.

"Terrible place. Every nightmare you've ever had. The light was fierce, dmost too bright for
humaen eyes to bear. The gravity fluctuated, and directions seemed to switch back and forth when you
weren't looking. The ar was bardy breathable, and it stank of blood and offd and rot. We'd come in
hoping to find someone to rescue, but it soon became clear we were too late. There were men and



women and even children dl over the ghoulville, but dl of them were infected. The Loathly Ones had
egten thar souls. The children were the worst. They tried to hide what they were, to trick us into getting
too close, but they had no idea how to act like children.

"They attacked us. Not even trying to act like humans anymore. They came running from every
direction, flaling their ams like retarded children. Came at us with dl kinds of wegpons, with bare hands,
and even bared teeth. We killed them dl. Shot them down, cut them down, stamped their lying faces into
the bloody ground. Something about them, human but not human, something that used to be human but
was now hopeesdy corrupted, drove usdl crazy. We killed and killed, up one street and down the next,
kicking corpses out of the way, till the gutters ran thick with blood. Some tried to surrender, but it was
just atrick, to let them get close to us.

"When we were finished, we burned the town down. Left nothing standing. It took us hours, to
be sure we'd got dl of them. We searched dl the houses, sometimes dragging them out of hiding places
under gtairs, or in the backs of wardrobes. By the end, as we tramped back out of the burning ghoulville,
and back to our own world, even hardened French ex-paratroopers were weegping openly. Sometimes
... | dream I'm 4ill back there, and dwayswill be."

He looked around. We were dl ligening intently. He'd dropped his armour so we could dl see
his face while he talked, but now he armoured up again, becoming a faceless slver satue. As though he
could keep out the memories that ill haunted him.

"So when we get down there," he said, "remember; they may look like people, but they're not.
They're demons. Kill them for what they've done. And for what they make us do, to put things right
agan."

The waiching Droods nodded, and murmured quietly to each other, hefting their wespons. Mr.
Stab was dill looking down at the plain, apparently unmoved by what held heard. But | liked Hairy rather
better, for hearing what he'd been through. And | even liked Roger Morningstar a little more, when he
put an am around Harry's slver shoulders, to comfort him.

"S0," sad Mr. Stab, dill not looking around. "The infected humans are drones. And that thing
down thereis... 7'

"Anest,” | said. "And we're the exterminators.”

"Splendid," said Mr. Stab. "When do we gart?'

Janissary Jane split us up into the arranged squads, with designated team leaders. Every group
hed some torced Droods, to lead the charge and, hopefully, soak up some of the initid punishment. She
gave us a brief refresher talk on tactics, which bascdly boiled down to Don't bunch up. Don't get
separated. Kill everything down there that isn't us and Destroy that thing they're building before
they can get it working. There were no lagt-minute questions, no discussons or dropouts. We were dl
ready for action. Mally cdled up the el sheld been working on snce we got there, and a great wind
arose, picked usdl up surprisngly gently, and carried us down the side of the diff to deposit us safdly on
the Nazca Hlan.

Wedl started running the moment we hit the ground, heading draight for the towering structure
before us. The drones saw us coming and dropped everything to run sraight at us, blocking the way with
their bodies. Noises came from their distorted mouths, but there was nothing human in the sound. Some
hed improvised weapons, mogt just had bare hands, with fingers curled like claws. There was no emation
in thelr faces, or no emotion we could read, and they bared ther teeth like animds They werent even
trying to pretend at being human anymore. They saw the armoured forms leading the charge and knew
we were Droods.

More of them came running, from every direction. Men, women, children, even some animds.
The Loathly Ones aren't fussy about what they possess. It's dl flesh to them. But even as our first squads
dammed into the firgt wave of drones, even more came swarming out of the single opening at the base of
the towering structure. More and more and more of them, far more than the structure should have been
able to contain. Ingtead of the hundreds of drones we'd been expecting, suddenly there were thousands



of them. Maybe hundreds of thousands. ..and gill more and more came running and howling out onto the
plain from the angle opening.

Thefighting had bardly begun, and dready we were hopdesdy outnumbered. But | couldn't cdl
for a retreat. 1'd committed us to this assault. We had to go on, and we had to win, before the Loahly
Ones could open their gateway. Our two forces tore into each other, slver figs beating down inhumen
faces, but dready aterrible sense of hopelessness was seeping through me.

There were just S0 many of them...

The drones hit us hard, dl of them supernaturdly strong from the dien energies burning within
their stolen, dead, or dying bodies. They threw themseaves upon the firg torced Droods, trying to bowl
them over through sheer force of numbers. When tha didn't work, they dung on to siver ams, clasped
slver legs, trying to force them off baance and drag them down. The armoured Droods stood firm,
griking about them with their slver fists. Human skulls smashed and splintered under the terrible force of
these blows, necks snapped, and heads were torn right off bodies. The armoured Droods broke backs
and ams and legs, smashed in chests, and stamped on heads. Blood and guts flew on the air, and ran in
streams down gleaming Slver armour. Dozens of drones died in the first few moments of the battle, but
the sheer mass of numbers soaked up the momentum of our charge, and dl too soon we were stopped
dead in our tracks. Killing and killing, but making no progress.

The Droods without armour opened up with the wegpons the Armourer had provided.
Heavy-duty hand cannon, grenade launchers, and even pointing bones and curse throwers. The drones
fdl in ranks as the guns raked back and forth, mowing them down, but there were dways more drones,
pressng forward, forcing ther way past the beleaguered armoured Droods. We hit the drones with
everything we had, and it wasn't enough. They didn't care about the damage they took. They fdt no pain
or fear or horror. A hundred could dig, if it meant one would get through to kill.

All our plans and tectics disappeared, replaced by a brute sruggle to survive. The squads were
overrun or forced apart, and it was everyone for themsdves. Most of the unarmoured Droods were
dragged down and daughtered in the first few minutes, overwhelmed by the sheer numbers, by drones
who ran uncaring into the face of their weapons. Droods died screaming under flalling fists, hands like
caws, and stabbing, dubbing weapons. | could hear them dl around me, their human screams mixed in
with the inhuman howling of the drones.

And then, impossibly, even the armoured Droods began to fdl, as the drones brought strange
and unnaturd weapons out of the towering structure. Some armoured Droods just disappeared,
teleported God knew where whenever one drone pointed a shimmering piece of tech at them. Some
Droods fdl victim to howling energy blades that ghosted right through the sllver armour to cut up the flesh
indde. And one corpse with radiation burns and glowing eyes stamped through the chaos, somehow
unsaying the Words that activated the armour, so that it just disappeared back into the collar, leaving the
owner dazed and hdpless and vulnerable,

Mr. Stab appeared out of nowhere and cut that drone's throat with along shining scalpel.

| ended up fighting Side by side, and then back to back, with Madlly Metcalf. Drones came at us
from every direction, sometimes with wegpons and sometimes without. | fired my Colt Repeater agan
and again, picking off drone after drone with my gun that never missed and never ran out of bullets, but
soon they were too close, vaulting over the bodies of the fdlen to get a me. | put the gun away, grew
slver spikes on my gleaming figts, and waded into them with dl the terrible strength and speed my armour
gave me. | struck them down, and they fdl broken and bloody before me. | ripped the faces from their
heads, smashed ther skulls, broke their bones, and stamped them underfoot when they fdl. | picked
them up and used them as living flailswith which to beat the enemy. Blood and gore streamed down my
gleaming armour, unable to find a hold. | stamped and spun, gtriking out with impossible speed. | formed
my slver hands into cutting blades and thrust and hacked, butchering everything that came within reach.
And dill there seemed no end to them.

They beat at mewith their hands, and their weapons, and none of them could touch me. But the
drones with the terrible weapons were drawing dowly, inexorably, closer.

Mally was hitting them with every offendve magic she knew, chanting and cursing at the top of



her voice. Drones were transformed into helpless things, and trampled underfoot. Sometimes their shapes
just collapsed, and then ran away like muddy water. She cdled down lightning bolts from the sky, cdled
up fire from sudden cracks in the hard ground, caled sorm winds to blow them away. Strange forces
crackled on the air before her, incinerating anything that came too close. But her voice was cracking from
the grain, and | knew she wouldn't be able to keep this up for long. Magic takes its toll, and even her
hoarded energies wouldn't last long &t this rate.

| looked around during a brief Iul in the fighting. | could hear Mally coughing and hacking
panfully behind me. All my unarmored Droods were down, dead. Slaughtered, for dl ther fine training.
About a dozen armoured Droods were ill fighting, striding dowly through the chaos, gtriking down their
enemies. Idands in a sea of death. Janissary Jane had been right dl dong. | didn't need warriors. |
needed an army.

Mr. Stab strode degantly through the madness, no blood gaining his fine clothes. He cut and
dashed with dmaogt inhuman grace and precision, killing everything that came within reach, and none of
the drones could touch him. He was protected by forces far worse then theirs. He stalked the battlefied
like a harsh Victorian god of war, amiling aterrible, happy amile, completey a home in Hell.

Roger Morningstar fought side by side with an armoured form | could only assume was Harry.
Ferce flames burned dl around them, consuming every drone they touched. Roger was amiling too.
Harry fought well, with short, controlled, bruta movements, striking down the drones with dmost dinicd
precison. Likeit was just ajob he happened to be extremdy good at.

And Janissary Jane cut a bloody path through the railing crowds with her infamous old sword,
unstoppablein her cold and terrible fury. The greatest demon killer who ever lived.

She fought her way over to join Mally and me. | was wringing with sweet insde my armour,
exhausted and running on fumes. My arms ached from so much effort, and my back was killing me. The
armour can perform wonders, but | have to work it. And yet Hill | fought on, determined not to fal for as
long as Mally needed me. Reduced to that, and no more. Janissary Jane ydled into my slver mask.

"It's the tower!" she shouted over the roar of battle. "Something's happening! | can fed it! | think
the gateway's opening!"

| clubbed down the nearest drones and turned to look. She wasright. | could fed it too. A great
light was shining out of the sngle opening, and more sprang from a hundred openings in the jagged Sides
of the huge dtructure. The air distorted and rippled dl around it, and it was nothing to do with heat haze. |
could sense if not see the gateway opening behind the tower, a great and growing circle, like a black
aun...and on the other Sde of that opening...Something unbearably huge and awful and terribly aware.
Pressng inexorably againg the weskening barrier that was the only thing keeping it out of our amdl and
terribly vulnerable world. Something so big | couldn't even grasp the shape or nature of it. Like God
waking angry in the world...

Whatever the Loathly Ones had summoned, it was here, waiting for the gateway to fully open,
and then it would come through and do horrible, unspeakable things to us. Just because it could.

Something far worse than the Loathly Ones could ever hope to be.

| looked quickly around me. | counted ten armoured Droods dill standing. | cdled to them
through the armour.

"Gt to the base of the structure! Everyone grab a part of it and bring the bloody thing down!”

| turned to Moally. She was swaying on her feet, blood running from her nose and mouth, and
even leaving bloody tear tracks on her cheeks. Her body was bresking down under the srains she was
putting on it, to channel her desperate magics. She looked at me, trying to work her mouth, but her eyes
were vague. | yeled her name, grabbed her shoulder with my slver hand, and squeezed till she winced.
Comprehension came back into her face.

"We have to get to the base of the structure, quickly! Mally! Can you clear us a path?"

"I'm tired, Eddie. So tired..."

"Can you do it?"

She glaed a me. “Yed Yes, | can doit! I'm Mally Metcdf, dammit. But you'd better be right
about this, Eddie..."



She thrugt one arm in the direction of the towering structure, and just like that every drone
between us and it exploded into bloody gobbets. | made a mentd note never to get Mally redly med a
me, grabbed her arm, and we ran for the tower down the narrow aide sheld opened. Aides had opened
up between dl the other armoured Droods and the tower, and they were running too. We raced across
the cracked stone ground, while the drones recovered their senses and ran to fill the gaps. We smashed
them out of the way, knocked them over, and ran them down, racing for the tower. We dl got to the
base of the huge structure, and | ydled for dl the armoured Droods to grab onto anything that looked
substantid or load-bearing. Madlly and Janissary Jane, Mr. Stab and Roger Morningstar worked hard to
keep the drones back, as we dl took hold of the tower and ripped its underpinnings out.

For along moment nathing happened. The tower was huge, and there were only deven of us ...
but we were Droods, and we had the incredible strength of the armour on our side. We ripped the
support right out from under the tower, and brought the bloody thing down.

It roared and screamed like aliving thing, and explosions ran through its shape like a dring of
firecrackers. New lights shone from a thousand new openings, while cracks ran up and down the
exterior. Shudders ran through the whole haght and width of it, and pieces started fdling away. It
swayed upon its crippled base, and then, dowly, the whole greet length of it nodded forward and fell,
dretching out across the great stone plain. Samming down like the hand of God.

The gateway closed. Gone, just like that, and with it dl traces of the terrible thing on the other
gde. The tower dmog lesurdy measured its length dong the plain, and shattered into a million pieces as
it hit. Most of the drones were crushed underneath it, and the few who survived turned and ran in a
hundred directions. | let them go. | was busy hanging onto Mally, who was protecting usdl with a Imple
force fidd, usng the last of her strength. When it was findly over, only fifteen of us were left sanding.
Mally dung on to me, trembling in every limb, and | held her to me, only our shared strength keeping us
on our feet. Roger Morningstar was holding Harry. Janissary Jane was on the radio to Cdlan and his
people, left behind on the diff, ydling for him to bring down transport for us. We had to gather up our
fdlen and get them out of here before the authorities arrived. The nine Droods dropped their armour;
they dl looked dazed and shell-shocked. Mr. Stab stared around him at the massed hegps of the dead,
and smiled.

Hary let go of Roger and limped over to confront me. Behind the impassve slver mask, his
voice was cold and harsh.

"We stopped the gateway opening. We brought down the tower and killed most of the Loahly
Ones. But was it worth it, Eddie? Look a how few of us are left! Everyone dse is dead! This was a
debacle, a disaster. We've never log this many family in a sngle operation in the whole higtory of our
family! All so you could play the hero, one more time. When we get back, Il make sure everyone knows
thiswas dl your fault!"

"Of course you will, Harry," | said tiredly. "That's what you do. Go running to the Matriarch, like
the good little toady you are. See what good it does you."

"If you hadn't taken away everyone's torcs, most of those people would 4ill be divel”

“Yes. You're probably right there.”

“Y ou should have given everyone new torcs. Not just the ones you trusted to support you."

| didn't say anything. What could | say? He was right.

Harry turned his back on me and waked away. Mdlly findly let go of me and pulled something
out of a hidden pocket.

"I found this, in the wreckage of the tower. It's so full of potentid magic, it dl but shouted a me.
Y ou recognise it?'

| turned it over and over dowly inmy hands. It was an amulet of some kind, deeply etched with
Kandarian symboals. | could only trandate one word.

"Invaders” | sad.

"Wonderful," said Mally. "The Martians are coming.”

"No," | sad, too tired even to smile "I'm pretty sure this was part of the summoning spdl. An
invocation, to bring through...whatever that was we stopped. Except...this is very definitdy plurd.



Invaders...Not just one.”

"I may puke" said Mally. "All we went through, just to stop one...what?'

"Something from Outside," | said. "An invason force, of something far worse than soul-eaters.
Move over. | think | want to puke too."

"Invaders,” said Mally. "Cdled by the Loathly Ones. Does that mean...more nests, more towers,
somewhere dsein the world?’

"Almogt certainly,” | said. "Maybe in every country in the world. This was just the beginning.”

"God, you can be ared paninthe arse sometimes” said Mally.

"Comeswith the job," | said. "Let's go home."

CHAPTER EIGHT Family Matters

We came home in the Blackhawkes. Those wonderful, deek, and slent planes. Nothing wrong
with them. Completely untouched. But they seemed so terribly empty, carrying just the few of us home.
With only eeven torced Droods left, we had to spread oursdves out across the planes, so we could fly
undetected through foreign airspaces, above a world that didn't even know what we'd saved it from.
None of the other Droods would even look a me as we climbed aboard our separate planes. Madlly sat
beside medl the way back, holding my hand, taking softly to me, but | couldn't tel you a sngle thing she
sad. All 1 could think of ... was what we were carrying in the cargo holds of the planes. All the dead
Droods.

The news went ahead of us. Bad news dways does. When the Blackhawkes findly touched
down on the landing fidd behind the Hal, it seemed like the whole family had come out to watch. And
when | and the terribly few survivors of my firg disastrous misson descended from the planes, we did so
to utter slence. To ranks of shocked faces and condemning eyes. | could have fobbed them off, told
them thered be an offidd statement later. Could have walked right through them and gone insde. But |
didnt. | stood and waited with everyone dse, as the bodies were unloaded from the cargo holds.

We hadn't been able to recover them dl. Most of the bodies on the plan were either crushed into
pulp by the faling tower, or so messed up from the fighting we couldn't tdl who was who, or what was
what. Some had been reduced to jugt bits and pieces. So we just brought back the heads. We spent
hours under the hot sun, digging through the wreckage and sorting through the carnage, the blood and the
offd, and the stench, but in the end we brought less than hdf of the family home. The weatching crowd
made soft, shocked noises as the fird bodies appeared. They'd never seen so many dead Droods before.
No one had. Such a tragedy, such aloss of lifein one operation, was unprecedented. Some people cried
out at the dght of familiar faces, broken and disfigured and smeared with dried blood. Some people
meade to rush forward, but the Sarjeant-at-Arms was there with his people, to keep order. Family dignity
must be maintained at dl times

The family doctors and nurses soon ran out of stretchers, even though they were dropping the
bodies off in the mortuary and returning as fast as they could. So when the sretchers ran out, they
improvised with tables and trolleys and other fla surfaces. For the bits and parts of bodies, and the
severed heads, the doctors loaded them into black plastic garbage bags, to be sorted out later. The
crowd didnt like that, but the decision had been made to get the bodies off the planes and out of sght as
quickly as possible. It wasn't my decison. | was too numb to think of anything except how badly I'd
screwed up. No, someone in the Inner Circle had thought ahead, and made the decison for me. How
very thoughtful of them. Though of course, this wasn't to spare my fedings, but the family's

| stood in the shadow of my plane and made mysdf watch slently until every last body had been
carried into the Hall. Brought home, at last. That was my duty, and my penance. Mally stood beside me
the whole time, ill holding my hand. | held onto her like a drowning man, dutching her hand so hard |
mus have hurt her, but she never made a sound. | never said athing, not even when my family looked a
mewith hot teary eyes and cold judgementa faces. What could | say, except I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.



As the last few stretchers and the lagt few plagtic bags disappeared insde, Mally findly sirred
and leaned in close to me. "Don't you have any body bags?' she sad quietly. "For disasters and
emergencies like this?'

"Theres never been a disaster like this before,” | said. "We never needed body bags, because
we never logt this many people.”

"We didn't lose the battle” said Molly. "We destroyed the Loathly Ones nest, and ther tower.
We stopped the Bad Thing from coming through. Hell, we saved the world, Eddie.”

"If thisisa victory, I'd hate to see a defedt,” | sad. "Whatever temporary success we achieved,
we paid for with our dearest blood. Those people followed me into battle because they bdieved in me.
They were the chosen ones, who'd earned thair place through merit, and hard work. | promised them
victory and glory, and a chance to be heroes. This... This was supposed to be a demonsration of Drood
power. No one was supposed to get hurt. Now mogt of those brave souls are gone, and the family will
seem more vulnerable than ever.”

"S0...what are you going to do?' said Mally.

"I have no choice anymore. Every Drood must have a torc, and the armour that goes with it.
Whether | think they can be trusted or not. The family must be protected. If need be, even from me and
my stupid idess.”

"Dont!" Madlly said sharply. "Don't start doubting your own judgement, just because one bettle
went againg you. You did everything right. There was no way you could have known about dl those
other demons, hidden insgde the tower."

She broke off as Harry strode over to confront me. He held his head high, griding like a soldier,
his every move full of the arrogance of the utterly self-judtified. He knew dl the family was weatching. He
dammed to a hdt right in front of me, struck a condemnatory pose, and raised his voice so everyone
could hear.

"Thisisdl your fault, Edwin. All of it. | told you your attack force wasn't big enough. | told you
we dl needed torcs, if we were to defeat the Loathly Ones. But no, you wouldn't ligen. You knew best.
You just had to prove yoursdf as leader. And now, because of you, because of your pride and
arrogance, dl those good men and women are dead. Sacrificed on the dtar of your ambition!”

"Nice speech, Harry," | said. "Been practicing it al the way home, have you? | had to go with the
information | had. None of this could have been predicted. We've never faced anything like this before.”

"Jugt what | would have expected from you," said Harry. "Excused Face facts, Eddie; you're just
not up to the job. You never were. Even as a fidd agent, you were deemed so second-rate you were
never dlowed outside London! If you had any red pride, if you redly cared about what was best for the
family, you'd step down and let someone more qudified take over."

"Got someonein mind, have you, Harry?' | said. “Y oursdlf, perhagps?’

"Typicd of you, Eddie, to try and make this about persondities”” Harry said grandly. "I don't
want to lead this family; | just want you gone. The Matriarch knew dl about you. Knew you werent to
be trusted with anything that redly mattered. That's why she let you run away from home, because you
wouldn't be missed. We should have hunted you down like any other rogue.”

"I was never arogue! | worked for the family!" | stepped forwards, my hands denching into figs.

"Dont," Mally said quickly. "It's what he wants."

"Yes, ligen to your better hdf," said Harry, sheering openly now. "You showed your true colours
when you shacked up with her. When you had the sheer nerve to bring the infamous Mally Metcdf into
our home, the bitch in hegt of the wild woods!"

| hit him hard, right in the mouth. He staggered backwards, but didn't go down. The watching
crowd made a series of shocked noises, but no one moved. They were dl waiting to see what would
happen next, and their eyes were very bright. Harry turned his face, so they could dl see the blood on his
mouth and chin, and then he armoured up. The Siver armour swept over him in a moment, and he stood
tdl and proud before the family, like an avatar of vengeance. 1'd done what he wanted. Hed goaded me
into loang my temper, and driking him first. He'd had a long time to plan dl this on the way back, to
work out just how to manipulate me before the family. | knew dl that, knew | was playing his game, and



| didn't care. | needed to hit someone, and Harry would do judt fine. | armoured up, and we stepped
forward to face each other, both of us reflected in the other's armour.

"Come on," said Harry. "Show me what youve got. Show me dl the dirty tricks you used to
murder my father."

"Loveto," | said. | raised my hands, and long, slver cutting blades grew out of my fids.

"Stop thid" said the Armourer, forcing hisway forward through the crowd. "Stop this right now,
both of you! Sarjeant-at-Arms, do your duty, dammit!"

Then, and only then, the Sarjeant came forward to separate us. The Armourer was quickly there
too, damming a liver-spotted hand flat againg my Slver chest, and glaing fiercdy into my featureess
slve mask. The Sarjeant looked a Harry, and of course Harry immediatdy armoured down. Like a
good little boy, a respectful member of the family. Hed played me, right from the start. He'd never
expected to actudly have to fight. He knew someone would step in to stop it. What mattered was that
hed made me look bad in front of the whole family. He flashed me a brief triumphant smile, and then
strode off into the Hal, dong with the Sarjeant-at-Arms. Probably to make his report to the Matriarch.
No one actudly applauded him, but there was a generd murmur of support within the crowd.

| armoured down, and nodded shamefacedly to the Armourer. He growled something under his
bresth and shook his head.

"Get ingde, boy. The Stuation's beyond saving here"

| looked around me at the watching family. It wasn't that long ago they'd gathered together to
cheer my name, as the family's saviour. And now they looked a melike | was some kind of war crimind.
It wasn't just thet 1'd logt a battle. 1'd disgppointed them by not being their perfect hero after al. | took
out the Merlin Glass, shook it out to ful sze, and stepped through into the Armoury. Mally and the
Armourer hurried through after me, and | shut the Glass down again. The weght of the family's
disgpproving eyes was gone, and we were donein the Armoury.

"You know, Eddie" said Mally. "It seems to me that you're getting just a bit dependent on that
mirror."

"Nonsense" the Armourer said briskly. "That's why | gave him the Glass—to get him out of close
scrapes. Devices are meant to be used. How about | make us a nice cup of tea? And I'm pretty sure
there's an unopened box of Jaffa Cakes around here somewhere” He stopped aoruptly and looked at
me "You know, you look like shit, boy. Are you hurt? Injured?'

"No," | said. "All tha daughter and butchery, and | came through it dl without a scratch. Of
course | did; | had the family armour. The others didn't, and the Loathly Ones tore them apart.”

"Never look back, boy," the Armourer said gruffly. "Concentrate on what you're going to do
next. Doesn't matter if you lose a battle, as long as you win the war. Take alook at the family record;
weve known our far share of defests. Of course, you have to go back quite a way to find anything like
this...But that's because the family's grown soft and complacent and cautious, down the years, leaving dl
the dirty work to the fidd agents. Only picking the amdl battles, the smdl victories we were sure we
could win. That's why the Loathly Ones have been able to stick around this long and build up ther
numbers. Never would have been dlowed, not even a century ago. So stop feding sorry for yoursdf,
Eddie, and think! Did you learn anything ussful from this first encounter? Anything you can use, the next
time you go up againg the bastards?"

"Maybe" | sad. | fdt suddenly tired, and sat down on the nearest chair. Mally looked worried,
and | gave her areassuring smile Though it couldn't have been that reassuring, because she looked even
more worried. | fished indde my jacket pocket and brought out the Kandarian stone amulet Mally had
recovered from the wreckage of the tower. | handed the ugly thing over to the Armourer, who studied it
closdy for a while, and then sat down beside me and sudied the thing even more closdy under a
powerful magnifying glass. Mally pulled up a chair and sat down beside me. | barely noticed. | was
focussed on the amulet. | needed it to be something, something important, to jusify what we'd been
through to get it. The Armourer prodded and rubbed at the gray stone amulet with his broad heavy
engineer's fingers, muttering to himsdf dl the while.

"Hmmm. So. Kandarian dl right. In remarkably good condition, given thet it's mogt certainly



over three thousand years old, judging by the style of the markings. But then, most Kandarian artefacts
are very...enduring. They were built to last, usng processes we can only guess a now. Kandar...Vile
place, by dl accounts. Demon worshippers. Gave themsdves up voluntarily to possession by Beings
from Outside. Subjugated every other culture they came in contact with, and did terrible things to them.
Just because they could. Savery, torture, ritud sacrifice; daughter and suffering were meat and drink to
old Kandar. Findly they went to war with themsdlves, and their whole dvilistion was wiped out in the
course of one terrible, blood-soaked night. Not one trace of ther cities remains today. Their culture and
their people utterly extinct. Probably just as wdl. All we ever see now is the odd amulet or weapon,
preserved long after they should have crumbled into dust by the energies trapped within. We only
undergtand the language because so many spdls and incantations were origindly written init.”

"What about this particular glyph?' | said, pointing at the amulet. "I trandated it as Invaders.”

"Hmmm? Oh yes, quite right, Eddie. Good to see you paid attention during some of your classes,
a least. Yes, Invaders. Quite definitdy plurd. And the surrounding glyphs suggest that this was a
summoning, to bring these Invaders through into our world. | think we have to assume that the Presence
you fdt on the other Sde of the Nazca gateway was just one, of many. Which in turn suggests....”

"That there mugt be other nests” | said. "More gateways built by the Loathly Ones, to bring
through awhole invason force of these Beings.”

"Oh ghit," said Mally. "It was hard enough taking one down. How many could there be?!

"Who knows?" said the Armourer. "Hundreds, thousands, hundreds of thousands? Nests set up
in countries dl across the world, and dl of humanity under threat. A threat we would have known nathing
about. ..if you hadn't launched your attack on the Loathly Ones, Eddie.

"Thisis mgor-league suff,” said Mally. "The whole world under threat? What do we do?’

"We stop them,” | said. "That's what this family does. Unde Jack, do we need to unlock the
Armageddon Codex agan?'

"Certainly not,” the Armourer said firmly. "I opened the Codex for you once, and that was one
time more than | ever expected to see the Codex opened in my lifetime. No, those superweapons are
only supposed to be used as a last resort, when redlity itsdf is under threat. And things aren't that bad.
Yet"

"But if the world's about to be invaded by Beings from Outsde...” | sad.

"No, Eddie. Thefamily can ded with this. We have before. Read the records. | swear we don't
teach nearly enough family higtory anymore. The Codex weapons are for when everything else, induding
tears, swearing, and prayer, have faled us. Not just to sdve your pride, after it's taken a begting in the
fidd.

“You weren't there" Mally said sharply. "You didn't see what we did. Sense what we sensed ...
It was bad, redly bad. Whatever it was, trying to force its way into our redity, it was worse than anything
I've ever encountered. I've dedlt with demons and devils in my time, and forces from Above and Beow
our redity, but these Invaders... They scare the shit out of me. Remember, Eddie, when you said there
were two kinds of enemy: demons and gods? Well, the Loathly Ones may be demons, but whatever
they're trying to summon most definitdy aren't.”

"Thefamily can handle this" the Armourer said firmly. "I have developed weapons here beyond
your worst nightmares. Y ou have no idea what the Droods are capable of, Mally, when they findly go to
war. We've been drowsing too long, coasting on our past victories. About time we got stuck in again,
and got our hands bloody. We were warriors once, and will be again." The Armourer amiled, and his
usud kindly, absent-minded manner just vanished, replaced by a cold and focused mdice. | should never
have forgotten that this man had once been a firg-class fidd agent during the coldest part of the Cold
War, dmog as lauded as his famous brother James.

Licensed to kill, in hot blood or cold, so long as they got the job done.

The Armourer turned to Mally, and was immediatdly his old gruff sdf again. "Don't you worry,
my dear, dl will be wel. Youll see. Now, Eddie, how did you get on with that new short-range teleport
bracelet | gave you? Work okay? Any problems?’

"Ah" | said. “Yes, wdl...Actudly, in the heat of battle with so much going on ... | sort of forgot



| had it with me"

The Armourer Sighed heavily. "Lean forward, will you, Eddie" | did so, and he smacked me hard
around the back of the head.

"Hey! Dammit, Unde Jack, that hurt!"

"Good. It might help you remember, next time. | give you these things to give you an edge in
battle! To keep you divel | expect you to use them. | expect you to ..." A nearby comm unit began to
bleep inggently, and the Armourer broke off to answer it. "What? I'm busy!"

The Sarjeant-at-Armss face appeared on the monitor screen. He nodded brusqudy to the
Armourer, and then stared right past him at Mally and me.

"I thought you might go to ground in the Armoury. I'm cdling an emergency meeting of the Inner
Cirde, in the Sanctity. Right now. There are urgent matters to be discussed.”

"Ohyes?' | said. "And just when did you get the authority to summon the Circle together?!

"Bethere" he said. "Or well start without you."

And he closed down the screen before | could answer.

"I it's not one thing," said Mally, "it's another. And | thought my family was bad."

“Your family?' | said.

"Dont ask."

Mally and I left the Armoury and headed graight for the Sanctity. | could have transported us
both there with Merlin's Glass, but for once | was in no hurry. | wanted time to think, plan what | was
going to say. The Armourer said held be dong soon, and | redly hoped Jacob would show his ghostly
face thistime. | just knew | was going to need dl the support | could mugter at this meeting. And then
Mally suddenly stopped dead in her tracks and announced that 1'd have to go on without her.

"I'm sorry, Eddie. Redly. But | redly can't stay indde this oppressive old pile any longer. | just
can't. | have to get out, into the open air, before | gart to wither."

"But...thisis Inner Circle business, Mally. It'simportant. | need you to be there, with me”

"I can't help that. | have to get out of here before | start screaming. You have no idea what this
place does to me, Eddie. You can come and look for me in the grounds when you've finished. | need
time to mysdf anyway, to recharge my powers, and rebuild dl the energies | used up on the Nazca Plan.
Right now, | don't have a spark of magic leftinme. And | can't live like that."

| grabbed her by both shoulders and made her look at me. "I need you with me this time, Mally.
They're going to crucify meinthere. | can't face them done”

“Yes, you can. You don't need me nearly as much as you think you do. You're a lot stronger
then you believe, Eddie. Than you dlow yoursdf to be. I'll see you later.”

She pulled hersdf out of my grip and hurried off down the corridor, heading for the front entrance
and the freedom of the grounds. | cdled after her, but she didn't look back once. So | went on to the
Sanctity alone, wondering what the hel | was going to say.

When | got there, somehow the Armourer had contrived to arrive ahead of me. He raised one
wrig to show off a teleport bracelet and waggled it a me meaningfully. | deliberately ignored him and
looked around me. Gathered together in the presence of the softly glowing Strange were Penny, the
Sarjeant...and Harry. He folded his arms across his chest and gave me a smug smile. The Sarjeant stood
besde Harry, being ogentatioudy supportive. Penny looked a me thoughtfully. There was no sgn of
Jacob. Strange's crimson glow didn't fed nearly as comforting as usud. | gave everyone there my best
hard stare.

"Wdl, wel, thisisa surprise. Harry Drood, present a what is supposed to be a private mesting
of my Inner Circle. What are you doing here, Harry?"

"I wasinvited," he said easlly. His mouth was dill swollen and bruised from where I'd hit him. He
could have had that fixed eadly, but right now it was more useful asit was. Asvisble proof of my temper



and brutdity. It certainly didn't stop him amiling triumphantly a me.

"Harold has aright to be heard,” said the Sarjeant-at-Arms.

"l see" | said. "And isthet what dl of you fed?'

"He was there with you, when it dl went wrong,” said Penny. "We need an independent witness
as to exactly what happened. You mugt see that, Eddie.”

"Oh, | seealat of things” | said. "I should have remembered that betraya and backstabbing are
just business as usud in this family."

The Armourer gtirred uneesly. "Dont be like that, Eddie. You know I'm on your side. But we
need the facts as to what happened. And we have to be seen to be impartid if our decisons are to be
accepted by the family as awhale. It may be that Harry can tdl us things about the battle that you can't.
We're going to need dl the information we can put together, if we're going to take on more Loathly Ones
intheir nests. We're not here to judge you..."

"Arent you?' | said. "No, perhaps not you, Uncle Jack. But they are. They've dready made up
their minds. | don't have time for this, people. There are things | need to be doing. For the good of the
family."

"Dont you dare walk out on ud" said the Sarjeant-at-Arms.

"Oh, blow it out your ear, Cyril," | said.

And | stalked out of the Sanctity without looking back, even when firs the Armourer and then
Penny cdled my name. | was so angry my hands had curled into fists again, clenched so tight they were
actudly painful. My heart was pounding like a triphammer, and | could fed the angry flush in my face. |
had to wak out. | couldnt let them goad me into saying the wrong thing, making the wrong decison.
There was no paint in saying; the hanging judges had aready made their decison. And without Mally to
back me up, and the Armourer dithering... | would have been outvoted or shouted down no matter what
| said. By my own Inner Circle ... | couldnt believe they'd invited Harry without even checking with me
fird.

| strode through the corridors and connecting rooms of the Hall, fuming to mysdf and glaing a
any member of the family who got in my way. Most had the sense to keep wel back. None of them
spoke to me, just watched slently as | passed. Which suited me. Just one snide comment and | would
have knocked them down.

Sill, mad as | was, a part of me stood back, shaking its head and saying This isn 't like you.
You always believed in don't get mad, get even. When the Matriarch denounced me as a rogue, and
sentenced me to degth, | didn't lose my rag; | went straight into planning how to bring her down. But
then, 1'd known | was innocent; that 1 hadn't done anything wrong. That kept me going, despite dl the
obstacles put in my path. This...was different. There wasn't room in me for anything but anger, mogt of it
amed a mysdf.

Because | screwed up. | got my people killed. My family. And nothing else mattered. By the time
| got to the front door, the anger had died down to a dull throb, and | was thinking more clearly. Or at
leest clearly enough that 1 was more concerned about Mally than mysdf. | hadn't taken her serioudy
enough, when she said she couldn't live in the Hal; that she needed to live among living things, in the
wild. I knew she was having trouble adjugting, but | thought sheld get over it... now | had to wonder if
she ever would. If she ever could. This was a woman used to living in her own private forest, after al.
Whilel ... had to say here, inthe Hal, or risk loang contral of the family.

Martha had dready told me to my face that she was only waiting for me to make a mess of
things so she could come sweeping back and restore the Matriarchy. And what then? The restoring of dl
the old ways? Gold armour insteed of slver, paid for by the sacrifice of children? Back to the family
rumning the world instead of protecting it? No. | couldn't let that happen. My duty to the family
outweighed my duty to mysdf. It dways had. | couldn't turn my back on my family, not even for Mally.
It's dways the family ties that matter, whether we likeit or not.

| could lose Mally. The only woman | ever loved.

| came to the front entrance, strode through the front door, and then stopped and looked down
thelong grave path as an ambulance materidised suddenly out of thin air. This rather caught my attention,



as nothing is supposed to be able to materidise in our grounds unless we give permisson wdl in advance.
Which mostly we don't. The ambulance came roaring up the path to the Hdl, and then skidded to a hdt
right in front of me, spraying my shins with flying gravel. The sgn on the side of the ambulance said DR.
SYN'S FLY BY NIGHT DELIVERY SERVICE. The cab door opened and the driver got out. A
chearful sort in the traditiond starched white uniform. He strode over to me, thrust a clipboard and pen
into my hands, and sauted briskly.

"Sgn here, squire. One looney to go, and no | don't answer questions. | just drop people off and
leg it before they can turn nasty. Sgn there, please, on the dotted line. Y ou are acknowledging ddivery of
one William Dominic Drood, dso known as Oddly John. And get a move on, squire; I've got this
American gentleman and his giant rabbit to drop off yet."

| 9gned Harry's name where indicated, and handed back the clipboard. I've dways been a
cautious sort. The driver sdluted me again, went around to the back of the ambulance, unlocked a very
heavy padlock, and pulled open the doors with a hearty cry of, " Come on out you lovely honey, you're
home'." William Drood stepped out of the ambulance, blinking in the bright summer light, and the driver
took him firmly by one arm and brought him over to me.

"Here you are, squire. One headbanger, as ordered. Hours of fun for the whole family. Try not to
lose him; you wouldn't believe the paperwork if | have to chase hm down again. Have a nice day!
Forgetting you dready!"

One more sdute and he was back in the cab again. The ambulance screeched off down the
grave path and disappeared in midscreech. The day seemed suddenly, blessedly, quiet.

"What an gppdling chearful person,” said William. "I redly mugt remember to send him a note of
thanks. Insde a letter bomb."

"Wecome back, William," | said. "Welcome home."

He nodded vagudy and looked around him. He didn't seem particularly happy to be back. He
did look better then the last time I'd seen him, done in his cdl at the Happy Daze sanatorium. They'd
dressed him up in a good suit before sending him home, though he looked didinctly ill a easeinit. In fact,
he looked generdly uneasy. His face seemed somehow in between expressions, and his eyes were as
haunted as ever. As though he was ill seeing strange worlds and dternate redlities out of the corner of
hiseyes. And givenwho he was ... | said his name again, and his gaze dowly returned to me. | put out
my hand, and after a pause he shook it solemnly.

"Do you remember me?" | said.

"Of course | remember you, Edwin. I'm not completely gaga. You came to see meiin ... that
place. You got a message to me, saving it was safe to come home again. So here | am. | do hope you're
right, Edwin."

"It's good to have you back, where you belong,” | said.

"Isit?" he said vagudy, looking at the Hal behind me as though held never seen it before. "It
doesn't fed like home. But then it didn't, even before | left. | found something out, you see, and then
nothing seemed the same anymore. | can't even say | fed like William Dominic Drood, ether. | think |
was happier as Oddly John. Nobody ever expected anything of him. | think perhaps ... | left William
here, when | went away. Maybe now I'm back, hell come back too. If it's safe. | saw something, you
see, in the Sanctity..."

"It'sdl right, William," | sad quickly. "I know what you saw. What you found out. Everyone
knows now. The Heart is dead, destroyed, and dl its evil with it. We have new armour now, from a new
source. There's nothing here to be afraid of anymore.”

He looked a me sadly. "That would be nice. But were Droods. So there's dways something to
be afrad of. Comes with the territory. 1've been afraid of so many things, for such along time now.”

"Is there anyone particular in the family you want to see?' | said, carefully changing the subject.
"Anyone you've missed?’

"No," said William after a moment. "Never had any family of my own. And old friends ... so long
ago, it seems. | don't think | want them to see me like this. Not... properly mysdf yet. Whoever that turns
out to be"



"I know what you need," | said firmly. “You were the best librarian the family ever had; and I've
got a wonderful surprise for you. We have rediscovered the old library, after dl these years. We need
someone like you to put the placein order.”

William looked at me sharply, hisface intent and focused for the firg time. "The old library? But
that was destroyed by fire, centuries ago!"

"No," | said, grinning. "Just hidden away, waiting to be found. And you're not going to bdieve
some of the treasures it contains. Come dong.”

| took him back through the Hall, and he gawked around him like a tourigt, as though held never
seen ay of it before. Perhaps held forgotten it dll, in his efforts to forget what held seen in the Sanctity.
Hed had to forget, to survive. Hed put himsdf in the asylum, hiding from the family and what hed
discovered about it. He pretended to be mad to get in, but as the years went by he had to pretend less
and less. He'd been gone o long that none of the people we passed aong the way recognised him, and
he showed no interest in taking with any of them. | took him through to the library, and he brightened
immediatdy. He walked back and forth among the stacks, amiling as he recognised this book or that, and
tut-tuting at the state of the place. He was standing straighter now, his gaze was sharper, and he waked
with more confidence. Back on his own ground, more of who he used to be was coming back to him.

Already he was looking and sounding more like the librarian | remembered as a child.

When | thought he was ready, | took him to the portrait of the old library hanging on the rear
wadl, opened it up with the right Words, and we stepped through the portrait and into the old library itsdf.
The huge depository of ancient family lore and forgotten world history. William took a deep breath,
daing at the miles and miles of shelves with eyes as wide and ddighted as a child. Stacks and stacks of
books, manuscripts, scrolls, and even a few stone tablets, stretching away into the distance for as far as
the eye could see. William smiled suddenly, and it was like hiswhole face came dive a lagt. | amiled too,
gad I'd findly done something right. The Hal might not fed like home to him, but the old library certainly
did.

"To get you darted,” | sad casudly, "you might like to do a little research for me. | need
evarything you can find on Kandarian culture, and in particular any old summoning rites concerning
Beangs cdled the Invaders. Take your time. End of the day would be fine"

"I know, | know," he said, in atypicaly snotty librarian's voice. "Nothing changes. You want the
impossible, and you want it to a schedule. Am | expected to do thisdl by mysdf, or do | have any gaff?'

“You have a gaff of one" | said. "Namdy, the current librarian. Rafe? Rafe, where are you?"

A head popped out of the stacks further down, a hand waved cheafully, and a pleasant young
chap with a bright, beaming face hurried over to join us. | liked Rafe. The previous librarian hed resgned
his post when | took over; not just a Zero Tolerance member but aso one of the Matriarch's cronies, he
refused to serve under me. | was forced to promote his assstant to full librarian. He hadn't done too
badly. It helped that he loved hisjob, and practicaly went into ecstasies when he firg saw the old library.
He was currently trying to track down an index, so we could get some idea of just what we had on our
hands.

"Hi!" he said to William, shaking his hand enthusadticdly. "I'm Rafe. Short for Raphael, which |
never use. | an not aturtle. You musgt be William. You're alegend, in librarian circles. Which, admittedly,
aren't as big as they might be. But! Here you are, back again, jud in time to hep me make sense of dl
this mess. No one's used this place in centuries, and it shows. | said | needed expert help, but you could
have knocked me down with a festher when Edwin said he could get you! And here you are! Redly
looking forward to working with you!"

"Dont worry," | said to William. "He cams down a bit once he gets used to you. And the Ritdin
inhistea heps™

"Let's get to work," said William.

And he strode off into the stacks, not looking back at ether of us. Rafe nodded quickly to me,
grinned, and hurried off after his new mentor. | grinned and shook my heed, as William sent Rafe running



from stack to stack, searching out ancient volumes and sacred texts, shouting after him like a shepherd
with his dog.
With any luck, putting the old library in order would help William put himsaf back in order too.

When | stepped back through the porta into the main library, Penny was waiting for me. | turned
my back on her to shut down the portrait, and then waked right past her without spesking. A little
childish, perhaps, but | redlly wasn't in the mood to be messed with. Penny just strode dong beside me,
cool and collected as dways.

“You're not an easy man to track down, Eddie. If someone hadn't happened to mention they saw
William Drood in the corridors, 1'd never have thought to look here. Has he redly been in a madhouse dl
these years? Never mind; you were right about the tutors so hopefully youll be right about the rogues
too. Will you please dow down, Eddie! We need to tak!"

"No we dont,” | said, not dowing down.

"Yes we do! In your absence, the Inner Circle has voted Harry in as a ful member. Everyone
agreed. Even the Armourer, though that was probably only because Harry is Jamess son...Anyway, the
point is the Inner Circle then voted unanimoudy that you not be dlowed to make any more decisons of a
military nature without conaulting the Inner Circle fird. And that you should not implement any such
decisons without the full support of the Circle. You do see what that means? Do dow down, Eddie, I'm
getting a ditch in my side. Wdl? Have you nothing to say?"

"Trug me"" | said. “You redly don't want to hear whet | fed like saying."

"Eddie..."

"None of this matters” | said flaly. "I put the Inner Circle together to advise me. Nothing more.”

"I see" Penny said coldly. "So you're the Petriarch now, is that it? Y ou're running the family al on
your own, answerable to no one?"

"Change the subject,” | said, and she mugt have heard something in my voice, because she did.

"I'vefindly managed to make contact with the rogue known as the Mole. Thanks to some rather
imaginative work by our communications staff, who turned out to be far too au fat with underground
information systems for my liking...You did say you wanted the Mole brought back into the fald..."

"He could be very ussful to us” | said, just a little defiantly. "When he went rogue he went
underground, literaly, and put together an information network unmatched anywhere ese in the world.
He knows things, things no one dse knows. And he's in contact with dl kinds of powerful groups and
individuas who wouldn't even dream of talking to us directly. We need the Mole, and his sources.”

"Wdl, unfortunately the Mole refuses to leave his hole" sad Penny. "Even though we did
evarything we could to reassure him of his safety here. He's made it very clear he won't leave his refuge
for any reason. But you must have impressed him, because he has agreed to hdp us search out
information on what the Loathly Ones are up to, and the possible locations of other nests. Right now he's
teleconferencing with some of our brightest technogeeks, and no doubt teaching them dl kinds of
unfortunate new tricks."

| nodded and dowed my pace alittle. Penny was starting to puff. "That's redly the best we could
hope for, with the Male" | said. "I'l talk to him later. Any other rogues surfaced yet?'

"Weve put the word out,” said Penny. "Bt it's up to them to contact us. And many of them have
good reason to be ... cautious. So; that's dl my news. | am off. Thingsto see, people to do..."

"Anyonein particular?' | said. There must have been something in my voice, because she looked
a me shaply.

"Not that it's any of your business, but yes. I'm going to see Mr. Stab.”

“You redly don't want to talk to him," | said. | stopped, and she stopped with me. | considered
her thoughtfully. She had afierce, defiant ook, so | chose my words carefully. "You don't know what he
is, Penny. I've seen some of hisvictims, or what was |eft of them, cut open, gutted. | once saw a cache of
hisold victims, stting together around a table, propped up and mummified, so he could vist his old kills
and glory in them. Savour the memory of ther horror, and therr screams. He's not human, Penny. Not



anymore. He made himsdf over into something else entirely, back in 1888."

“You don't know himlike | do," said Penny. “Y ou've never taken the time to talk with him, listen
to him, like | have. Thereé's more to him than you think. He needs...help, someone who cares enough to
hep him change. Anyone can be redeemed, Eddie”

| was dill sruggling for something to say when she turned on her hed and strode away. | could
have gone after her, but | didn't. It wouldn't have done any good. Some people just won't be told. They
have to find out for themsdlves, often the hard way. And what man ever understood what a woman sees
in another man? And just maybe...she was right. Maybe Mr. Stab could be saved. Madlly bdieved in
him. | ... didnt. Thiswas Mr. Stab; murderer and ripper of women for over a century. A century of
daughter, of women who aso probably thought they understood him, right up to the point where he drew
hisknife.

So | went off and found a private place, locked the door, and caled on Merlin's Glass to show
mewhat Penny and Mr. Stab were up to.

You're using the Glass too much, Madlly said. Getting dependent on it. But | was just doing
what | had to. For the family.

Penny and Mr. Stab went waking through the grounds, down by the lake. The ky was very
blue, the trees were bowing dightly under the urging of the guding wind, and pure white swans sailed
magedticadly over the dead-till waters of the lake. Penny made encouraging noises to them, but none of
them would come close while she had Mr. Stab with her. The two of them walked on together, amiling
and talking like old friends.

"So," Penny said, "Did you have a good time, killing dl the Loathly Ones?"

"Not redly,” sad Mr. Stab. "They didn't die like people do. There was no red suffering, no
horror in their eyes, and such things are meet and drink to me."

"Was the whole thing as big a disaster as Harry keeps saying?'

"No," said Mr. Stab after a thoughtful pause. "We stopped the Loathly Ones from bringing their
unholy magter through from Outside. Destroyed their tower, killed mogt of them, and scattered the
others. Edwin came up with the plan that made that possble. If he hadnt, if that Beng had come through,
thet would have been a disaster, and the whole world would have paid for it. Humeanity itsdf might have
been wiped out...even me. It was an interesting sensation to find mysdf face to face with something
worse than | am.”

"Do you il fed the need to kill?" Penny said abruptly. "Or are you...satisfied, now?"

"I dill fed the need,” said Mr. Stab. "'l dways do." He looked at her bluntly. "Why do you seek
me out, Penny? Y ou know what | am. What | do to women. Do you want me to do it to you?'

"Of course not!"

"Then why, Penny?'

"No on€'s ever as bad as they're painted,” she said after awhile

“l am."

"Perhgps. I've heard dl the stories. But | wanted to meet the man behind the dtories.
Something...draws me to you." Penny looked into his face, meeting his cold gaze unflinchingly.
"Everyone can be saved. Everyone can be brought back into the light. 1've dways believed that."

"What if they don't want to be saved?'

"If that were true," said Penny, "you would have broken your word to Mally by now. You live
here with us, surrounded by temptation, but you do nothing. Mally said you were a good friend to her."

"Madlly believes...what she wants to believe" said Mr. Stab.

"So do |," said Penny. "Enough tak of dark and unpleasant thingd Let me take your mind off
such things, for awhile™

Mr. Stab nodded dowly. “Yes. You might be able to, a that.”

"I thought a picnic," Penny said chearfully. "I've got a hamper dl set out, in that little grove over
there. Shdl we?"'



"Why not?' said Mr. Stab. "It's been along time since | did anything so ... dvilised.”

"We need to get to know each other better,” said Penny. "How long has it been, snce you could
tak fredy to anyone? How long since anyone would just St and lisen to you?'

"Alongtime” said Mr. Stab. "I have been done ... avery long time”

"I can't keep cdling you Mr. Stab," said Penny. "Don't you have a fird name?’

He amiled. "Cdl me Jack."

"Ohyou," said Penny.

And they walked on together, aminarm.

| put the Merlin Glass away and headed for the front entrance a speed. | didn't want Penny
done with Mr. Stab, far away from help. | didn't think hed dare hurt a Drood right in the shadow of
Drood Hdl, but... | hurried through the halways and connecting rooms, and dl the way my family drew
back and gave me plenty of room. Some glared, some muttered, but none of them had anything to say to
me. Just aswdl. | had nothing to say to them. When | findly got to the front entrance, Mally was there
waiting for me, dong with one familiar face and one strange one. She had them both in vicious ear holds,
putting on just enough pressure to keep them both quiet and grimacing at her sides.

"Look what | found!" Mally said chearfully. "Snesking around in the grounds..."

"We were not snesking!" protested the familiar face, with as much dignity as could be managed
when someone istwiging your ear into a square knot. "We were judt...taking our time about making our
presence known."

"Hdlo, Sebadtian,” | said. "Been a while, hasn't it, sSnce you betrayed me to Manifest Degtiny,
and then tried to kill me. Who's your wriggling friend?'

"Hold dill'" snapped Mally. "Or I'll rip them right off and make you eat them.”

"It'sdl right, Mally," | said soothingly. “You can let go now. Even a notorious thief and con man
like Sebastian Drood has better sense than to start any trouble a Drood Hdl. Right, Sebastian?”

"Of course, of course! Leave off, woman, before my ear is permanently maformed! I'll be good.
| promise”

"Damn right you will," growled Mally.

She let go, reluctantly, and Sebastian and his companion draightened up and fet gingerly at their
reddened ears. Sebadtian's usud ar of sophigtication wasin tatters, but he gill looked very prosperous in
his expertly cut suit, and in redly good shape for a man in his sxties. Even if his thinning har were
obvioudy dyed.

"I an not just any old thief," he said heughtily. "I am a gentleman burglar. | sted beautiful objects
from people who don't appreciate them, and pass them on to people who can. For a percentage. | only
ded the very best, from the very best. | have standards.”

"How did you get into the grounds unnoticed?’ | said. "Weve completely reworked the Hal's
security systems since | came back. Alarms should have gone off dl over the place the moment you even
thought about bresking in."

Sebastian gave me his best supercilious amile. "'l am a professond burglar, old thing, and an
expert inmy craft. And | ... cdled inafew old favours. You know how it is”

"Not even remotdy,” | said. "Enlighten me"

"Do you tdl medl your secrets? Sufficeit to say it was a one-time dedl, and highly unlikdy to be
repeated. And as to why | chose the less obvious way in, let's just say | wasn't entirdy sure of my
welcome. Given our past history. Y our message to the rogues did say All sins forgiven, but I'm afraid
I've grown terribly cynicd in my time away from the family.”

"You have so many snsto be forgiven,” | said. "Induding those againg me and Mally. But don't
swedt it, Seb, just because you betrayed me to my enemies. We take that kind of thing for granted in the
family, these days. But you seemed to be doing so well, out in the world...Why leave your little lap of
luxury in Knightsoridge, after dl these years? And don't even mention the word duty; | know you, Seb."

"I want my torc back," Sebagtian said flaly. "I've made too many enemies in my time to survive



long without one."

"Far enough,” | said. "But if just one precious heirloom goes missng in the Hal while you're here,
Il know it was you. And | will have Madlly turn you into something even more dimy than you aready
ae"

"Something truly viscous and 0ozy, with exposed eyebdls and testicles™ Moally sad glesfully.
"I've been practicing.”

"And they say you can't come home again,” said Sebastian. "This is exactly how | remember the
family: coldly judgmental and extremdy threstening. Worry not, Edwin, I'm not here to make waves. |
just want my torc. Evenif | have to, and | can't bieve I'm saying this, earn the damn thing.”

"That'sthe soirit," | said. "Youll fitin nicdy."

"l understand you're looking for tutors™” said Sebastian. "There are any number of ussful tricks |
could teach to the...more open-minded young Droods. Subjects and skills they probably never even
dreamed of "

"I should hope not,” | said. "Or they'd have been kicked out, just like you."

Sebadtian sniffed, hurt. "There isn't an ounce of charity in you, is there, Edwin?"

"Not abit,” | sad. "I had it al removed surgicaly. Now; who's your friend?"

"Oh, I'm Freddie Drood, darling!" said the young man on Mally's other side. "Fabulous to meet
you!"

Freddie was tdl and dark and handsome, with coffee-coloured skin and close-cropped jet-black
hair. He wore a snakeskin jacket over a dlk shirt open to the nave, and Levi's so tight he mugt have
shrunk them on in the bath. He had mascaraed eyes, a bushy moustache, and a big, toothy grin.

"Freddie” | said. "Can't say the namerings abdl.”

"How unkind," said Freddie, pouting. "l was absolutely notoriousin my time, darling. But of late |
found mysdf just a teensy bit finendaly embarrassed, so | teamed up with Sebbie here, as partners in
crime. | got him into dl the best parties, so he could case the joints, and then we came back later and
robbed the poor dears blind."

"And just why did the family find it necessary to kick you out?" | said.

"Oh, I've dways been big and flamboyant and larger then life, honey,” said Freddie, throwing
back his head and driking a dramatic pose. "l started out as a fidd agent, but once awvay from dreary
family restraints, | just blossomed! | was practicaly a celeb, darling, and pogtively in demand for every
little bash where the famous and infamous gathered. The family approved at firgt, because | picked up the
most wonderful gossip about our putative lords and masters...But | just couldnt bring mysdf to day
under the radar. | was getting noticed...so the family told me to come back home. | refused, and they cut
me off without a penny. The heartless swine.

"Fortunatdly, | was dready living with the firg of along line of sugar daddies, dl of them quite
prepared to keep mein the style to which | was determined to become accustomed, so for a long time it
was just party, party, and let the good times roll! Until | made the mistake of trying to set up a little
private income of my own, through a little discreet blackmail. The very firg person | chose committed
suicide, the poor dear, and |eft a very reveding letter behind. After that | was persona non grata in dl the
better circles, for ever such along time. Which ishow | ended up with Sebbie. | had a very large lifestyle
to fund, darling: dancing and drinking and debauchery, dl night long!"

"And what are you doing back here?' | said, when Freddie findly paused for bregth.

"I redly do need atorc, swestie. There are just too many diseases out there these days. Don't
worry, I'm quite prepared to sing for my supper. A girl inmy position does tend to hear things. I'm sure |
can tdl you dl sorts of things you need to hear..."

"I'm sure you can,” | said. "All right; you both gppal me beyond my ability to describe, but
unfortunately, right now, you're probably just what the family needs. Go on in and report to the
Sarjeant-at-Arms, and find a way to make yoursalves useful. Seb, | think well keep you nice and busy
with a series of lectures and tutorias. Like how to use a torc inillegd ways, for bresking and entering,
and so on. Freddie, try to keep busy, and out of trouble.

"Honey, I've never been that busy inmy life" said Freddie.



And with awave and awink, he sauntered off into the Hal, with Sebastian trailing dolefully after
him.

"Was that wise?' said Mally. "Onéll get you ten they only came back to loot the Hal."

"Maybe" | said. "Hopefully the Sarjeant will keep them under his thumbs. It's either that, or kill
them. And we need the rogues to come home. We need thar different viewpoints, knowledge, sills™

"BEvenif it means welcoming back pond scum like Sebadtian?”

"Everyone deserves achance,” | said. "l need to bdieve...that anyone can be redeemed.”

At which point Freddie returned, without Sebastian. "I've just had a thought!" he said brightly.
"As| understand it, the family has put out a cdl for dl rogues to come home, but hardly any are taking up
the offer. Am | right? Thought so, darlings. Quite understandable, I'm afraid. Not everyone trusts the new
regime to be terribly different from the old one. But... | have been known to bump into dl sorts of rogues
inmy time, in dl sorts of interesting places. Some long forgotten, or even thought dead, by the family.
How would it be ... if | were to go out into the world, track these dusve felows down, and use dl my
many charms to persuade them to come home? For a generous bounty on each head, of course.”

"Oh, of course" | said. "Sounds good to me. Do wdll, and | guarantee you a new torc. Didnt
take you long to get tired of the old homestead, did it?'

"Honey, 1'd forgotten just how oppressive the old pile is”" said Freddie. "I could never live here.
It would just crush my spirit. | would wither, darlings, pogdtively wither! | mug have my freedom.”

“Youvegat it," | said. “You can leave right now."

"And the extent of the bounty?'

"Depends on who you can ddiver,” | said. “You can find your own way out, can't you?'

"I dways do, honey," said Freddie.

He sauntered off down the long grave pathway, swaying his hips just that little bit more because
he knew we were watching. Somehow | just knew Freddie was aways happiest in front of an audience.

"Your family never ceases to amaze me" said Mally.

"They can surprise me too, sometimes” | said. "My own Inner Circle has turned agangt me,
because you weren't there to back me up.”

"Eddie, that's not fair," said Mally. "If you can't control them, you certainly can't expect meto.”

"I don't want to control them,” | said. "Not as such. | just want the stupid bastards to understand
that I'm right. | need them to believe that my way is the right way. Or everything I've done, to save the
family's soul, could be undone.”

“You don't need me for that,” said Mally.

"Yes| do! | do need you, Mally. I'm...stronger, more confident, when you're with me."

Mally smiled and moved in close, putting her hands on my chest. "That's very sweet, Eddie. But |
can't dways be with you. | just can't. Not here. Not in this place. | told you; I'm never going to fitin here.
| belong in the wild. I'm beginning to think | made a mistake in coming here with you. | love you, Eddie,
you know | do. You métter to meinaway no one ese ever has. | want you, Eddie, but | don't want dl
this"

She looked a me for along moment, her dark eyes deep and unfathomable. "Y ou're garting a
war, Eddie. A war I'm not sure you can win. The Loathly Ones were bad enough, but that thing they
were summoning? Major-league bad. | sgned on to fight demons, not gods. You need to start with
something smdler, more manageable. Like Manifest Dedtiny. Truman's dill out there, putting his nasty
little organisation back together again. And thistime he won't have the Zero Tolerance people holding his
reins and pulling him back. Start with him, Eddie. With afight you can win."

"Il consider it," | said. "Now, please, come back ingde. Be with me, if only for awhile. I'm tired.
| need to crash. Get some deep, forget the world and its problems for awhile. It's going to be a hard day
tomorrow."

"Of course, sweetie. Come and lie down with me, and I'll take dl your cares away. And you can
help me forget mine. But what's so specid about tomorrow? What's happening then”?"

"Thefunerds” | said.



Next morning came round dl too quickly, and the indstent damour of a bullying darm clock
made sure Mally and | were up bright and early to greet the coining day. And al the pressures and
problems it promised. Mally and | went down to breakfast in one of the big dining rooms. Rows and
rows of tables covered with bright white cloths, along sideboard with every kind of breskfast you could
imagine, and huge windows looking out over the lawns. There were braised kidneys, and kedgeree, and
even porridge, though you couldn't get me to eat that Suff no matter how much sdt you put onit.

I'm not redly amorning person, never have been, and I'm not dl that keen on breskfast, but this
day of dl days | needed to be seen, so that no one could accuse me of avoiding the funerds. My absence
would have been interpreted as an admisson of guilt.

So | nursed a cup of srong black coffee while Mally tucked into afull fry up, complete with liver
and mushrooms and more scrambled eggs than was good for her arteries. I'd never redised what a noisy
eater she was, unless it was the terribly early hour. Everything sounds louder and more oppressive, firg
thing in the morning. There were a lot of other people around us, breskfasting and talking animatedly.
None of them had anything to say to me, or Mally.

"Why are we up this early?' said Mally, attacking her mound of seaming scrambled eggs with
quite gppdling vigour.

"Funerds here are dways hdd early in the morning,” | said. "It's tradition. Probably for the best,
thistime we've got alot to get through. All the people | logt..."

"Dont dart,” Mally said gernly, threatening me with her fork. "None of what happened was your
fault. If it was, 1'd tdl you. Loudly and violently and where everyone could hear me"

| considered that. “Y ou would, wouldn't you?"

"So, why are we holding the funerals so quickly? It's not like they're going to go off."

"We don't hang around, where funerds are concerned,” | said. "The family has too many enemies
who might try to use our own dead againg us”

Mally chewed on a crisoy bit of bacon, thoughtfully and thoroughly. "What kind of funerd does
your family put on?'

"Oh, itll be a big ceremony,” | said. "My family has a ceremony established for practicaly
everything. We're very big on tradition. Helps discourage the rank and file from thinking for themselves.
And I'll have to make a speech, a the end. It's expected of me"

"Wha are you going to say?' said Mally.

" don't know," | said. "l suppose | could throw mysdf on the family's mercy..."

Moally shook her head. "'l wouldn't."”

After breakfagt, | led Mally to the back of the man house and out through the huge French
windows onto the long doping lawns where the funerd was to be held. The coffins gleamed brightly in the
early morning sun, rows and rows of them gretching away before us. All closed, of course, to hide the
fact that mogt contained only parts of bodies, and some contained nothing at dl. Two hundred and forty
wooden boxes. | didn't know we kept that many in stock. Or perhaps someone just used a duplication
spdl. Two hundred and forty fewer Droods, to stand between the world and dl the evilsinit.

All family loss matters. But my family matters more than most.

Thewhole family, or so it seemed, turned out for the funerd. They came from dl over the Hall,
ganding in groups according to their cdling or status. No one wanted to stand with Mally and me, not
even the other members of my Inner Circle. Ranks and ranks of the living lined up before the rows of
coffins, while hidden speakers pumped out consoling music. The Armourer was off to one side, fusing
over a remote control pand. Keegping an eye on the energy fidd that protected us from enemy attacks
and goying eyes.

The mudc findly ended with a dirring rendition of "I Vow to Thee My Country,” which weve
pretty much adopted as our anthem, and then a Drood vicar came out to gart the service. He was a
Chrigian; nothing more. The family has never bothered with dl the various schisms that have solit the



Protestant Church down the years. We'd probably Hill be Cathalic if the pope hadn't ordered us to
assassinate Henry VI, when he split England away from Rome. The pope redly should have known
better. No one orders Droods around.

The vicar took us quickly through a stripped-down service, not even pausing for hymns or
homilies, and then he stepped back and nodded to the Armourer. Unde Jack hit a large red button with
theflat of his hand, and just like that, two hundred and forty coffins disappeared, gone, leaving only faint
indentations in the grassy lawn. Mally looked a me inquiringly.

"Trangported directly into the heart of the sun," | said. "Indant cremation. Ashes to ashes, and
less than ashes. Nothing left behind to be used againg the family. | told you we dl get cremated; we're
just a bit more dramatic about it than most. Now, if youll excuse me, | have to make my speech. Good
thing | don't suffer from stage fright; looks like everyone's here, except the Matriarch.” | frowned. "She
should be here. She shouldn' let private arguments get in the way of family duty. Ah well, wish me luck.”

"Anyone even looks like heckling, I'll st fire to their underwear," said Mally.

"How very fitting," | said.

"I thought s0," said Mally.

| walked unhurriedly forward to where the coffins had been, and then turned and faced my
family. So many Droods, dl in one place, watching me with uncertain faces, waiting for me to say the
words that would make everything dl right again. If | could have, | would...But when in doubt, tdl the
truth. It may not be comforting, or reassuring, but at least then everyone knows where they are. So | told
them what we found, down on the Nazca Plan. The Loahly Ones working through their drones, the
insane structure they built, and the Awful Being they tried to summon through into our redlity. Told them
how my force fought bravely and wdl, agans unexpected, ovewhdming numbers, and how we
triumphed in the end. Those of us who remained.

"Thisis exactly the kind of threat the family was created to oppose,” | said, my voice ringing out
loud and clear on the dill moming ar. "To be shamans, protecting the human tribe againg threats from
Outside. Those who came with me, and fdl so vdiantly, gave ther lives to save humanity. Be proud of
them. And yes, we paid a high price for our victory. Which is why we must never be caught off guard
agan. My Inner Circle and | have decided that every member of the family will be presented with a new
torc, and as soon as possible. We mug dl be strong again. There is a war coming, not just againg the
Loathly Ones, and the Invaders from Outside, but againg dl our enemies who would seek to divide and
destroy us™

| had hoped 1'd get a cheer, or a least a round of applause, when | announced new torcs for
everyone, but no one made a sound. And when | finished, they dl just stood there, looking at me blankly,
as though to say, Isthat it? Is that all? And then Harry strode forward out of the crowd, and every eye
turned to him. | should have known. Should have known held seize the occasion to stick another knife in
my back.

| looked quickly for Mally and shook my head. | couldn't afford for anyone to think | was afrad
to let Harry speak.

"Thereisawar coming," Harry said, his voice loud and confident. "The nests of the Loathly Ones
mud be destroyed, and the Invaders prevented from entering our redity. But we can't just wat around
for new torcs...coming as soon as possible. We need them now. Right now! What's to prevent our
many enemies from launching an attack, while we're perceived to be weak and vulnerable after such a
magor defeat? What's to stop the Loathly Ones from hitting us right now, in retdiation for the destruction
of ther towers, or to prevent us from attacking other nests? We need our torcs. The family must be
protected. It must be made strong again. And for that...we need a new leader.”

He stared right a me, his face cold and unyidding. "I demand that Edwin step down! His
half-baked ideas and incompetent leadership have cost us too much aready. He's a threat to us dl. He
hes proved himsdf afalurein the field, got most of his people killed, and doesn't even have the decency
to gpologise or admit his fault. It's time to undo al the damage he's done to the family, and return us to
traditiond control. We mud restore the Matriarch to power. She done has the experience to wage a war
successfully.”



"No," | sad flatly, and my voice stopped him dead. All faces turned back to me again. | tried to
keep the anger out of my voice. "Are your memories redly so short? The Matriarch betrayed this family.
Have you forgotten the price she made you pay for your old armour? The desths of your twin brothers
and sigters? All those babies, sacrificed to the Heart? She sanctioned that practice, and kept it a secret
from you, because she knew you'd never go dong with it once you knew the truth. Will you sl your
souls again, so eadly? The torcs | will provide you, from Strange, will have no price tag attached. The
armour | will give you, you can wear proudly.”

| looked a Harry. "I can guarantee the family new torcs. Can the Matriarch do that? Can you,
Harry?'

"So, Strange belongs to you, does he?' sad Harry.

"Strange belongs to no one” | said. "But he knows an arsehole when he sees one” | looked
back at the sea of watching faces. "It's up to you. Make your own decison. Don't be told what to do, by
the Matriarch, or Harry, or me. | can't lead you into awar againg your will, and | wouldn't if | could. I'm
not your Patriarch. I'm just a Drood, determined to do what's right. To be what | was raised to be. To
fight the good fight againgt dl the enemies of humanity."

There was along pause, during which | could dmost hear my heart hammering in my chest. | had
nothing ese to say. And then, in ones and twos, and then in groups, my family applauded, accepting my
words. They bowed ther heads to me and then turned away and dispersed, heading back into the Hall.
Not an ovewheming response, but it would do. For now. | looked around, but Harry had aready
disappeared. Running off to report back to the Matriarch, no doubt. | did see the Armourer, teking time
out for aquiet cigarillo, and he gave me a chearful thumbs-up. | nodded, and went back to join Mally.

"Hght the good fight?" she said. "As opposed to the bad fight, | suppose. What the hell's a bad
fight?'

"The kind where you lose two hundred and forty good men and women,” | said. "l can't do this
aone, Mdlly. I need help. Professond help. People who know how to fight awar."

"The clock's ticking," said Moally. "Where are you going to find these people in time?'

"Precisdy,” | said.

CHAPTER NINE Out of Time

Penny came marching towards us with a determined look in her eyes. "Keep going,” | sad to
Mally.

"We could run," she said.

"Lacks dignity.”

By which time Penny had caught us up anyway. She planted hersdf right in front of us, hands on
hips, glaing & me. | smiled pleasantly back, like | hadn't a care in the world, knowing that would annoy
her the mogt.

"We have a problem,” Penny said flatly.

"Redly?' | said. “You do surprise me. And let me guess: It'sdl my fault, right?'

"Maybe" sad Penny. "Janissary Jane has gone missing. Disappeared without trace. There isn't
even any record of her leaving the grounds, which is supposed to be impossible with dl the new security
systems we've had put in place Snce your return.”

"Jane's a professond,” | said cadmly. "She comes and goes as she pleases. Sll, it's odd she
should just disappear, without saying anything. Any clues?’

"Jugt the one. A note, pinned to her door with aknife. It said, Gone to get really big guns.”

“Yeah," | sad. "That sounds like Jane, dl right.”

"She mug have taken the losses at Nazca persondly,” said Mally.

"Jane's a oldier,” | sad. "She's fought in demons wars, seen whole dvilisations die around
her...If Janissary Jane thinks we need bigger guns, we mugt be in even more trouble than we thought.



Sill, shell be back."

"Hopefully with redly big guns" said Mally.

"Anything ese?' | sad to Penny.

"While I'm here, | would like to remind you about the decisons the Inner Circle made in your
absence.”

"I hadn't forgotten,” | said.

Penny sighed. "l told them you'd take it persondly. Look, Eddie, this redly isn't about you. It's
about what's best for the family. No one's taking about deposing you; we just want you to consult with
us more."

"Trug me, Penny," | said. "'l understand.”

Penny sghed again. "If you did, we wouldn't be having this conversation. So, in the interests of
peace and good will and not smacking you around the head in public, | will change the subject. Nice
speech you just made. You sad dl the right things. And unlike Harry, what you said clearly came from
the heart. Keep tha up, and you might just take the family with you after dl.”

"Only might?' | said.

"Therés more to being a leader than beng right)’ sad Penny. “You have to ingpire, to
motivate...and to know when to play politics with the right people.”

"And there | thought you were changing the subject,” | said. "Let metry. How's Mr. Stab?"

She looked a me sharply, immediaidly on guard. "He's doing well. Settling in. His lectures are
adways sanding room only, though as yet no one's worked up the nerve to attend a persond tutorid.
He's afascinaing man. Very...deep. Why are you asking me, Eddie?'

"Because you've been spending alot of timewith him," | said.

"I won't even ask how you know that," Penny said coldly.

"Bedt not to," | agreed.

"What | do inmy private time is my business, Eddie. Don't go poking your nose in where it isnt
wanted or needed. Or Mr. Stab might cut it off."

She dalked away, her iff back radiating anger. Molly looked after her. "What was that dl
about?"

"It seems that Penny and Mr. Stab are something of an item, these days."

“You're joking! Redly? Doesn't she know who he is? How can she not know who and what he
is?'

"She knows" | said. "She just doesn't want to bdieve it. She thinks she can change him. And
maybe she can. You dways said he was a good friend toyou ..."

"Wl yes, but only because he knows | can kick his arse in a dozen different ways...Oh hdl, I'd
better get after her. Time for some serious gifl talk, and perhaps even an intervention. See you later,
Svedie”

A quick peck on the cheek, a waggle of the fingers, and she was off after Penny, moving at
gpeed. | hoped the intervention worked out. | could use one less thing to worry about.

| wandered through the Hdl, not going anywhere in particular, just thinking. If 1 couldn't trust the
advisorsinmy own Inner Circle anymore, then I'd just have to get some new advisors. Preferably ones
who understood more about the redlities of fighting awar. And | had a redly great idea on where to find
them, made even more fun by the certain knowledge tha this was one idea the Inner Circle definitdy
wouldn't approve of. | was dill grinning at the thought when my left jacket pocket started jumping around
like a wild thing. | grabbed at it with both hands, wrestled it ill, and findly pulled out Merlin's Glass,
shaking and shuddering like a vibrator in heat. It jerked itsdf out of my hands, grew rapidly in Sze, and
then hung there on the ar before me, a gateway though which | could see the old library. Shelves and
shdves of books, in a warm golden glow, accompanied by the definite sound of someone muttering to
himsdf. William Drood appeared suddenly in the frame and nodded brusquely to me.

"Dont panic, it's only me. | needed to tak to you privady, so | activated the Glass from a
distance."

"I didn't know you could do thet," | said.



He snorted loudly. "Lot of things you don't know about the Melin Glass, boy, and | havent
enough time to warn you about dl of them. Suffice to say thet thisis a device constructed by the infamous
Melin Satanspawn. The dueisin the name”

"Next time, ring alittle bdl or something,” | said. "Scared the hdl out of me"

“You're lucky | was able to improvise a vibrate mode," said William. "The origind verson cdled
for aredly loud gong sound. Now pay attention, Edwin. | need to talk to you. Here, in the old library,
where we won't be overheard. Come on, just step through the doorway. | haven't got dl day.”

| Sghed inwardly. It didn't seem dl that long ago when | was the one giving orders around here. |
stepped through the opening, into the old library, and the Glass immediaidy shrank down to normd sze
agan and tucked itsdf back into my pocket. | didn't know it could do that, either. | resolved to spend
more time reading the indruction manud, first chance | got.

William heaved an oversized leather-bound book onto a brass reading lectern and leafed through
the pages rather more quickly than was probably safe for such ancient paper. He soon found the right
page and began reading it to himsdf in afast murmur, fallowing the line of words with a fingertip. | waited
for him to fill me in on whatever was so important that hed had to summon me so urgently, but he
seemed to have forgotten | was even there. | found a chair and sat down to wait.

Evey time | thought William was getting better, he fdl back into Oddly John mode.

The younger librarian Rafe appeared from between the towering stacks with a cup of seaming
tea, which | accepted gratefully. Rafe looked fondly at William and leaned forward to murmur in my ear.

“You have to make alowances for the old codger. Weve both been up dl night, seerching for
the information you wanted. The old library has copies of books | never dreamed 4ill existed, some of
them s0 dangerous we had to perform low-level exorcisms before we could even get near them. William
isa marved, he redly is. Jumping from one due to the next, following the trall from volume to volume,
from parchment scrolls to paimpsests to one ancient treatise actudly inscribed on thin plates of beaten
gold. I've been trying to get him to take a rest, but he's been a driven man ever since you showed him
that Kandarian artefact.”

"Damn," | said. "It wasn't that urgent. Has he redly been up dl night and this morming?”

“Yes he has™ said William, not looking up from his reading. "And actudly, it is that urgent. I'm
not deaf, you know. | can hear everything you're saying. Now then, Eddie, I've turned up a great many
references to Kandar, and the Invaders. Most of them digtinctly worrying, and dl of them things you need
to know right now. Which iswhy | brought you here. Rafe, where's that cup of tea | asked for?"

Rafe looked a me, but I'd dready drunk most of it.

"Il go get another cup,” said Rafe.

"Never mind, never mind; stick around, Rafe. | want you to hear this as wdl as Edwin. Make
aure | don't miss anything out. I'm not as sharp as | once was...Pay attention, Edwin! This is important!
The whole family needs to know this"

His voice was getting querulous. Rafe brought forward a chair and William sank gratefully into it.
He rubbed tiredly at his forehead. He looked suddenly older, distracted, and worryingly vague about the
eyes. When he lowered his hand it was sheking vishbly.

"I meant to go to the funerd,” he said suddenly. "Rafe?’

"Wemissed it," said Rafe. "l did tdl you...but you said the work was more important.”

"And soitid | did meanto go, but...What was | saying?"

"Perhaps you should go to your room and have alittle lie down,” | said. "Get your strength back.”

"No!" William said immediatdly. "Nothing wrong with me! And there's no time, no time! Besides
... | likeit here. I'm not redlly...ready, to meet people yet."

"But you're home now," | said. "Among family."

"Especidly not family," William said firmly. "I don't want any of them to see me like this. I'm
not... dl the way back, yet. | wore Oddly John as my cover for along time, and he's very hard to put
down. Sometimes | wonder if he's the red me now, and William is just a memory of someone | used to
be, long ago ... | don't want to go to my room. | like it here. | find the books...comforting. And Rafe.
You're agood boy, Rafe. Make afine librarian, one day."



“Youll be fing, William," | said reassuringly. “You just need alittle time, to adjudt.”

He didn't seem to hear me, looking around him in a vague, troubled way. "I hear things See
things Always off to one side, where | can't pin them down. | thought that would stop once | left Happy
Daze. Maybe they followed me here" He put his hands together in his lap, to stop them trembling, and
then he looked a me. "I think the Heart did something, to my mind. To keep me from tdling what |
knew. And | think...whatever it did...it's dill hgppening.”

"The Heart isgone" | said firmly. "Gone and destroyed. It can't hurt you anymore.”

He just shook his head dowly, wringing his hands together and muttering under his breath. |
darted to get up. Whatever information William had found, or thought he'd found, dearly couldnt be
relied on. Maybe Rafe could dig some sense out of it later. And then | stopped short as William rose
abruptly to hisfeet and glared right into my face.

"And where do you think you're going, boy? Just because | have a bad moment? Y ou wanted to
know about the Kandarians, and the Invaders, and | know everything you need to know. Everything the
family needs to know. So you just st back down, and ligen.”

His eyes were clear and sharp again, and his presence was dmost overwhdming. As though
some inner switch had been thrown, and the old William had woken up again and resurfaced. | sat back
down, and William took up a lecturer's stance.

"The Kandarians made themsdves powerful by voluntarily giving themselves over to temporary
possession by forces from Outside” he said crisoly. "As a result ther warriors were inhumanly strong,
and fast, and incredibly resistant to pain or injury. Remind you of anything? Yes, just like our family, the
Kandarians made a ded with a greater power, but they were never satisfied. Always wanting more,
aways making" new dedls with new hogis ... As they conquered dl the lands and civilisstions around
them, and spread their vicdious empire of daughter and torture and terror over wider and wider territories,
the stronger they needed to be, to hang on to wha they'd taken. In the end, their enemies banded
together to put a stop to Kandarian expanson. The Kandarians found that unacceptable. They were
having far too much fun. And so they determined to become even stronger and more powerful. Whatever
the cost. They wanted to be gods on earth. So they made one more ded, with what we now know as the
Loahly Ones, who in turn introduced the Kandarians to the Invaders. Very powerful Beings, from
outsde space and time. And that was the Kandarians fird mistake. Contact with the Invaders drove the
Kandarians insane. All of them. They turned on each other, and wiped out their entire race and
avilisgtion in one terrible night of desth and destruction. Doing to themsdves what they had spent so
many years doing to everyone else.

"Not one of them survived.

"They didn't know what we know now. That there aren't redly any Loahly Ones, as such. Not
as separate entities. They're just the protrusions into our redity of much bigger entities. The fingertips, as
it were, of the Invaders. Think of the Loathly Ones as Trojan horses, through which the Invaders can gain
a foothold in other redities The Invaders have many names, in many cultures, and are feared by
everyone with two brain cdls to rub together. The Many-Angled Ones, the Horror From Beyond, the
Hungry Gods. Beings from a higher redlity than our own, who descend into lesser redlities like ours in
order to feed, to consume us. They feed on life, on every living thing, from the biggest to the tiniest. They
eat worlds, wipe out whole redlities, dways moving on to the next, like cosmic locuds.

"When our family fira made a ded with the Loathly Ones, bringing them through into our world
as awegpon to use agang the Nazis, we unknowingly brought our world, our redlity, to the attention of
the Invaders. And though we were careful to bring through only a smdl number of Loathly Ones, amdl
enough to control, we thought...till, we opened a door that was never properly closed. And of course
the Loathly Ones did break free from our control, and down the years have grown in numbers and
power, until findly they're ready to summon the Invaders through. So they can feed on us. On everything.
All life, dl creetion. We have to stop this, Edwin, because we started it."

Williamfindly stopped, standing straight and tal, looking at me expectantly. | looked a Rafe,

"He's not exaggerding,” sad Rafe. His voice was steady, though his face was pde and sweating.
"I've checked dl the references. It's dl there, in the books. It's just that no one ever put it dl together,



before William."

"All right,” | said, just a bit ungteedily. "This is much bigger than we thought. How do we fight
these...Invaders?'

“You don't,” William said flatly. "If they ever break through, it'sdl over. You have to prevent the
Loahly Ones from building their towers. Wipe them out, down to the last one. Or weélll never be sfe”

"And...there are some books missng,” said Rafe. "Important books. I'm assuming the Zero
Tolerance fanatics removed them, maybe to hand them over to Truman and Manifest Degtiny. Or maybe
they destroyed them, so no one would know the truth. You see, these books described the origind dedl
the family made with the Loathly Ones. What we promised them, and they promised us. And just maybe,
some knowledge on how to undo the ded.”

"How many books are missng?' | said.

"Were dill compiling alig,” said Rafe. "One whole section of family history is missing. Induding,
not dl that surprisngly, dl those volumes that might have told us who origindly suggested we contact the
Loathly Ones, and why."

"I dways assumed that was down to the previous Matriarch,” | said dowly. "Great-grandmother
Sarah.”

"I think it was more complicated than that,” said Rafe. "I've been ploughing through some of the
asociationd texts, unoffidd family history, persona diaries, and the like, and it does seem that other,
more sensble, dternate choices were put asde in favour of the Loathly Ones.”

"Likewho?" | said.

"TheKindy Ones" said William. "The Infinity Brigade, the Time Masters. All the usua suspects,
dl far more friendly to humenity than a bunch of degenerate soul-eaters. But someone high up in the
family insgsted on the Loathly Ones, againg dl reason. | have to wonder...if perhaps there was a traitor
inthe family. Perhaps someone aready infected by the Loathly Ones.”

My skin crawled. "An infected Drood, a the very heart of the family? Could there be others, il
moving among us?'

"It's possble" sad Rafe. "Weve grown complacent down the years. Maybe the Armourer could
come up with something we could use as atest..."”

"Il tak to hm,” | sad. "A trator in the family...maybe that's why there were so many
unexpected drones waiting for us a Nazca They knew we were coming. Someone tipped them off."

"Has anyone gone mising, Snce you returned?’ said Rafe,

"Jug Janissary Jane, but...No. Wait a minute" | scowled, not liking where my thoughts were
leeding me. "Sheld just got back from a demon war when | found her. She sad she was the only
survivor...and now | have to wonder why."

All our heads snapped around sharply as we heard a fant, furtive noise among the stacks, not far
away. | was up on my feet in a moment, plunging through the towering shelves, with Rafe and William not
far behind me. And there, not even trying to hide or run away, was the Blue Fairy, caught with a pile of
books in hisarms. He smiled quickly &t the three of us, while being careful to stand very 4ill.

"Hdlo!" he said. "Don't mind me. Just here to pick up alittle light reading.”

"Thisisthe old library,” | said. "Off limits to everyone, but especidly you."

"How very unkind," said the Blue Fairy. "Anyone would think you don't trust me.”

"Those are forbidden texts'" growled William. "Rare and important, very vauable. Put them
down. Carefully.”

"Of course, of coursel” said the Blue Fairy, dill amiling his bright and easy amile. He lowered the
pile of books dowly and cautioudy to the floor, and then held up both hands to show they were empty,
before stepping back from the pile. "Can we dl just cdm down a little, please? | mean, we're dl friends
here, aren't we? All on the same Sde?’

| gave im my best withering glare. I'd aways assumed the Blue Fairy mostly came back to the
Hal because he fdt in need of protection from hismany enemies. Like the Vodyanoi Brothers. And only
secondly to do good works for the redemption of his chequered soul. After dl, when dl was sad and
done, the Blue Fairy was ill hdf df, and you can never trust an df.



"What...precisdly, where you looking for?' | said.

"I was interested in your family's past dedlings with the eves” the Blue Fairy sad immediady. "I
don' redlly know much about Daddy's sde of the family. Full blood eves don't tak to haf-breeds. Our
vary exisence is taboo to them. But seeing you here, Eddie, among your own kind, made me sort of
curious about mine. Y ou know your roots, who and what you came from. | never have."

| would have believed anyone ese, but this was the Blue Fairy, o ...

"Next time, ask permisson firg," | said. "How did you get in here, anyway? The shidds | had put
in place around the portrait should have esten you dive."

"Oh please" sad the Blue Fairy, with an ary wave of one dender hand. "I am a professond,
after dl. I've been getting in and out of better-guarded places than this Snce before you were born." And
then he hestated, and looked a me oddly. "I couldnt hep overhearing the librarian's fascingting
discourse on the Kandarians ... It seems to me that | read something about them, and their connection
with the elves. The Fae Court was dready ancient when the Kandarians began building ther very
unplessant empire, and itissaid...that the eves introduced the Kandarians to the Loathly Ones, as away
of destroying them. Beware of dves, Eddie, they dways have a hidden agenda.”

He turned and walked away. | watched him go, and wondered whether held been trying to tedl
me, in his own indirect way, something very important about himsdlf.

| lft the old library with alot on my mind. I'd learned a lot of important things, most of which
horrified me, dl of which made me just that much more determined to go ahead with my secret plan. If |
was going to have to fight awar againg Hungry Gods, with dl of redlity at stake, | wanted some serioudy
heavy backup. Firdt, | needed a place where no one would bother me, where | could use Merlin's Glass
inaway | was sure absolutely no one in the family would approve of. So | Ieft the Hal and went to the
old chapdl, tucked away around the sde of the house. Jacob's old haunt, before | brought him back into
the family. The chapd had been doffiddly off limits to the whole family for centuries, because Jacob was
there, and while he might have Ieft the chapel, no one had got around to reversing the ban.

| approached the chapd cautioudy, but the thick mat of ivy half covering the heavy wooden door
didn't even twitch. While Jacob was in resdence, the ivy had acted as his early warning system, to ensure
he remained undisturbed....but now he was gone, and theivy was just ivy. The door was stuck hdf open,
as dways, and | had to put my shoulder to the heavy wood to ghift it. The door scraped loudly across the
bare stone floor, raigng acrid clouds of dust. | coughed a few times, and cdled out Jacob's name. | 4ill
half hoped...but there was no reply.

Jacob was gone.

The pews were dill stacked up againg the far wall, shrouded in dusty cobwebs. The huge black
legther redining chair dill stood in front of the old-fashioned tdlevison set. It was only too easy to
remember Jacob, douched a his ease in the chair, watching the memories of old televison programmes
on a set with no working bitsinit. The old refrigerator dill stood beside the chair, but when | opened it it
was empty. | closed the door and sat down on the chair. The old leather creaked mournfully under my
weight.

| wished Jacob were 4ill around. | could dways tak to him. And, just maybe, he would have
been the only one | trusted enough to talk me out of what | intended to do. | wasn't up to running awar. |
didn't have the experience. The Nazca Plain nest had proved that. | was damned if I'd see any more of
my family killed because of me. | needed expert hep and support, from red warriors and tacticians, to
hep me plan the battles in the war that was coming. And since it didn't seem likdy that 1'd find such
experts herein the present, 1'd just have to look for them in the past, and the future.

The Armourer had forbidden me to do that. But | never was any good at ligening to what my
family told me.

| took out Merlin's Glass and just looked &t it for awhile, turning it over and over in my hands. |
wasnt blind to the risks of what | was planning. But the family had to be protected. | shook the mirror
out to full Sze, and it hung before me on the air, its surface a shimmering blank.



"Open yoursdf to the past,” | sad firmly. "And find me the best warrior, the best planner, to hep
mein the war that's coming. Find me a man good and true; someone | can trust. Find me the one perfect
individud, to do what's needed.”

The mirror snapped into sharp focus, showing me a clear image of... Jacob Drood. At fird |
thought the mirror had misunderstood me, and just located the ghost of Jacob because he was most on
my mind. But the more | looked at the image, the clearer it became that this wasn't any ghost. This was
the red Jacob, the living man...from long, long ago. He looked so much younger, and...less
complicated. As | watched, the image burst into movement, and | was looking through a window into the
past, as the living Jacob chased a giggling young woman around the chapel. Grinning chearfully, he
pursued her in and out of the properly postioned pews, the girl staying just enough ahead to encourage
him. Their dothing suggested late eighteenth century, though | was never very good on dates and history.

| must have made some kind of noise, because they both stopped what they were doing and
looked sharply in my direction. They didn't cry out, or seem particularly scared or startled; they were
Droods, after dl. | could see the gold collars around their throats.

Sill, Jacob moved quickly to put himsdf between the young woman and the man saring a them
through a hole in midair. 1 hed up my hands to show they were empty, and gave them my most
reassuring smile.

"It'sdl right, Jacob," | sad quickly. "It's dl right; I'm family. I'm Edwin Drood, spesking to you
from the future. The twenty-first century, to be exact. The family has need of you, Jacob."

"I thou be family, show methy torc,” said Jacob.

| pulled open my shirt to show him the collar around my neck. Jacob raised an eyebrow.

"A dlver torc, and not gold. Has the family's mettle become so debased, in your future time?”

"There have been some changes” | said. "But the family goes on. You'd 4ill recognise who we
are, and what we do. The world ill needs protecting, from many dangers.”

Jacob nodded dowly, then turned the young woman around, smacked her firmly on the bottom,
and urged her towards the chapd door. "Get thee gone, girl. Thisis man's business.”

She giggled, gave him one last saucy wink, and trotted quite happily out of the chapel. | made a
mentd note to tdl this Jacob nat to try that inmy time.

"Bed bit of buminthe Hal," Jacob said chearfully.

"Thet may be" | said, "But...why the chapd ?'

"Because the family's chased me out of everywhere dse" said Jacob. "It seems the mords of this
age are changing, and fun is out of fashion." Jacob looked a me shrewdly. "From the future, you
say...Might | inquire how it isthat thou art here, speaking with me?'

"MelinsGlass" | said, and Jacob nodded immediatdy.

"I had thought that devious and dangerous device long lost, and rightly so. Thy need mus be
desperate indeed, to put faith in such a thing." Jacob regarded me thoughtfully. "How is it that a man of
such future times recognises my face, and hals me by name? Am | to become famous, and a legend in
the family?"

"Sort of," | said. "I need you to come to me, Jacob, into the future, to help the family. Will you
come?'

"Timetravd is forbidden, without the express order of the Matriarch,” Jacob said dowly. "But tell
me, young Sr, how goes the world in your time? What new wonders and marvels?'

"Come and find out,” | said.

"Tempter!" said Jacob, amiling. "And yet it must be said, the family is not entirdy happy with me,
just now. | am out of sortswith my own times ... o perhaps some time apart might enable the family to
look on me more happily, through the kinder eyes of absence...So! Anything for the family, young
Edwin!”

| reached out my hand, through the gateway, across the years, and Jacob took it. It was actudly
ashock, to be able to fed his flesh-and-blood hand in mine. | brought him through Merlin's Glass, out of
his time and into mine, and the gateway immediatdy snapped shut. Jacob let go my hand and looked
around him, dearly shocked at the state of the chapel, gone (for him) in a moment from the tidy sanctuary



he knew to the grubby, abandoned derelict of now. He started to say something...and the ghost of Jacob
appeared out of nowhere, afiercdy glowing presence with wild eyes, hovering above us. He pointed a
shaking, shrivelled hand a me, his voice howling insde my head like a damned soul.

What have you done? What have you done!

He vanished. Jacob grabbed mefirmly by the arm. "What in sweet Jesu's name was that?"

"I don't think I'm going to tdl you," | said after amoment. "I think...I'm going to have to work up
to that."

| pried his fingers off my arm, and then used the Merlin Glass to open a gateway between the
chepel and the old library. | cdled for Rafe, and he came trotting up immediatdly.

"Thisis Jacob Drood," | sad briskly. “Yes, that Jacob. | brought him forward, out of the past, to
help us. | need you to look after him, bring him up to speed, tdl him anything he needs to know, and no,
I'm not going to answer any questions at thistime. Jugt... doit, dl right?'

"You just love meking trouble for yoursdf, don't you?' said Rafe. "Why don't you just shoot an
abatross and get it over with? Come with me...Jacob, and I'll do my best to explain the unholy mess
youve just been dropped into."

"Ah, brave new world, that has such secrets in it,” Jacob said dryly. "It would appear the family
of thistimeis not so different from the family | know, after dl.”

| pushed him through the gateway and shut down the Glass before ether of them could ask any
awkward questions. 1'd asked the Glass for the mogt suiteble candidate, and it chose Jacob. So he had
to be the right man for the job. He just had to be. | sghed heavily, looked round the empty chapel, and
raised my voicein the dusty slence.

"All right, Jacob, you can come out now."

And judt like thet, there he was, stting douched in his redining chair, a kinny spectra presence
in a grubby T-shirt and baggy shorts. His flyaway har floated around his bony head as though he were
underwater, and his eyes were dark and brooding. He glowered a me, but his heart wasn't in it. For the
firg time since I'd known him, he looked old and tired and defeated.

"Why did you do it, Edwin? What did you think you were doing? Why didn't you tdl me you
were planning to snatch my living sdf out of the past?”

"The Melin Glass said you were what the family needed to fight this war," | said. "Buit...you
mugt have known | was going to do it. Why didn't you tdl me?'

"Because | didn't remember!” The ghogt of old Jacob looked sadly a his empty tdevison s,
and brief images flickered across the dusty screen of the living Jacob in his own time, doing dl the smple
everyday thingstheliving do ... dl of it just ajumble of memories, gone in a momern.

"So much of my pastislogt to me" Jacob said softly. "My lifeis so long ago, now. After | died |
spent centuries here, just Stting and waiting. . .waiting for the important thing | had to do ... waiting for so
long | findly forgot what it was | was waiting for. | knew you were important, from the first day | set eyes
on you, as achild. | remembered, eventudly, that | had to help you seize control of the family avay from
the Matriarch, but | ill didn't know why. Thereé's more to me being here, Eddie, than just the destruction
of the Heart. There's something | have to do, something important...but | don't know what!" He looked
up and fixed mewith a stedy glare. "But | do remember one thing now, Eddie. You brought me here, to
thistime, to die. Y ou made me, or will make me, what | am.”

"How?' | said. My throat was dry, my voice just a whisper.

"l don't know. Let's just hope it's a good desth. For the family.”

"No," | said. "l wontt let that happen.”

“You can't prevent it. In fact, you mustn't.”

"I could send you back. Theliving you. Just open the gateway and..."

"But you won't. Because you need me"

"Jacob ..." | sad.

He nodded gruffly. "I know, boy. | know."

“You weremy fird red friend," | said. "And apart from Uncle James, the only red family | ever
had. You and James were the only ones | ever cared for. And now you tdl me I'm going to be



responsible for your death too? No. No, | can't let that happen. Not again. | killed one father; | can't kill
another!”

"Timeisnt fixed," Jacob said kindly. "Buit... if | don't die, like I'm supposed to, | won't be here to
be your...friend, when you need it. Won't be here to hep you take down the Heart. The family dways
comes fird, Eddie. I'm glad | got to meet you, boy. You were worth waiting for. You...are the son |
never had. Now dry your eyes, and do what you have to. Thereis a purpose inthis, a destiny we have to
fulfill. 1 remember that much.”

"Why have you been hiding from me?' | said when | could trust my voice again.

"Because | had the feding something bad was about to happen. And because ... | need time
adone, undisturbed, to make mysdf remember just what it is I'm supposed to do. Before it's too late.
Don't come looking for me, Eddie. And don't tdl the living me about...me. Just in case you think of a
way out."

He grinned, winked a glowing eye, and then vanished from his chair, leaving me done in the
chapd.

Congdering how my firg attempt a medding with time had gone, | wasn't sure | wanted to try
again. But need and duty and Jacob's encouragement drove me on. | gill needed hdp, perhaps now
more than ever, and the only place left to look was among the future descendants of my family. And
besides, | dways was stubborn. So | fired up Merlin's Glass again, and ingructed it to show me the
future.

"Show me how the Hall will look, a hundred years from now,” | said. That seemed safe enough.

The doorway opened, showing me a view of the Hall, sanding tdl and proud in its extensve
grounds. The old house looked a hdl of alot bigger. Whole new wings had been added, and a tal stone
tower on each corner. Airships of an unfamiliar design buzzed like deek black wasps around the landing
fidd at the back, and there were children, hundreds of children, running free and happy across the doping
lawns. And then the image changed abruptly, showing me another Hall. 1t was a ruin, broken stone and
crumbling brick, and dl the windows dark. The grounds were arioting jungle of strange and dien plants,
lgpping right up againg the sides of the Hdl like a solid green tide. Creepers hung out of windows, trees
burgt out through broken walls. And no Sgn of the family anywhere,

The image changed again. This time the Hal | knew was gone, replaced by a magnificent
high+tech structure, dl gleaming sted and siver and huge flashing windows. Swirling energies coalesced
around tal shimmering towers, and strange machines hopped across the neatly manicured lavns. And the
whole place was surrounded by flying angels, ful of a terrible beauty, Inging songs of war, shining
brighter than the sun ...

The images before me kept changing, flashing by faster and fagter. All of them potentid, possible
futures. All equdly red, equdly likdy or unlikdy. | commanded the Glass to stop, thought for a while,
and then told it to show me an image of the Hdl, in a future where the family failed to stop the Invaders.

This time, the Hal stood done and abandoned on an endless blasted plain. No sgns of life
anywhere, from horizon to horizon, and the cloud-covered sky was empty. Dud fdl dowly, endledy,
undisturbed by even the dightest breeth of a breeze. No sgn of any living thing. Nothing moved. The sky
was adark and sullen purple, like a bruise.

A dead world.

| felt cold. Chilled right down to the bone; to the soul. This was what would happen if the family
faled. If | failed.

| told the Glass to show me how this had happened. What the Invaders would do, when they
came. Images came and went before me, but | couldn't understand any of them. It was just too Strange,
too different, too other. There were great shapes, living things big as mountains, radiating through more
then three physica dimensions. Just looking at them made my head hurt, made me fed sick. Time seemed
to dow down and speed up, landscapes rose and fdl like tides, cities burned and the moon fdl out of the
sky. People and other living things ran screaming through distorted streets, transforming and mutating into



things that shouldn't have been able to survive, in a rationd world. But dill they persisted, dill horribly
dive and aware and suffering. A black sun, huge and awful, dominated a sky set on fire, until suddenly it
shattered, blown apart, spitting out the dreadful things that had been gedtating ingdeit.

The drangeness accelerated, until | couldn't look anymore. | turned away, and suddenly fel sick
and sheking to the cold stone floor. Behind me, there were terrible sounds. | ydled for the Glass to stop,
my eyes squeezed shut, tears lesking past screwed-up lids. And immediatidy a blessed slence filled the
chapd. When | findly dared to look again, there was nathing in the mirror hovering before me but my
own reflection, looking back at me. | looked like hell. | looked like I'd aready been through a war, and
log.

| rose dowly to my feet, a cold determination forcing the weakness out of me. | wasn't going to
lose. | couldnt afford to. | was going to get my help from the future, whatever the cost. Because the
dternative was so much worse.

| ingtructed the Merlin Glass to go as far into the potentia futures as necessary, to find me the
one descendant best suited to heping mewin the war againg the Invaders. A warrior, to lead the family
into battle. A leader of men, to ingpire them. A man who would be everything...l was not.

The Glass showed me a new scene, strange enough to take my breath away. A batlefidd on an
dien planet. Three suns blazed in a garish pink sky, looking down on a great snowy waste, littered with
hundreds of broken bodies and splashed with blood. Huge broken war machines lay hdf buried in the
snow, so dienindesgn | couldn't even guess what they were supposed to do. But the bodies in the snow
were quite definitely men and women, though thelr strange jade green armour was unfamiliar. 1t boasted
crusted accumulations of jagged technology, punctuated with jewels that glowed like radioactive eyes. All
the bodies bore the marks of sudden and brutad desth, some actudly torn apart and dismembered. War
hed come and gone here, and these people had logt.

And then one man came running across the snowscape, his booted feet anking deep into the
sow with every step, forcing himsdf on through brute strength. He plunged through the snow with
desperate speed, not bothering to look back a what he knew was coming after him. He wore the same
kind of armour, though mogt of his jewels were no longer glowing, and he carried some kind of gun in
one hand and a long sword in the other. As he drew nearer, | could see he was about the same age as
me, though his brutal, blood-spattered face made him seem older. He wore his jet-black hair in a long
mane, held out of his eyes with a golden circlet round his forehead. And yet for dl his desperate Stuation,
he was dill grinning, as though he were playing a game. The only game worth playing. He was tdl and
lithdy muscular, and | just knew that none of the blood dripping from his armour was his.

More armed men came ailling over the snowy horizon. They ploughed through the snow after
the running man, whooping and howling, sounding more like beasts than men. They fired ther guns, but
somehow he was never where the energy beams hit. Snow exploded behind him, superheated water
flying in seaming droplets through the cold air. But findly he seemed to decide that there was no more
point in running, and he turned aoruptly to face his pursuers, halding one arm up before him. The energy
beams immediately targeted him, only to be soaked up by an invisble force shidd apparently radiating
from hisraised arm.

The pursuing men closed in on the warrior, and he stood patiently, waiting for them to come to
him. To my surprise, they put away ther guns and went for im with swords the moment they were in
reach. The fight that followed was swift and savage, like nothing I'd ever seen before; every move cold
and dinicd and utterly without mercy. The warrior fought well and fiercdy, handling the long sted blade
as though it were weightless. Blood and guts and hacked-off limbs decorated the bloody snow around
him, and none of his enemies even came close to touching him. He stamped back and forth in the crimson
snow, didng and cutting and avoiding the blows coming a him from every direction with amos feine
grece.

There mugt have been twenty men and more againgt one lone warrior, and he killed them dl in
just afew minutes.

Asthe lagt menfdl into the snow in a flurry of spurting arterid blood, the warrior looked camly
about him, not even breething hard. He nodded once, as though satisfied with his performance, and then



lowered his sword. He was just garting to relax when another man rose up from under the snow behind
him. He'd been hiding under another body, completely hidden, waiting for his chance. He raised his
unfamiliar gun to shoot the warrior in the back, and | drew my Colt Repeater and shot the man in the
head, through the doorway. A bullet from the past, to kill aman in the future,

The sound of the Colt was loud and coarse, after the brief hum of the energy weapons, and the
warrior spun around incredibly fast, his sword at the ready. Just in time to see the man who would have
killed him collapsing into the snow with hdf his head blown away. The warrior saw me, watching him
through a hole in the air, and his gaze was dark and cold and thoughtful. He strode unhurriedly through
the blood-spattered snow to stand before the gateway, and then considered me thoughtfully for a long
moment. He dill hadn't put away his sword. Blood dripping from the blade steamed in the chill ar | could
fed blowing through the opening. He said something, his bresth douding on the air, but 1 couldn't
understand him. It didn't sound like any human language 1'd ever heard. | quickly ordered my torc to
trandate, and judt like that his words began to make sense.

"Thanks for the help,” said the warrior. "Didn't expect to find afriend in this God-deserted place.
| owe you a debt of honour, stranger.”

"Where are the rest of your people?’ | said.

He shrugged. "Dead. Every lagt one of them. We knew it was a suicide misson when the
emperor sent us here; but it wasn't like we had a choice. Man proposes, and the emperor disposes.
Especidly when you'e...no longer in favour a court." He stopped and looked sharply around him,
ligening for something | couldn't hear. "My enemies are coming again. Can you get me out of this mess,
dranger? | am the only survivor of my command, and the Sze of the opposing forceis ... far greater than
| was given to understand.”

“You're taking my appearance very camly,” | said. "Or are such things as this common in your
time?'

He shrugged again. "I've seen stranger shit than this, out on the Rim. Get me out of here, stranger,
and | vow to serve you as | would my emperor. Not forever; my vow to the imperid throne must take
preference. But atime away from court might hep the blood to cool alittle...on both sides. Shdl we say,
service to you in return for my rescue, for ayear and a day?!

"Soundsfar to me" | said. But when | tried to reach through the opening, the Glass wouldn't let
me 1'd been &fraid of that. "Look, I'm not redly a stranger. 1'm spesking to you from far in your past. |
don't know exactly how far. Centuries, certainly; maybe more. You are a descendant of my family. And
my family needs a warrior's guidance. But | can't just...bring you through. You're too far off from me.
But | have another way of reaching you."

"Better be quick," he said dispassonately. "My enemieswill be here soon. What's your name?"

"Edwin Drood,” | said. "And yours?'

The warrior amiled. "Deathgtdker. Giles Desthstaker.”

CHAPTER TEN Various Voices, Prophesying War

Sometimes it seems to me that the whole of my time at the Hall congsts of people marching up to
me, determined to tdl me things they aready know I'm not going to like. There's a certain look I've
learned to recognise; equa parts determination and it's-for-your-own-good glee. Thistime it was Cdlan
Drood, emerging from a sde room as | wandered back into the Hal. He looked not so much sunburned
from his trip to South America, as sun-roasted. He headed draight for me, dready scowling furioudy.
Didn't mean it had to be bad news, Cdlan dways looked that way. Even & the best of times, he gave the
impresson of someone perfectly prepared to walk through anything that got in his way, induding walls,
regulations, and, quite possibly, people. | just knew | didn't want to hear what he was so determined to
tdl me, but short of dubbing him down with the nearest blunt ingtrument and walking right over him, there
was no way of avoiding the man. So | stopped, heaved a heavy 9gh just to show | wasn't a dl happy,



and let im get on with it. "The Inner Circle wants to tak with you,” Cdlan said bluntly. "It's nice to want
things" | said. "I want severd large drinks and a mest pie, followed by anicelie down, and | think I'l go
get them right now."

"Let me rephrase the message,” said Cdlan. "The Inner Circle needs to see you right now, and |
have been ingtructed not to take No, Go to hell, or even Fuck off and die for an answer.”

"The Circle has dready demondtrated that it can make decisons without me” | sad flatly. "Let
them get on with it."

"Qulking doesn't become you," said Cdlan. "So cut it out, or I'll dap you somewhere panful.
Right here, in public. Thisisimportant.”

"This bluff-but-honest act of yoursisredly sarting to get on my tits” | said. "How important?’

"Sphincter-clenching,  tedide-driveling,  end-of-the-world-and-everything-turning-to-shit
important,” said Cdlan. "They're waiting for you down in the War Room. Probably crying and wetting
themsdlves and trying to hide under things"

"Oh," | said. "That important.”

So we went down to the War Room, threading our way through al the security checks, until
findly we passed through the specidly reinforced doors and into complete bedlam. The usud hushed ar
was gone, replaced by atense, charged, and very noisy aimosphere, in which people ran from dation to
workgtation, hed rapid conversations, threw up their hands, and then hurried on somewhere ese. The
giant digplay screens covering the black basdt wals, showing maps of every country in the world, were
thickly dotted with flashing red lights, indicating redtime emergencies and disaster spots. The farcasters
and computer technicians were dl shouting into their hands-free headsets while waving sheets of paper
for messengers to pick up and take wherever necessary.

| actudly stopped and stared for a moment. The War Room was dways the cold, cdm, and
collected heart of family decison-making. I'd never seen the place so distracted, so openly close to
panic. What used to be my Inner Circle was sanding around the man misson table, walting impatiently
for meto joinit. Or a least most of them. There was no Sgn of Jacob, of course, nor of Mally or Penny.
Presumably those two were dill off somewhere private, having ther litle girl-to-girl chat. The
Sarjeant-at-Arms was there, and the Armourer, and Harry...and Roger Morningstar. | did wonder
whether | should object to a known hdlspavn being dlowed into the Drood family War Room, but that
was after dl the kind of thinking | was trying to overturn. If he had anything useful to contribute, 1'd ligen
to him.

We could dwayskill him later.

Sill, with Mdly and Penny absent, and both the living and the dead Jacob off about ther
business, it meant the only red dly | had in the Circle was the Armourer. Good old Unde Jack. Who
was, to be far, glowering a Roger.

"Wha is that haf-breed demon doing down here?' he demanded as | approached the man
misson table with Cdlan at my sde.

"Roger'swith me" said Harry.

The Armourer sniffed loudly. "Don't know what the family's coming to.”

"Hi guys" | said. "What's hagppening?'

The Armourer immediatdy turned his glare on me. "Where the hel have you been, Eddie? Look
a the world maps! Information has been flooding in ever Snce your little exercise in South America; dl of
it bad. There are brush fires breaking out across the globe, dl because there aren't any agents left in the
fidd to samp them out. The g&ff here are being run ragged just trying to keep track of what's going on.”

"I've brought in some extra people, from inteligence and the media pit, and basicdly anyone dse
who didn't look too busy or who couldn't run away fast enough,” Cdlan said briskly. "Were just about
daying on top of things, for the moment. But world events are definitdly accelerating, as world leaders
gve spectacularly good impressons of lemmingswith aredly bad hangover and no inhibitions™

| had to raise an eyebrow a him. "Since when have you been in charge of the War Room,



Cdlan?'

"Since you and your precious Inner Circle decided you'd rather spend your time squabbling with
eech other, instead of getting your hands dirty with the day-to-day running of the family. | used to work
here, before | had delusons of being a fidd agent, and when | got back from that mgor clusterfuck in
South America, | fdt a need to be doing something ussful, so | looked in here and was appdled to see
how lax things had becomeinmy absence. So | just walked right in, rolled up my deeves, and took over.
No one dse was volunteering. The people here were actudly grateful for someone to tdl them what to
do. You don' like the way I'm running things, fine, boot my arse out of here; if you can find anyone dumb
enough to take over. I'll bet you lot don't even know the precedence protocols, do you? And what are
you gmiling at, Edwin?"

"For amoment there" | said, "you reminded me of me"

"Now you'e just being nagty,” said Cdlan.

"These tough-guy bonding rituds are dl very sweset," sad Harry, "but, Cdlan, as lord and master
of the War Room do you think you could lower yoursdf to actudly brief us on what's happening now?"

Cdlan flared his nogtrils. "Don't push your luck, new boy. You and brimstone boy are only here
on sufferance. Okay, everyone, bottom line Politidans of every dripe and flavour are currently
threstening each other with war, invasons, and dl sorts of economic terrorism, because they believe the
family isincapable of sopping them. Word of our lack of fidd agents, and maybe even lack of torcs, has
dearly got around. So, dl across the world lots and lots of old grudges, hatreds, and blood feuds are
findly being paid off, with age-old enemies gearing up for some serious and |ong-delayed bloodletting.

"Added to that, dl the usud unusud suspects are jus itching to take advantage of the Stuation.
While the cat's away, the mice will inevitably get uppity. All the usual nasty organisations and individuas
are operating more and more openly, just daring us to try and stop them. Weve been enforcing the
peace s0 long, we've forgotten just how much bad suff was bubbling under the surface.”

He stopped to glare at me accusingly. Everyone dse joined in. | glared right back at them.

"The more they come out into the open, the easier it will be for us to step on them,” | sad.
"Theyll dl get what's coming to them. Anything else, Cdlan?'

"Oh, loads. All of it bad, bordering on unnerving. BIf Sghtings are up. Sgnificantly up. Current
thinking from inteligence is that the eves may be planning to use the weskening of dimensond barriers
by the Invaders to return at last from their long exile. Intdligence thinks we should try and make contact
with the Fae Court, try and get them on our Sde, as dlies agand the Invaders. Because it's not in the
elves interests for the Invaders to destroy the very world the eves hope to return to rule”

"Elveswill never sde with humanity,” | said flaly. "They hate us too much. They might Sde with
the Invaders, jus for the joy of seeing the Invaders do the one thing the eves never could: murder
humenity.”

"Then ther€'s the diens” said Cdlan. "Mog of the species were currently monitoring have up
and disappeared. Presumably leaving while the leaving's good.”

"Rats leaving the anking ship," growled the Sarjeant-at-Arms.

"Wadl, quite" said Cdlan. "Do fed free to just chime in and interrupt my briefing whenever you
fed likeit, Cyril. Andly, there is patchy but convincing evidence thaet Heaven and Hell are teking a direct
interest in what's going on. There are reports of angels. From Above and Beow."

Weadl looked a Roger, who shrugged. "No good looking at me. Neither sde would confide in a
haf-breed. In fact, they'd probably fight each other just for the privilege of killing me"

" know just how they fed," | said.

At which point, the terrible sound of aredly huge gong dammed through the War Room, so loud
people clapped ther hands to thelr ears to try to keep it out. Everyone looked franticaly around, bracing
themsdalves for an attack, but dl that happened was the Merlin Glass hopped out of my jacket pocket,
grew to ful sze while hanging in midair, and formed a gateway between the War Room and the old
library. William Drood stared out of the opening at the panicked War Room and amiled weekly.

"Sorry about that. | thought I'd disabled the gong function.”

| Sghed heavily. "I'm a bit busy at the moment, William. Is this redly important?’



"Of coursel”

"Of course" | said. "Everything's important these days. Always breaking news, and never any
time for the heartwarming duff, about a badger that's learned to skateboard. Don't mind me, I'm just
babbling, because it's either that or start throwing things. What do you want, William?'

He amiled digantly, looking, it had to be said, even more twitchy and distracted than usud. "Rafe
is looking after your friend. | have some new and quite probably vitd information on the nature and
intentions of the Loathly Ones. Y ou need to hear this, Edwin, before you go meking any plans™

"All right,” | said resignedly. "The Inner Circle's here with me. Fll usin.”

The Armourer stepped forward suddenly, standing beside me to dtare into the opening. He
amiled broadly at the librarian. "William!" he said. "My God, but it's good to see you agan! | didn't know
you were back in the Hall. Why didn't you come and find me? Y ou're looking...good. Come on through
and join us here! Well have a good long talk about old times, once thisis over.”

William looked sadly at him. "'I'd rather not...come through. I'm not ready yet. It's Jack, isnt it?
Hello, Jack. It has been a while, hasn't it... Though | couldnt tdl you how long. | rather logt track of
things liketime and...things."

The Armourer looked a me, lowering his voice. "What's the matter with him? | thought you said
hewss..."

"Cured?' sad William. "A bit optimidic, that, I'm afrad. And I'm crazy, not desf. Let's just
say...I'm dowly getting back to who | used to be"

"Why did you stay away for so long?' said the Armourer. He was trying to tak camly, naturdly,
but it was clear how much his old friend's condition was affecting him. "Why didn't you say good-bye to
anyone? To me? You didn't even leave a note! Didn't you redlise how worried wed be? | spent years
trying to track you down, long after everyone else had given you up and labdled you a rogue. | never
gave up on you. Why didn't you tdl me you were going, William? We've been friends snce we were
kids"

"The Heart drove me out," said William. Y ou could tel he was trying hard to concentrate, to hold
his graying thoughts together. "It hurt me. Bad Heart. | had to run, get away from the Hall, and the
family, run for my life and what was left of my sanity. Yes. | had to go to ground where no one would
think to look for me, and then hide deep indde mysdf, so even the Heart couldn't find me. | went so very
deep indde, Jack, and coming back is ... difficult. Well tak later, Jack. Yes. Catch up, just the two of
us. Jud...not yet.

"For now, | need you dl to ligen to what | have to tdl you. And pay atention; | don't think I'm
up to going through thistwice."

His face firmed, his voice becoming clearer and more authoritetive, as he took on his old role as
expert lecturer. Perhaps because it was just another role he could hide behind, that required nothing of
him but his expertise.

"The family knows the Invaders of old. We fought them long ago, when the Druidic Droods were
dill supporting the Romans in their occupation of old Britain. According to the Latin texts, it took the
whole might of the Roman Empire, dong with the firg Drood fidd agents, to destroy towering structures
being built dl across the known world, by possessed primitive peoples. The Roman military stamped
these early nests out with their usud bruta efficiency, but more kept soringing up. There is evidence to
uggest that in the end the Heart stepped in and intervened directly, destroying the remaining structures
and preventing the Invaders from entering our redity. Presumably because it wasn't prepared to lose its
new property. Thiswas the Heart's world, and it didn't fed like sharing. Anyway...many centuries later,
the last Matriarch but one, Sarah Drood, took the knowledge from those times from the supposedly lost
old library, and used it to summon the Loathly Ones back into our redlity. Supposedly to be used as
weapons againg the Nazis."

"Supposedly?' said the Sarjeant-at-Arms sharply. "I've seen the records. The soul-eaters made
excdlent weapons againg the Nazi war machine, before the Vril Force came in on the other side and
balanced the scales again.”

"Oh, I'm sure they did alot of damage,” said William. "But | don't think thet was why they were



brought back.”

"I've never understood why we chose them,” said the Armourer. "I mean, soul-eaters? There had
to have been better, safer options we could have pursued.”

"Oh, there were," said William. "But someone, someone fairly high up in the family, indsted on
the Loathly Ones. The more | read in the unexpurgated family records, the more | am forced to the
concluson that someone in the family was a traitor. Perhaps aready possessed by some demon.”

"But...how was that possble?" spluttered the Sarjeant. "The torcs protect us from dl forms of
possession or soul peril!™

"Only one way it could have happened,” said William. "Someone gave themselves up willingly to
possession. Just like the Kandarians."

That stopped usdl in our tracks for awhile

"A traitor in the family," | sad findly. "That's eader to believe now, after dl weve discovered
about the Heart, and the Matriarchs, and the Zero Tolerance faction, but 4ill... a Drood gving
themselves up to a demon, and alying with soul-eaters? Why? What could they hope to gan?'

"More importantly,” Harry said dowly, "could there ill be traitors, or possessed Droods, dill
operating indde the family? That could explain how we were s0 eedly ambushed down on the Nazca
Han..."

William nodded sadly. "l was better off when | was crazy, and didn't know what was going on
... One thing seems regrettably clear. Ever Snce the Loathly Ones were let back in, for whatever reason,
Sxty years ago, they've been possessing victim after victim, dowly building their power and influence to
the point where they could start building their structures again, and summon the Invaders.

"There are reports coming in of more of these structures, in various stages of completion, from dl
across the world," said Cdlan. "It's like they're not even trying to hide them anymore.”

"How many?' said the Sarjeant-at-Arms.

"Hundreds, so far. Wouldn't surprise meif we ended up with thousands.”

"Let us discuss what we know of the Loathly Ones" said William, in full lecture mode now.
"They don't just movein and take over ther vicimslike most demons, or devils from Hel." There was a
dight pause while everyone looked a Roger, but he had nothing to say. William sniffed a few times, and
then plunged on. "No; these demons infect thar victims through smple proximity. They implant a
menta/spiritua embryo into the human body and soul. The invading presence then uses the human as
food while the embryo gestates, before findly hatching into a complete Loathly One.

"Demonic cuckoos, asit were.

"Hrgt come physicd changes. Warpings of the flesh, strange mutationsin the body, dl concerned
with making the host strong enough to hold and contain the Loathly One embryo that's forming. As this
growsingde the hog, it egts into the mind and soul, changing the thoughts and persondity of the human
host, who can fed themsdf going mad, becoming dien...but is helpless to stop or even dow the change.
We can only imagine the kind of hdll these poor unfortunates go through. Thoughts, emations, beliefs, dl
change...until nothing isleft but a new Loathly One drone. The human is gone, replaced.”

"So essentidly,” | said, "once infected, ther victims die by inches, day by day, losing every bit of
themsdlves to become the thing that infected them. Just more drones for the Invaders. Right; that's it. Kill
the poor bastards on sght. No exceptions. Well be doing them a favour.”

"The redly worrying thing," said William, "is that there exists a amdl but definite posshility that
some, perhaps even dl, of those who survived the baitle of the Nazca Plain could themsalves have been
infected. And are now becoming traitors within the family. They might not even know themsdlves, they
could have been made to forget. The Drood armour should have been protection enough, but we don't
have enough data yet to know if the new slver torcs are as powerful as the old gold ones.”

Harry frowned. " Shouldn't we be able to see the infection in a person, usng our Sight, or through
our masks?'

"We should,” said William. "But the records say no. It would seem the infecting presence is just
too...other."

| looked at the Armourer. "We need a test, some way to find out the truth. Something that can



detect an infected person. We have to be sure of who's who. And what's what."

"Il get right on it," said the Armourer.

"We need atest that can be applied to the whole family,” said Harry. "We need to know who we
can trugt.”

"Couldn't agree more, Harry," | said, looking straight at him. "Anything else, William?'

"The next logicd step for the Loathly Ones has to be a full summoning,” William said heavily.
"Once enough of the structures have been completed, they will attempt to bring the Hungry Gods through
into our world. To consume everything that lives | think we can assume that our destruction of the tower
on the Nazca Plain has shown them the dangers of trying to do this with just the one, isolated Structure,
S0 that should buy us some time. But how much ..."

"Ready for some more bad news?' sad Cdlan. "Inteligence seems pretty sure, thanks to some
intercepted communications, that to get thisfar the Loathly Ones made use of a Judas goat. They made a
ded with Truman, and his Manifest Dedtiny organisation: for money, technicd supplies, concedment, and
30 on. Apparently Truman believes he can use the Invaders to take control of our world, and then force
them out again. The idiot actudly thinks he's uang them..."

"Shows how desperate he is”" | said. "Wadl... we wanted a big battle, to show off our renewed
grength and power to the world, and now were facing the biggest fight of our lives, with the whole world
watching and the whole world at stake. Be careful what you wish for...All right. That'sit. Everyonein the
family gets anew slver torc. As soon as possible, no exceptions. 1've dready talked with Strange, and he
doesn't see any problems. He's jugt waiting to be asked. If this family is going to war, | want us dl in
armour. Because we're going to need every fighter we can mugter. Sarjeant-at-Arms; youll have to take
sole charge of thetraining, a least until Janissary Jane shows up again. | have to say; alot of them looked
pretty good, even without armour.”

"Thefamily will be ready,” said the Sarjeant. "I'll see to that, Edwin. No damned cosmic locusts
can hope to stand againg the Drood family inits armour.”

"All very rousing, I'm sure” said Harry. "But | have to ask; is this wise? Putting us dl in armour
before the Armourer's had time to come up with his test for possible traitors within the family? Do you
redly want to give Drood armour to a potentid traitor or assassin?'

“You've changed your tune" | sad, just alittle amused. "Only this morning you were cdling me
every name under the sun because | hadn't dready made the armour available to everyone.”

"That was then," said Harry. "Thisis now. And I'm not convinced we can properly train so many
people in time anyway. The Sarjeant can be veary...ingpirationd, but untrained agentsin the fidd can be a
danger to themsalves and their companions, never mind the enemy.”

"This family has more trainers and tutors on hand than ever before, thanks to me" | said. "And
we won't launch another attack until I'm sure we can win it. | won't lose any more good men and women.
Fortunatdy, I've dready made certain...arrangements, to bring in expert hdp. Advisors in the art and
practice of war."

"Oh God," said the Armourer. "I know that look on your face. You think you've done something
redly clever. What have you done, Eddie? And why do | just know I'm not going to likeit?'

"Probably because you know me so wdl, Unde Jack,” | said. “You dl sad | didnt have the
relevant experience to lead this family into the war that's coming; and you were right. But Snce no one
d<se in the family does dther, | was forced to go further abroad to find people who did have the
experience and the expertise. | asked the Melin Glass to find me the two most suitable members of the
family, one from the past and one from the future. And it did."

"You did thiswithout consulting the Inner Circle fird?' said Harry. "How dare you...?"

"I didn't tdl you because | knew youd try and talk me out of it," | sad camly. "And | didn't
intend to be taked out of it. And anyway, it worked. William, have Rafe bring our vistor here, so
everyone can meet him."

"I've got him standing by," William said dourly. "I knew you'd get to this point eventudly.”

The living Jacob stepped into view beside him and amiled chearfully at the dumbfounded faces
before him. He had a glass of winein one hand, and he must have found some food, because held spilled



hdf of it down his front. "Greetings to my noble descendants! 1 am Jacob Drood: soldier, philosopher,
and bon vivant!"

The Armourer and the Sarjeant-at-Arms, both of whom had good reason to know the ghogt of
Jacob, both looked equaly shocked and gppalled. Harry and Roger and Cdlan dl recognised the name,
and looked a me sharply. The Sarjeant, not surprisngly, put it into words firg.

"Have you gone stark staring mad? Does he know about...?"

"No he doesnt,” | said quickly. "And | redly don't think we should tdl him just yet. It's the kind
of thing you need to work up to."

"Tdl mewhat?' said Jacob, immediatdy suspicious.

"Does the other Jacob know?' said the Armourer. "How's he going to take it?"'

"He does know," | said. "And he'staking it... aswal as can be expected. He approves, though.
He saysit's...necessary.”

"What other Jacob?' said the living Jacob. "Edwin, is there something thou'rt keeping from me?"

"Oh, lots" | said. “You know how it isin thisfamily.”

Jacob sniffed, and drained his wineglass.

| stared steadily &t the Armourer and the Sarjeant. "The Merlin Glass chose this man, as the best
and mogt suitable candidate out of the whole past family. That ought to tel you something. Jacob, dl will
be made clear to you, intime. Now please, introduce yoursdf."

"I have fought in many wars,” the living Jacob said, just alittle grandly. "Those secret and invisble
wars the Droods have dways specidised in, for the protection of the world. | can help thee ded with the
practica and paliticd senghilities, those being my area of expertise, in my day. The principles of waging
war are redly quite Smple divide and conquer, identify and strike a weak spots, and most of al, get
everyone else o confused they don't dare do anything for fear of doing the wrong thing."

"The world has changed some, snce your day," said Cdlan.

"But the hearts of paliticians have not, I'll warrant,” said Jacob.

"Hes got apoint,” said Cdlan.

"Thank you, Jacob," said the Armourer. "I'm sure your experience will prove invauable. Now, if
you and William will excuse us, we have private matters to discuss.”

William nodded and gestured, and the Merlin Glass shrank back down to normd Sze again and
tucked itsdf into my jacket pocket. Thankfully without the bloody gong sound this time. The Armourer
glared a me.

"All right, Eddie. You'e dill looking dangeroudy smug. Drop the other shoe. Who or what did
the mirror find for you in the future?'

"Ah" | sad. "Thisiswhereit gets just a bit complicated. | have located a superb future warrior,
and distant descendant of ours, caled Giles Desthstalker.”

"Deathddker?' said Harry. "What kind of a nameis that?"

"It suited him," | said. "The point is, I've seen the man fight, and he's death on two legs and nasty
with it. Just what we need. He's quite ready to hep us out. Unfortunatdy ..."

"I just knew thered be a catch,” said the Armourer.

"Unfortunatdy, he's so far ahead of usin the potentid timelines that the Merin Glass couldnt just
bring him through, like Jacob. I'll have to go get him. And that means using the Time Train."

The Armourer didn't actudly snk to the floor and bury his face in his hands, but he looked very
much like he wanted to.

"The Time Train? Have you findly lost every lagt little bit of your senses, Eddie? You can't use
the Time Tran! It's far too dangeroud™

"By dl means, try it," Harry said generoudy. "Either way, we win."

"Smugnessis very unflatering, Harry,” | said ldftily. "I know what 1'm doing, Uncle Jack."

The Armourer snorted loudly. "Be the firg time. Well, if you must go ... be sure and bring back
as many future wegpons as you can.”

"Degthgtdker," sad Roger Morningstar. "Hdl of a name.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN About Time

When it came to my usang the Time Train, the Inner Circle was right behind me. Fortunately, |
was able to shake them off thanks to some fast running, and my superior knowledge of the Hdl's
shortcuts and side passages. They redly should have known better than to order me not to use the Time
Train, under any circumstances. I've dways had this problem with authority figures, even now that | am
one. | left their raised voices behind me, and headed quickly for the rear of the Hal, and the old hangar
where the family keeps those past mechanicd maves we have more sense then to try and use
nowadays.

| reached out with my thoughts through my slver torc, and made menta contact with Strange.

"Hi therel" said Strange. "Did you know the Sarjeant-at-Armsis looking for you? And the rest of
your Inner Cirde?!

"The fact has not escaped me”" | said. "I need you to run a diverson for me. Y ou game?'

"Of course! | could use alittle fun. Your family is dl very worthy, Eddie, but a lot of them redly
are very olemn.”

"Trug me | had noticed. All right, | need you to broadcast the news tha everyone in the family is
to get ther new torcs. The Inner Circle and | just decided. You ill okay with thet?!

"Oh sure; the more the merrier, | say.”

"Good. Then spread the good news, and tdl everyone they need to come to the Sanctity right
now." | grinned. "That should block the corridors nicdy, and keep the Circle from interfering with what
I've got planned.”

"Oh dear," said Strange. "Are you about to do something desperate and dangerous agan?'

"Of course. Mind the store while I'm gone, Strange.”

"Please, cdl me Ethd."

"Over my dead and lifdess body."

To my surprise, when | findly got to the rear of the Hal, avoiding the main corridors that were
dready filling up with cheering family members, Mally was dready there waiting for me. She greeted me
with afond embrace and asmug smile

"How did you know | was going to be here?" | said.

"Honedly, swesetie, | am a witch, remember? Sorry it took me so long to get away, but Penny
took alot of talking to. | think | findly managed to beat some sense into her pretty little head. There's no
one more stubborn than a secret romantic. Especidly one who's taken it on hersdf to redeem the
unredeemable.”

"Has she agreed to stop seeing Mr. Stab?' | said.

"Wdl, not as such,” said Mally. "The best | could get out of her was an agreement never to meet
with him aone.”

| nodded rluctantly. "Penny aways was stubborn. Runs in the family. Baffles me what she sees
inhim anyway."

"l suppose it's like those sad, desperate women who want to marry serid killers in prison,” sad
Moally. "Women aways believe they can change a man, bring out the good in him through the power of
their love. Some just like more of a chalenge, | suppose. And Mr. Stab does have that dark, dangerous,
vulnerable thing going for him. | know, | know, don't look & me like that; | do know he's been
daughtering and butchering women for over a century...but there is more to him than that, Eddie. | have
seenhimdo ... good things So have you."

"Hes Mr. Stab,” | said. "He kills women. That's what he does. If he hurts Penny..."

"Hewon't," said Mally. "He's never hurt afriend of mine”

"If he kills her, I'll kill him. Friend of yours or not."



"If it comesto that, I'l hdp you,” said Mally. "So, why are we here, Eddie?

| gestured a the long stedl-and-glass hangar, sanding tal and proud at the rear of the Hdl,
though set a discreet distance away. It was a wide, sted-girdered congruction, with an arching glass
roof, big enough to hold severd footbdl matches in smultaneoudy. The family never does things by
haves, even when it comes to museums hardly anyone vidts anymore. | took Molly's arm inmine and led
her towards the open entrance.

"I've located a very useful dly in the future” | said. "Unfortunatdy, he's so far ahead of us that
we're going to have to go and get imin person. And for that, we need the Time Train."

"Jud the two of us?' said Mally.

"Wdl," | sad, "l did ask for volunteers, but the response was disgppointing. Apparently everyone
else had more sense. Timetravel is dways dangerous, and no one's actudly used the Time Train in ages.
Probably with good reason. It's not the mogt. . .reliable device the family ever built. If you'd prefer to stay
behind, I'd quite understand. 1'd stay behind if | could find anyone daft enough to go inmy place.”

Mally hugged my arm firmly to her side. "Do you redly think I'd let you go anywhere without
me?"

| grinned &t her. "I redly like this being an item thing."

“Y ou romantic devil, you. Flatter me with your slver tongue, why don't you?'

"Together, forever," | said. "How about that?"

"Forever and ever and ever,” said Mally.

| led her into the long hangar. It's a huge place, packed full of dl the early technologica wonders
produced down the ages by family Armourers with a bee in their bonnet. It had to be sad: Both the
museum and its exhibits had known better days. The inner walls were cracked and discoloured, and dull
ydlow sunlight fdl through glass pands left coudy and spotted by age and neglect. This was judt a
storage space now, for things whose time had moved on. Strange and wondrous artefacts that had once
been ahead of their time, now overtaken and forgotten.

Like the 1880s Moon Launch Cannon, only used once. And the overszed Moleship, bascaly
just a sted cabin with a bloody big diamond-studded drill head mounted on the front. It had been
congtructed to invedtigete the interior of the earth, back in the days when people dill beieved in the
Hollow Earth theory. The hulking exhibit before us was actudly Mole I, built so the family could go
looking for whatever had happened to Mole . In the end it never got used, because we had to fill in and
block off the origind tunnd after something big and nasty from the lower depths tried to crawl back up it.

"And we used to have a giant mechanica spider,” | said, leading Mally through the exhibits. "We
confiscated it from some American mad genius, back in the Wild West. Not entirdy sure what happened
toit. I think it ran away."

"Boys and ther toys" said Mally, amiling sweetly. “Youll be boasting about the sze of your
engines next. Why keep dl this quff if you never use it anymore?"

"Because the family never lets go of anything that belongs to it," | said. "Beddes, this is higory.
It's...interesting. Not to mention ingtructive. And you never know when you might need something again.
Better to have a thing and not need it, than need it and not have it. Like the Time Train ... | only
remembered it was here because | used to love reading about things like that when | was a kid, and
doping off from my lessons.”

We weren't donein the hangar. A dozen or so men and women in scruffy overdls fussed around
various exhibits, tinkering with the machinery or just polishing and deaning them to within an inch of ther
lives None of them looked at us, as long as we were careful to mantain a respectful distance. Mally
gestured at them, and raised an eyebrow.

"Enthudadgts” | said. "They dl volunteer to work here in their spare time. All obsessed with a
particular period, or device. They keep the exhibits in order, just for the joy of it. Express the dightest
interest in their particular pride and joy, and they'll talk your ear off."

"Now, let me be sure I've got this right,” said Moally. "This Time Train you want to use...No
one's actudly taken it out of the hangar in ages, it's pretty damned dangerous even when it's working
properly, and the only guarantee we have itll work at dl is some dedicated amateur technician? Have |



missed anything? Y ou are not filling me with confidence here, Eddie.”

By now wed reached the Time Train, and the sheer Sze of the thing dwarfed dl the other
exhibits. The Time Train its"f was a big, black, old-fashioned steam engine, geaming and gligening like
the night, with luxurious siver and brass fittings, dl of them buffed and polished to a cheery warm glow.
Hafa dozen luxury Pullman coaches, in the familiar milk chocolate and cream livery, stretched away
behind the cod tender. A quick peek through the coaches curtained windows reveded a whole other
world of seats and fittings whose quality would have shamed the Orient Express in its heyday. The family
never did bdieve in doing things by hdf. The huge black engine towered over us like a degping beast,
only waiting to be roused. A tdl gangling individud appeared suddenly in the cab and smiled bashfully
down &t us.

"Oh hdlo," he said. "Vigtors, how nice. We don't get many vigtors, old Ivor and me. Ivor is the
enging, you see”

"Yes" | sad. "l had a hunch it might be. Mally, dlow me to present to you the family's one and
only expert steam train engineer: Tony Drood. Latest in along line of such enthusiasts, right Tony?'

"Ohyes" he said, dambering agildy down the gleaming sted |adder on the side of the cab to join
us He had to bein hislate fifties, though his hair was dill suspicioudy jet-black. He wore a set of grubby
overdls, and his hands and face were covered with dirty smudges from whatever held just been working
on. He findly stood before us, amiling and bobbing his head jugt a bit shyly. "An honour to meet you
both, Edwin and Miss Mally. Can't remember the last time anyone of qudity came to see us, eh, Ivor,
old thing?'

He reached up and fondly patted the bulging black sted chamber.

"Ivor redly isvery...impressve,” said Moally, and Tony beamed a her as though sheld jugt taken
athorn out of his paw.

"Impressve heisindeed, Miss Mally, and that isno lie. | have made it my business to see that he
iskept spotless, and in perfect working order, ready to go a a moment's notice.”

"Reedy to go anywhere, anywhen?' | said. "Even into the far future?'

"All of timeis a your disposd,” sad Tony, just a bit grandly. "lvor can take you back to the
dawn of the world, or up any of the future timetracks. You do understand about pardld future
higories... of course you do, welve dl seen Sar Trek. Though | dways preferred the origind series.
Where was |I? Oh yes, Ivor isfully functiond and raring to go! He can do the Kessel run in under five
centuried™

"Hesdill abit... ancient, though, isnt he?' said Mally.

Tony glowered a her. "Do not ligen to her, Ivor! She is a philidine, and knows no better. 1 will
have you know, Miss Mdlly, this engine was built back in the days when they ill vaued skill and
craftsmanship, as wel as efficency. This is no modern soulless device; this is Ivor, the Time Tran! A
comfortable and civilised way to trave intime. | tdl you, Miss Mally, Ivor could ill do the family proud,
given hdf a chance.

"Funny you should say that, Tony,” | said. "Asit turns out, you are in a pogtion to do me and the
family a great service. | think it'swdl past time Ivor was alowed out for alittle trip."

Tony grinned so broadly it must have hurt his cheeks, and actualy wrung his hands together in his
enthusasm. "Just say the word, Edwin! I've waited dl my life for a chance to take the old boy out and
show what he can do! No one in the family's authorised use of the Time Train Snce my grandfather took
her out, at the end of the nineteenth century.” His face fdl, and he looked a Mally and me jus a little
quiltily. "An unfortunate business, that...Bit of a disaster dl around, redly. The last Matriarch but three,
Catherine Drood that was, got a bee in her bonnet that one of the Old Ones was waking up, down on
some obscure little idand in the southern hemisphere. And nothing would do but that grandfather take the
neny invented Time Train back into the recent past, with a team of expert specidigts, to shut the Old
One down before it could properly awaken. Of course it dl went horribly wrong. Turned out that it was
the energies generated by Ivor's arrivd that woke the Old One up in the firg place...One thing led to
another, and in the end grandfather and histeam had no choice but to blow up the whole damned idand
to sed the Old One back inits tomb.



"Krakatoa, the idand was cdled. Anyway, Ivor got dl the blame, which was redly quite unfair,
and he's been out of favour ever snce”

"Hold everything," said Mally. "If no one's taken the Train out since the nineteenth century, does
this mean you've never actudly driven the thing yoursdlf?'

"W, no, not as such," said Tony. "But | know dl | need to know! The care and handling of Ivor
isa sacred trust, miss, handed down from father to son for generaions. A family within the family, you
might say. Rest assured that | have read every one of the manuas, and my grandfather's journds, and |
know dl the workings of Ivor indde and out. Don't you worry, miss Old Ivor's just draining at the
traces, raring for the off! Aren't you, old boy!"

He dapped the black sted familialy, and Mally and | both jumped a little as Ivor let loose a
sudden blast of steam from his funnd, as though in response. Maybe it was. Wouldn't be the firg time the
family built something that turned out to have amind of its own.

Don't even get me started about the sentient water cooler that was supposed to know when you
were thirsy; drowned three people before we could wrestle it to the ground.

"Let'sget going,” | said briskly. "Build up your pressure, or whatever it is you need to do, and full
Seam ahead to the futurd”

Tony looked a me jugt a bit blankly. “Y ou meen...right now?"

"No time like the present,” | said. "And...there are afew people who might want to have a word
with us before we go, and | redly don't fed like talking to them, so the sooner we can get under way, the
better. That isn't going to be a problem, isit?'

"Oh no, Edwin! Not at dl! In fact, the principles of time travel will dlow us to return just a few
seconds after we depart, and that way you won't have to miss out on talking to anyone!”

"Ohjoy," | said. "Let'sgo, Tony."

"Say no more, 9r!" said Tony, sduting me enthusiagticaly. He scrambled back up the ladder into
the cab, dl but exploding with pleasure and nervous energy. This was his moment, his great chance,
come round at last, and he couldn't wait to get under way. 1'd rather been counting on that. Anyone just a
bit less enthusadgtic might have asked a whole bunch of awkward questions, to which | didn't have any
good answers. | fdt a bit guilty at taking advantage of Tony, but only a bit. | had too many other things to
fed quilty about. | needed the warrior cdled Deathstaker, the family needed him, and that was dl that
mattered. Mally and | followed Tony up the narrow sted ladder and into the surprisngly spacious cab.
Mally and | stood wel back as Tony hurried from one long stedl lever to another, throwing them back
and forth with infectious enthusasm and good cheer. Nothing like watching an enthusiast show off a
what he does best. He leaned forward to check a row of old-fashioned gauges on the main bulkhead,
and tapped afew with aforefinger before turning around to smile brightly.

"I dways maintain a good working head of pressure,” he said proudly. "Partly because it's good
for the bailer, partly just in case the cdl should ever come...Allow me a few minutes to shovd in some
more fud, and then we can be on our way! Oh yed"

"Where are the tracks?' said Mally, leaning dangeroudy far over the side of the cab before |
pulled her back.

"As| undergtand it, there aren't any,” | said. "lvor travels in time, not space.” | looked a Tony.
“You can leave the carriages behind. We won't be needing them.”

Hisface fdl. "But...they're very comfortable! Downright cosy, in fact. Polish the brass every day,
| do!"

"Neverthdess" | sad firmly.

Tony pouted, and then went back to unhitch the carriages. | took a look at the various gauges,
but they meant nothing to me. And yet, | could fed something ... a sense of pressure building, of
controlled power gathering itsdf. Standing in Ivor's cab was like ganding in the mouth of a great beast as
it findly came awake. Tony jumped back into the cab, opened the tender door, and started shoveling
what looked very like cod into the open chamber. Mally and | watched for awnhile.

"Excueme" sad Mally, "but...how exactly does building up a head of sseam help us to trave in
time?'



"Oh, thisisn't coa, miss" said Tony, shoveling energeticdly. "Thisis crystdlised tachyons.”

Molly's scowl deepened. "Buit...tachyons are particles that can't travel any dower than the speed
of light, so..."

"Dont ask," | said kindly. "I dways find it better not to ask when faced with something like this.
The answers will only upset you. Just consdering the problems involved with time trave makes my head
hurt. | redly don't want a lecture on quantum steam mechanics, and neither do you.”

It didn't take long to build up afull head of what passed for steam, and Tony findly put away his
shove, dammed the chamber door shut, and wiped the sweat from his forehead with a red-spotted
handkerchief.

"All clear, 9r and miss. But now we need an exact destination, Ivor and |, if we're to navigate the
future timelines. We need proper spatid and tempora coordinates.”

| took out the Melin Glass and indructed it to show Ivor where and when to find Giles
Deathstalker. The Glass immediatdy pulled itsdf out of my hand and shot through the air, growing in 9ze
asit went, until findly it hung hovering at the end of the hangar, filling the whole entrance.

"I think it'strying to tdl usit knowsthe way," | said.

"That thing is redly darting to creep me out,” said Mally. "Nothing should be &ble to do dl the
things that hand mirror can do. Not even if it was made by Merlin Satanspawn.”

"Hudh," | said. "It might hear you." | turned to Tony. "Aim lvor a the gateway the Glass has just
opened up, and it should give im dl the coordinates he needs.”

"I don't know," Tony said dubioudly.

"Jug doit," | said. "What's one more crazy thing in the midst of dl this weirdness?’

"A man after my own heart!" sad Tony. "Full steam ahead, Ivor! Warp Factor Sx and don't
spare the tachyond”

The Time Train lurched forward, sending us dl staggering for a moment. Ivor chugged loudly with
effort, venting something very like steam from his funnd, and Tony darted back and forth, throwing the
long sed leversthisway and that, while keeping a watchful eye on dl the various gauges. There was no
red feding of forward movement, but dowly the hangar began to dip away behind us, left behind as we
moved forward into time. Mally and | dung to the sides of the cab and looked out past Ivor's pointed
prow as we headed inexorably toward Merlin's Glass, dill hovering before us and seeming to grow larger
and larger, far past the point where the hangar should have been unable to contain it. There was nothing
inthe mirror's surface; no reflection, no 9gn of the future we wanted...only an endless night, untouched
by moon or stars. And then the Time Train surged forward, Tony hooting loudly with excitement, and we
plunged into the Merlin Glass, which swalowed us up in a moment. At fird, it was jugt like being in a
tunnd. Darkness dl around, while a angle old-fashioned spirit lamp filled the cab with a warm golden
glow. The only sound was the roar of Ivor's powerful engine as we plunged on into darkness. And then,
one by one, the stars began to come out; in ones and twos, then in dozens, then in thousands, until we
were surrounded by great surging oceans of light. Now it was like passng through outer space, but
nowhere any astronaut had ever seen. Instead of familiar congtellations, there were great seas of dtars,
blazing with a light dmogt too pure and beautiful to bear. Comets salled past Ivor, brightly coloured, like
the sweets we loved as children, sweeping past in degant arcs that contrasted sharply with the steady
urging progress of lvor the Time Train.

Strange planets passed us by, weird and uncanny, that had no place in any naturd solar system.

"If this is outer space,” Madlly ventured, "and I'm quite prepared to be told that it isn't...how
come we're able to bresthe?"

"Ivor has many tdents and many secrets,” Tony said grandly. “You are quite safe, Miss Mally, as
long as you Say insde the cab.”

"But where...exactly, are we?' | said.

Tony shrugged. "I've read dl the books, but | have to say no one seems too sure of exactly what
itis Ivor travels through. My grandfather, the last man to actudly take Ivor out, said that this is what time
and space look like, seen from the other Sde. Whatever that means. There are other theories, uggesting
that Ivor travels through the universe below ours. Or possibly the one above. Bdieve whatever makes



you fed safest, that'swhat | say.”

| looked a Mally. "Conversations like this are why the family prefers to leave time travel grictly
done”

"Pahl" said Tony. "They have no sense of adventure!”

"Hold everything," said Madlly. "Whét is that?"

We dl looked where she was pointing. A greet yelow shape was sweeping rapidly through the
garry night, heading straight for us. As it grew closer, it reveded itsdf to be a huge ydlow dragon.
Digdurbingly large, a hundred times the Sze of Ivor, it was a garish banana ydlow in colour, with Sckly
pink markings up and down itslong body. The head was blunt and bony, with a row of glaring red eyes
st above a gaping maw packed with jagged, sharklike teeth. Vast membranous yelow wings bellowed
out on ether Sde of the bulging midsection. It had short grabbing arms set on the neck below the mouth,
armed with vidous, curving talons. The dragon shot past us, Slent as a nightmare, the massve wings
bardly flapping. The head turned to follow us, on the end of a long serpentine neck, and up close the
head done was bigger than Ivor.

"I'm il waiting for an answer,” said Mally. "Any answer. What the hdll is that thing?'

"Wdl blow me" | said, just alittle testily. "I didn't think to bring my Observer's Book of Space
Dragons with me. It's obvioudy something that lives...here, and it doesn't look too happy to see vistors.
Let'sdl hope very fervently that it's eaten recently.”

"Thet isone big bastard,” said Tony. "Do you redly think it might try and harm my Ivor?'

"Maybe it's never seen tinned food before,” said Mally.

"It's bigger than us, and it's got redly nagty teeth and dlaws” | said. "'l would lay good odds on its
probably not being a vegetarian.”

"Islvor amed?' said Mally. "Do you have any weapons aboard?"

"There are any number of defence systems,” said Tony, looking a me. "Unfortunately, they are dl
Stuated back in the carriages.”

"Somehow | just knew it would dl turn out to be my fault,” | said.

The dragon swung around and came flying sraight at us again, the huge jaws grinning wider and
wider as though it planned to swalow Ivor whole. It might have been roaring or howling, but | couldnt
hear anything. The utter Slence made the Stuation even more nightmarish. | drew my Colt Repeater and
fired the gun again and again, aming for the massive head. Every shot hit home, but the bullets were just
too smdl to do the monstrous creature any red harm. Tony dammed along sted lever dl the way home,
udng both hands to do it, and Ivor lurched forward with a new burst of speed. The dragon shot past us,
impossibly large, and one ydlow hand raked down Ivor's black sted sde. Great showers of dlent sparks
flew off into the darkness, as diamond-sharp claws dug long furrowsin Ivor's sde.

He vented along blast of steam like a scream.

The cab rocked from side to side, and Mally and | had to ding to the sides of the cab to keep
from being thrown out. Tony shouted obscenities, and worked his levers furioudy. Mally yeled a me.

"Didract the bloody thing, while | work on a spd|!”

"Digract it? What do you want me to do, drop my trousers and moon it?"

"Just do something!"

| grabbed the sde of the cab with both hands, and leant out for a better look. The huge ydlow
dragon was aready turning around and heading back for another attack. | drew the Colt Repeater again,
amed carefully, and shot out the dragon's glowing eyes, one after another. The terrible jaws stretched
even wider in ahowl of rage and pain | could sense, evenif | couldn't hear it. It was like fingernals down
the blackboard of my soul. The dragon shook its head back and forth, as though trying to shake off the
sudden pain and blindness, but dill it kept coming, heading right for us. It just kept getting bigger and
bigger, blocking off the view ahead, until its great ydlow form filled the view before us.

And then Mally leaned right out over her Sde of the cab, stabbed a sngle finger at the dragon,
and pronounced severd very unpleasant Words of Power. The awvful sound of the Words seemed to
echo endlesdy on the quiet, and the dragon suddenly didn't ssem quite so big or imposing. In sharp jerks
and shudders, it shrank rapidly in Sze, becoming smaler and smdler, urtil by the time it reached Ivor's



cab it was no bigger than an insect. It fluttered around our heads, buzzing angrily, until Mally reached out
and crushed it between two fingertips. And that was that.

Mally wiped her hand on her hip and amiled swestly a me. "You should have remembered,” she
sad. "In space, dl Szeisrddive”

"You scare me sometimes” | said.

We carried on, through the space that wasn't space, and saw many strange and wondrous things.
Panets came and went dl around us. One planet opened like an eye and stared a us coldly as we
passed. Another had a dozen rings goinning around it, dl drding medly at different speeds and in different
directions. It looked like a great clockwork toy set in motion at the beginning of the universe, dowly
winding down. Ancther planet suddenly opened up like a flower, and hundreds of long tentacles burst out
of it, groping and grasping at Ivor, trying to lock on and pull usin. Tony sent Ivor plunging this way and
that, with judicid use of hislong sted levers, and killfully evaded every tentacle that tried to curl around
us A few dapped hamlesdy againg Ivor's sides, and Ivor seemed to shudder at the touch. But we soon
left the planet behind, and it closed dowly up again, sulkily pulling its feeding tentacles back indde.

Ancther planet disappeared entirdy as we approached, only resppearing after we were safdy
past.

| couldn't tl you how long the journey took. There were Sghts and incidents enough to mark the
passing of time, but there was no real sense of duration. It might have been minutes or days or weeks. |
never fdt tired or hungry or bored. But findly the stars ahead of us began to dance and swirl, churning
around usin complicated patterns, findly coalescing into a giant rainbow below us, of such rich and vivid
colours that they dazzled the eye. There were even hues and shades that had no counterpart in the dull
and ordinary everyday world. It was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen. Madlly and | dung together for
comfort in the face of something so inhumeanly glorious, while Tony dung to Ivor.

"What isit?" Madlly said findly, bresthlesdy.

"It's the Starbow,” said Tony, his voice faint and awed. "I read about it in grandfather's journd,
but | never imagined..."

"I've heard of it," | said, "but never expected to ever seeit. They say you can follow it to the end
of the universe, and maybe even to your heart's desire.”

"Oh Eddie" said Madlly. "Could we..."

"Yes" | sad. "We could. But we have somewhere se we have to be. We have duties, and
responghilities”

“Yes" sad Mally, not looking away from the Starbow. "If only..."

"If only," | said. "Always the cruelest words. Tony, get us out of here”

He poured on the speed, and dowly we Ieft the Starbow behind us. And sometimes | think that
was the hardest thing | ever had to do.

Findly Merlin's Glass reappeared before us and we roared through it, and judt like thet we were
back in the redity we knew, back in the future I'd seen before. The Time Train seemed to drop like a
gone for a long moment, and then a greet icy plan rose up beneath us, and the next moment Ivor was
churning dong through thick snow. Mally and Tony and | were thrown this way and thet as Ivor's speed
cut back in vicious shocks and jerks. Tony wrestled his controls with both hands, shouting and cursing,
and findly the Time Train dammed to a hdlt.

It was suddenly very cold, our breath geaming thickly on the ar before us. My bare face and
hands smarted from the sudden exposure, and | peered out the sde of the cab, looking for familiar
detalls. We were actudly on the dien world this time, with its pink sky and three fiercdy shining suns.
The snowy wastes stretched away asfar as | could see in every direction. Thin twists of mig turned this
way and that on the freezing air.

“You bring me to the nicest places, Eddie)" sad Mally, besting her frozen hands together and



blowing on them.

"Hey, thisisawhole new dien world!" | said.

“You couldn't have picked a warmer one?'

"Wdl, wereinthe right place,” | said.

"How can you be sure?!

"Because | recognise the bodies" | said.

They were just as | remembered them, dozens of dead men and women, scattered across the
bloodstained snow.

"Giles Deathstalker's work,” | said. "He's ahdl of afighter.”

"Could be ahdl of a mass murderer, for dl you know," said Mally. "Where is he, anyway?'

| looked around, but there was no Sgn of the future warrior. | had to wonder just how accurate
Ivor and Merlin's Glass could hope to be. We'd come a long way, and just a few day's difference
after...who knew how many centuries, was only to be expected. A lat could happen to a man on the run
injust afew days, mos of it bad. But...lvor and the Glass were dl | had, so | was in no postion to
complain. Mally and | cdimbed down from the cab and strode out across the blindingly white plain, our
feet anking deep into the thick snow with every step. It was hitterly cold, dmost unbearable, away from
the protection of Ivor's cab, but the sheer effort involved in forcing my way through the snow soon hed
me swegting. Every breath seared my lungs, and my forehead ached like someone had punched it.

But it was dill an dien world, with three suns burning bright in the garish pink sky. | pointed this
out to Mally, but she just grunted, unimpressed, and hugged hersdf tightly, as though to keep any warmth
from leeking out. | waved cheafully & Tony in the cab, and he waved back, but showed no sgn of
wanting to leave his beloved engine.

| trudged through the snow towards the dead bodies. They were everywhere, hundreds of them,
lying sprawled in awkward poses in the blood-soaked snow. Some were missing limbs some were
missing heads. Some had been gutted, hacked open. But up close, it soon became clear that my earlier
identification had been wrong. These weren't men in futurigtic armour; their armour was a part of them.
These people were some kind of cyborg. Marvmachine composites. Stedl cables and jagged pieces of
technology projected from dead white flesh. Cameras in eye sockets, guns built right into the hand. No
two of the bodies were exactly the same, but they were dl dearly the result of the same process. They
looked ugly as Sn. Whoever had put them together had vaued function over aesthetic. The faces seemed
human enough, and the blood was dl too familiar.

"Nagty injuries” said Mally, lurching to a hdt beside me. She leaned over one body for a better
look, careful not to touch. "But no bullet wounds. These poor bastards have been hacked to pieces. If |
didn't know better, I'd say Mr. Stab had beaten us here.”

"Giles does seem to prefer the sword, believe it or not,” | said. "He was carrying a bloody big
onethelast timel saw him."

"They're uang swords in the future?' said Mally increduloudy. "When they have the technology
to produce cyborgs like these?"

| shrugged. "Who knows what's normd around here?"

| spotted a discarded gun lying in the snow, and bent down to pick it up. The gun was eerily light
inmy hand, for dl its bulky sze. It was mosly a dull green metd, crusted with glowing crystals and
blinking coloured readout lights But it had a barrel, and a trigger, so | amed it out across the plain and
fired. A searing bolt of energy blasted from the gun and blew a massve crater out of the snow a good
hundred yards away. The ground shook under our feet for amoment, and Mally grabbed a my arm. Al
the snow above the crater had been vaporised, leaving thick spirds of mis twisting in the air.

| hefted the energy gun, grinning. "Oh, Unde Jack isjust going to love this."

"If you can keep from blowing us dl up,” Madlly said dryly. "Put it away, Eddie. You can play
withit later."

| looked for a safety catch, but the gun didn't seem to have one, so | just dipped it carefully into
my jacket pocket. Mally kndlt down beside one of the cyborg bodies.

"Do you think we should take one of these back with us? The Armourer could probably learn dl



kinds of things from the technology."

| considered it, but shook my head firmly. "Feds a bit too much like body snatching, | think."

"Wimp," said Molly. She started to sraighten up, and the cyborg grabbed her suddenly by the
am with one dead hand.

Madlly ydled, despite hersdlf. She tugged fiercdly, but the cyborg had a death grip on her am. |
stepped quickly forward, and stamped hard on the cyborg's chest. The armour bruised my hed even
through my shoe, but the impact tore the cyborg's hand away from Mally's arm. It grabbed for my leg,
but I'd dready stepped back. Mally backpeddied away from the cyborg as fast as the thick snow would
let her, curang loudly. The cyborg sat up in the bloody snow and looked at us both with a dead,
expressionless face. Slvery dircuit patterns covered his brow and tralled down one sde of his face. He
raised one arm and pointed at us, and athin black barrdl did smoothly out the back of his hand. | threw
mysdf down into the hard-packed snow, and an energy bolt flashed through the ar where I'd been
ganding, close enough that dl the hair on my body stood up at once.

| rolled to one side and sruggled to my feet. The cyborg rose up out of the snow in swift, jerky
movements, dready turning his head back and forth, checking for a new target. And yet for dl of this |
never once got the feding that the cyborg was dive. The man was cdearly dead, his eyes fixed and
unblinking; it was just the built-in machinery that kept him going, probably set off by Mally's proximity.

| subvocdised the activating Words and armoured up, the slver strange matter flowing dl over
mein amoment. At once | was insulated from the dien world's cold, and | fdt stronger, faster, sharper. |
ran eesly through the deep snow, heading sraight towards the cyborg. It turned quickly and shot me a
point-blank range. The energy beam hit me square in my armoured chest, and ricocheted harmlesdy
away. | relaxed alittle. I'd been pretty sure the armour would protect me, but it was nice to know. |
reached out, grabbed the cyborg's gun am, and ripped it right out of the socket with one burst of
armoured strength. The cyborg rocked on its fet, but didn't cry out and didn't fdl. It started to raise the
other am, s0 | tore that one off too. It ill didnt fal, so | grabbed its head with both hands and yanked it
clean off.

The eyes stared up a me, unblinking. The mouth moved a few times, and then was 4ill. | looked
a the cyborg body. It stood in place, unmoving. | threw the head away.

Mally applauded, the sound flat and smdl in the empty quiet. "Hardcore, Eddie.”

"Hewas dready dead,” | said. "Or a leadt, | hope so0. Tdl you what; let's give the other bodies
plenty of room, okay?"

Madly sniffed loudly, ill hugging hersdf againg the cold. "I don't like this place. Redly. My
senses are supernaturdly attuned to the naturd world, to the energies generated by dl living things...and
I'm not getting anything. | know, | know, thisis an dien world, but even so ... | ought to be picking up
something. I'm tdling you, Eddie, there's not a living thing here. Nothing. And not just here, in this
place...you've brought usto a dead world, Eddie. These cyborgs, or whoever they were fighting, killed
evarything on this planet.”

"You can't know that,” | said. "Might have been a dead world before they got here”

"No," said Mally. "I can tell. They killed every living thing here, just so they could use this world
as a battlefidd. What kind of future have you brought us too, Eddie? And what kind of man would it
produce?’

| shrugged uncomfortably. "I don't know! You can't judge a whaole future avilistion by just one
world."

"I wonder who these people were?' said Mally. "And who they were fighting?'

"Giles said something about serving an emperor,” | said.

"Then | suppose these must be the Rebd forces,” said Moally, amiling dightly for the firdt time.

"Didnt know you were a Sar Wars fan," | said, glad of a chance to change the subject.

"Jud the origind trilogy."

"I never redly understood about the rebel forces in those films” | said. "1 mean, they had rebel
bases on rebd worlds, and starships and armies and weapons...but who was paying for it dl? Where
was the funding coming from? They couldn't have had volunteers standing around on street corners,



rattling collection tins and saying, Please support the rebellion. Darth Vader would have had them dl

And then we both looked around sharply as the sound of approaching engines caught our ears.
We looked out over the snowy waste to where the horizon disappeared in the migs, and there was Giles
Deathstalker, plunging through the snow towards us a aterific pace. Faster than | could have managed,
even with my armour's help. And above and behind him came a dozen arships, strange, degant craft
brigling with unfamiliar weapons, dl of them amed down & the running fugitive But though crackling
energy beams stabbed down from the airships again and again, somehow they never even came close to
hitting the franticaly dodging figure below. Giles Deathstalker was dways somewhere e se.

The arships swept past him, streaking through the soft pink sky, and pulled around in a wide arc
that would bring them back again for another drafing run. Giles hadn't seen me, or the Time Train, yet.
He had his head down, just concentrating on running and evading his enemies. Out of the migts behind
him came a amdl amy of jade green armoured figures, trudging determinedly through the heavy snow,
firing vivid energy beams after the man fleaing before them. They had no better luck than the airships, but
craters were gppearing dl around Giles now, filling the air with amigt of vaporised snow.

| ydled a Giles, udng the siver mask to amplify my voice. His head snapped around and he
changed direction to head straight for me and the Time Train, ploughing through the deep snow like it
wasnt even there. His movements were dmost inhumanly fast. But even with his speed and
determination, it was clear that at least some of his pursuers would cut him off before he could reach us.
And the arships were returning.

"Get back to Ivor," | sad to Mally. "Protect the Time Train, whatever happens. It's our only way
home."

"Damnright,” said Mally. "Thisis alousy place to vist, and | wouldn't want to live here."

She headed back to the engine, forcing her way through the snow, while | set off across the
frozen plain towards Giles My armoured legs dammed through the snow, sending it flying through the air
to ether 9de of me. The pursuing figures saw me coming, and yelled to each other. God knows what
they thought |1 was. A few fired energy gunsin my direction, but they didn't even come close. And then
there was an exploson behind me, and | stopped abruptly to look back.

The arships had spotted the Time Tran and were attacking it with their energy weapons. A
whole bunch of craters had been blasted out of the snow dl around Ivor, getting closer and closer. A
shimmering protective screen suddenly appeared around Ivor, and | grinned. Mally had findly got her act
together. Energy beams glanced away from the screen, but every blow hit the screen like a hammer,
sending ripples through the protective energies. And then severd beams dl targeted the screen a
once...and one got through. It diced across Ivor's black sted side, and he screamed dhilly through his
funnd.

| turned my back and ran on. There was nothing | could do to help. Either Mally would find a
way to strengthen her shid, or she wouldnt. | trusted her to do her job, so | got on with mine. | had to
et to Giles and escort him safdly back to the engine. | forced on the speed, my slver ams pumping a
my sides, moving so quickly now that | couldn't even fed the obstruction of the snow | was damming
through. Up ahead, Giles had come to a sudden stop. A whole group of his armoured enemies had
manoeuvred to get between him and the Time Train. More were caiching up from every sde. There
seemed to be hundreds of them, ydling triumphantly, their voices high and thin in the bitter cold air. Giles
looked around him, calmly and unhurriedly, and then drew hislong sword. He was surrounded now, by a
whole army that dearly wanted him dead, but | couldn't see the dightest trace of concern on his face.

Jugt something that might have been pleasant anticipation.

| charged forward, smashing my way through the weakest part of the circle, sending armoured
men flying through the air. | findly crashed to a hdt beside Giles, and he looked a me curioudy, his
sword at the ready.

"Hi," | said. "Edwin Drood, at your service once again. Told you I'd be back.”

"Yes" sad Giles, "but | that was two days and three nights ago. I've been dodging my enemies
ever Snce, waiting for you to show up.”



“Yeah, wdl, sorry about thet,” | said. "Things to do, you know how it is. And time trave isn't the
most exact of sciences.”

"Weknow," said Giles. "That's why it's forbidden." He studied my armour. "Nice outfit. How do
they get you out of it, with a can opener?’

"Show you later. Your carriage awaits, shdl we go?'

Giles looked around him. "These gentlemen might have other idess.”

"Hdl with them,” | said.

Giles grinned. "My sentiments exactly."

The armoured men findly got fed up ligening to us talk and surged forward from al sides. There
were ranks and ranks of them, but strangdly they were dl holding swords and axes now, instead of thar
energy guns. | redly was going to have to talk to Giles about that later. At least these dfinitdly were men
in armour this time, and not cyborgs. So they should stay dead when | killed them. | grew long Slver
blades from my armoured hands, and Giles and | went to meet them.

There had to be over a hundred of them, dl heavily armed, pressng in from every direction at
once. They never stood a chance. Ther swords and battle-axes glanced hamlesdy away from my
armour, and my strange-matter blades cut easly through every protection they had. | hacked about me
with inhuman speed and strength, and blood flew on the freezing air, eaming in the moments before it hit
the snow. Men fdl screaming, dying, to every Sde of me, and | kicked them out of the way to get to my
next victims Giles stamped and spun and diced about him with a speed and srength very nearly equd to
my own. Hislong blade flashed through the air as he cut men down with dmost dinicd precision. No one
could even get near him. We fought back to back, and sometimes sSde by sSde, and we were
unstoppable. The dead piled up around us, the churned-up snow crimson with blood and guts. Screams
and horrified criesfilled the air, but aways from them, not us.

It wasn't afight, for dl their superior numbers. It was a daughter.

| don't usudly kill on missons. Usudly | don't have to. The armour gives me dl the edge | need.
I've dways thought of mysdf as an agent, not an assassin. The lagt time | had to fight and kill, on the
Nazca Plan, | didn't hestate because the Loathly One drones weren't human anymore. Killing them had
fdt like stepping on insects. This, here, was different. Giles and | were surrounded by a smdl army of
enemies, intent on killing us. They'd dready injured Ivor. In such circumstances, family traning takes
over. | did what | had to; | cut men down and ran them through, and dl the time | did my best to fed
nothing, nothing at dl. | might have to kill, but no one had ever been able to train me to enjoy it.

Giles enjoyed it. He grinned cheerfully dl the while, sometimes laughing doud when he executed
aparticularly successful or graceful attack. Giles was a warrior, doing what he was born to do. That was
what I'd come here for, after dl.

The armoured men began to fdl back and resort to ther energy wesapons a last. They were
losing, and they knew it. But the searing beams ricocheted harmlesdy away from my armour, often taking
out their own men, and none of them could hit Giles. He danced and pirouetted in the heart of the enemy,
driking out with deadly grace, now and then catching an energy beam on his arm-mounted force shield.
I'd never seen afighter like him. And in the end...the last of the armoured men broke and ran, rather than
face us. They scattered across the snowy plan, running in a dozen different directions, and we let them
go. Giles camly lowered his sword, and | retracted my blades back into my siver hands. We stood
together, both of us breathing heavily from our exertions. Giles flicked heavy drops of blood from the end
of his sword. The front of his armour was splashed with blood, none of it his. There was no blood on my
armour, but only because it couldn't tick to the strange matter. Giles nodded to me chearfully. He wasn't
even breathing hard.

"So, was it good for you too? Laugh, Edwin; the enemy is dead and we are dive, and there is no
greater feding in the world! 'Y ou have the makings of a warrior, Edwin Drood. A bit dow and deliberate,
but efficient enough for dl thet.”

"If youll follow me to the Time Train," | said, just a hit breathlesdy, "I think it's time we were
getting out of here”

"Sounds good to me" said Giles. "l could use a bregk.”



We headed back towards Ivor, dill encased in Mally's protective shied. The arships flew back
and forth overhead, energy beams stabbing down on and around the engine. None of them seemed to be
getting through. All the snow around the Time Train was gone now, blasted away right down to the
bedrock.

"The sooner we can get out of here, the better,” Giles said conversationdly. "The emperor will
send reinforcements, as soon as word gets back that | am ill dive. Hell send a whole amy, if that's
what it takes to bring me down."

"I thought you said you served the emperor?'

"I did," sad Giles. "But | am currently out of favour, a court. It's...complicated.”

"Somehow | just knew it would be" | said. "Is there by any chance a woman involved?

"Yes How did you know?'

| had to amile. "There's dways a woman involved.”

Once we were close enough to the Time Train for Mally to spot us, she set about didracting the
arships by broadcasting illusons. A dozen different Ivors appeared, scattered dl around the red thing,
each with its own apparent protective shidd. But the arships must have had some kind of sensors
because they weren't fooled for a moment. They just kept pounding away at the screen surrounding the
red lvor. A dozen huge ydlow dragons appeared above us, dashing horribly with the pink sky. They
launched themsdlves at the airships, which fired back reflexively. Energy beams flashed right through the
illudons and actudly took out some of the other arships. There were explosonsin the sky and broken
arshipsfdl out of the ar like burning birds.

By now Giles and | had reached the Time Train, and Mally opened a door in her protective
screen just long enough for the two of us to hurry through. | armoured down, and then paused as |
reached for the ladder leading up to the cab. The one energy beam that had punched through the screen
hed gouged a deep furrow dl the way dong Ivor's black sted sde, and steam or something very like it
was venting furioudy from the open wound. | scrambled up into the cab, with Giles close behind me.
Tony was bouncing from one gauge to another, worriedly studying the shifting readings, while Mally sat
cross-legged on the floor, working on maintaining the protective screen.

"Gredtingsto one and dl," Giles said chearfully. "Ismy trandator working now? Good. Allow me
to present mysdf. | have the honour to be Giles VomAcht Deathstalker, Warrior Prime to the emperor
Ethur, at your service."

"Wonderful," said Mally, not looking up. "Now shut up and let me concentrate on the only thing
keeping us dl from being blown to shit."

"Ah" said Giles. “You're an esper!”

"No, I'm awitch."

"Oh," said Giles "One of those..."

Given the way he said it, and the look on Mally's face, | just knew this conversation wasn't going
to go anywhere useful, so | turned to Tony.

"How bad is the damage to the engine?’

"Bad enough, bad enough. God done knows what it's done to Ivor's containment fidds ..."

"Can you 4ill get usout of here, and back home?'

"I don't know! If we try, and the fidds buckle, theyll be finding bits and pieces of us dl across
higory."

"Never mind theif,” | said. "See those shapes, emerging from the migts on the horizon? They look
very much like reinforcements to me, and lots of them, and | redly don't think we should ill be here
when they arrive. We need to go now, Tony."

He glared a me, and then dammed home dl the long stedl levers, one after the other. Ivor shook
and shuddered. Tony started shovdling his cryddlised tachyons into the fud chamber again. Giles
considered this thoughtfully.

"I hadn't realised you came from so far back in the past..."

"One more word out of you, and you can get out and push,” said Tony, shovdling for dl he was
worth.



"Dont bother the engineer while hes working,” | said to Giles. "Hell just get tetchy.”

A whole bunch of energy beams hit the protective screen dl a once, and Mally cried out in pain,
her eyes squeezed shut with the strain of maintaining the fidd. A trickle of blood burst out from under her
left eydid. Tony dammed the fud chamber door shut, and then threw the throttle dl the way open,
muttering a mixture of prayers, obscenities, and encouragements to Ivor under his breath. Ivor lurched
forward, sending us dl staggering, and then headed for the Merlin Glass, which was once again hovering
inthe ar before us. One of the arships shot at it, and the energy beam rebounded straight back to blow
the airship out of the sky. It figured that anything built by Merlin Satanspawn would be able to defend
itAf.

The other arships increased their fire on Ivor as he began to move, chugging unevenly through
the thick snow, but none of the attacks got through, even as Mally's face ran with swesat, and more blood
ran from her clenched shut eyes. Ivor dowly built up speed, the snowy waste dipping away behind us,
unil the Merlin Glass seemed to sweep forward and swalow us up; and just like that we left the dien
world behind us, plunging back through the other sde of space and time, heading for home.

Moally relaxed with a great shuddering Sgh and leaned exhausted againg the inner cab wadl. Her
eyes were 4ill closed, but the bleeding seemed to have stopped. | sat down beside her, and gently
cleaned the sweat and blood from her face with my handkerchief. She smiled dightly, just to let me know
she was glad | was there.

Ivor was clearly sraining. His speed seemed to rise and fdl, and his insdes made strange and
worrying noises. Tony fussed endlesdy over the various gauges, making constant smdl adjusments to his
levers, while keeping up a monologue of encouraging, soothing words to his beloved engine. Giles stood
paiently on his own, his arms folded across his chest, looking interestedly out a the oceans of stars
around us. After a while, Mally was able to open her eyes again, and once | was sure they weren't
damaged after dl, | got up to talk with Giles. | thought | ought to try and make him fed welcome...but it
wasn't easy. Although our trandation was dill working wel enough, there was a hdl of a lot of history
between us, and it was sometimes hard to find words, or even concepts, we had in common. We
couldn't even be sure how many centuries separated us.

"I'm taking you back to Earth,” | said. "At the beginning of the twenty-first century AD."

Gilesjust shrugged. "Sorry, means nothing to me. I'm from the centre of the empire, Heartworld,
inthe thirty-second century of the New Age. And before that, from a smdl colony world out on the rim.”

"And you used to work for the emperor?’ | said carefully.

"Wdl, ill do, officdly. | am Warrior Prime, by popular acdlam leader of the Emperor's Host in
battle. The emperor will take me back, once weve put thislittle...misundersanding behind us."

"Wont he missyou?'

"Ethur? Hell be glad to see the back of me, for a time. Give him a chance to cool down, let my
supporters make reparations behind the scenes...and then he can summon me back to court without
losng face. Some emergency will arise that only the Warrior Prime can ded with; something dways
does. And then hell welcome me back with open arms. Hell have to. He needs me. He might rule the
empire, but I'm the one who keeps the peace.” He looked a me thoughtfully. “You can get me back
agan, can't you?'

"Oh sure” | said immediady, trying hard to sound confident. "That's the joy of time travel. We
can return you to your exact departure point in space and time, give or take a few seconds.”

"I'd rather you alowed afew months," sad Giles.

"No problem,” | said. "Right, Tony?"

But he wasn't ligening to me, ill crooning to his engine. | searched for something ese to say, to
change the subject.

"S0...why a sword, Giles?'

"Because it's an honourable weapon,” sad Giles as though the answer should have been
obvious.



"Oh wonderful,” said Moally. "Weve picked up alooney."

After various incidents and adventures, we dl came home again. The Time Train came roaing
out of Merlin's Glass and screeched to a hdt back ingde the hangar a the rear of the Hall. Home again,
ina cloud of something very like steam. The engine shut itsdf down, sheking and shuddering, and was
findly ill, the black sted ticking loudly as the metd dowly cooled. The Melin Glass shrank down to its
usud Sze and tucked itsdf dmost coyly back into my jacket pocket. | had to wonder which of us was
meking the decisions these days. | redly needed to read the indruction manud, once | had a minute to
mysdf. | helped Mally descend from the cab, and she leant tiredly againg me. Tony was dready down,
worriedly sudying the long rent in Ivor's Sde. The engine was making sad little parp parp noises from his
funnd. Giles jumped down from the cab and looked interestedly about him. | started to explain what the
hangar was, and then stopped as | redised the place was even more quiet and deserted than usud. No
enthusiasts working on their projects, no one fussng around a particular device; no trace of anyone,
anywhere.

Which srongly suggested we hadn't returned to the hangar just a few seconds after we Ieft, after
al.

Two men appeared in the hangar door and headed draight for us. They both looked very
familiar, and then a chill ran through me as | redlised they both had the same face. It was the living Jacob
and the ghost of Jacob, waking side by sde. Someone had dearly taken the living Jacob in hand and
introduced him to modern clothes. He was now wearing faded drainpipe jeans, a T-shirt bearing the
legend I'm Not Dead Yet, and a black leather motorcycle jacket. 1t seemed to suit him. The ghost of
Jacob had given up on his suit, and was back to baggy shorts and a T-shirt saying Ghosts Do It With
Soirit. He looked pretty solid, but bits and pieces of him seemed to fade in and out, and his flyaway har
dill drifted as though he were underwater. Both the living and the dead Jacob looked very serious. They
came to a hdt before me, and | looked from one to the other.

"Okay," | sad. "Thisis serioudy cregping me out.”

"Wha?' sad the living Jacob, scowling. "Oh, us. Turns out I'm the only one | can trust around
here"

"Right," growled the ghost of Jacob. "Things have serioudy deteriorated in your absence, boy."

"Where the hdl have you been dl thistime?* said the living Jacob.

"How long have we been gone?’ | said.

"Eighteen months™ said the ghost.

"What?" | soun around and glared a Tony. "You swore you could get us back only a few
seconds after we left!”

"It's not Ivor's fault!" Tony ydled right back at me. "He was injured by the energy beam! It's a
wonder he got us back safdy at dl!”

"Il talk to you later,” | said. | turned rductantly back to the two Jacobs. "Eighteen months?
Redly? Jesus wept. .. All right, fill mein on what's been happening. No, wait a minute; what do | cdl you
both? Y ou can't both be Jacob.”

"We worked that out ages ago,” sad the ghost. "I'm Jacob. He's Jay. And since you left,
evaything has gone to hdl in a handcart. The Loathly Ones have worked with Truman's new and
invigorated Manifest Dediny organisation to build nests and towers dl across the world. There are
thousands of them now. The family, under Harry's leadership, has been working hard to samp them out,
but for every one we destroy a dozen more spring up to take its place. Soon the Loathly Ones will begin
their mass summoning and bring the Hungry Gods through into our redity.”

"And then we're screwed,” said Jay.

"Hold it, hald it," | said. "What was that about...under Harry's leadership?'

"With you gone, he took control of the family," said Jay. "With the backing of the Matriarch.
They dismissed the Inner Circle, and Harry's been running things pretty much single-handed ever since.
Him and his friend, the hellspawn.”



"And the family islosing the war," Jacob said grimly. "Tdl me at least you brought back powerful
new wegpons from the future”

"I've got an energy gun," | said, just a bit defengvey. "The Armourer should be able to reverse
engineer something useful from it... And | have brought back this gentleman, to advise us, the Warrior
Prime Giles Deathstalker. He knows a lot about fighting wars."

"Never log one yet," Giles said chearfully. He nodded to Jacob. "Pretty good hologram, thét.
Though | think your focus needs fixing."

"Dont tdl him" | sad quickly. "I think we need to introduce hm dowly and carefully to the
dranger parts of our family. Now, how bad are things, redly?'

"Redly bad," sad Jay. "The family is scattered dl over the world, Samping out nests as fast as
we can locate them, but there are just too many of them. Even with our new armour, it's a hopeless task.
We had no idea just how many Loathly Ones there were, or how many underground nests. They've been
planning this for decades.”

"How long before they can begin ther summoning?* said Mally.

"Threg, four days, tops," said Jacob. "You got back just intime for the end.”

"Waell...couldn't we use the Time Train again, go back in time another eighteen months?' sad
Moally. "Stop dl this hgppening?'

"lvor's not going anywhere," Tony sad flatly. "I've got months of work ahead of me before helll
be fit to go out again."

"So" | sad. "'l am left with just a few days to stop the bad guys from destroying the world and
save the family from itsdf. If | hadn't dready done this once before, | might be serioudy worried.”

CHAPTER TWELVE A Circle Full of Secrets

"Sorry, Giles" | said. "But it looks like you're going to have to hit the ground running. | don't have
the time to give you a proper briefing and a guided tour of the Hall. So just do your best to pick it up as
we go adong."

He amiled coldly, atdl, dark, and dangerous presence in his futurigtic armour. "I've experienced
enough dien worlds and cultures in my time | think | can cope with anything you have here. Do people
dill drink wine? Do they dill have sex? Are there dill braggarts and villains and people who need killing?
Then | bdieve 'l fitin just fine"

"Theman has apoint,” said Mally.

"Wal, I'm going to have to love you and leave you," Jay said briskly. "I have work that must be
attended to, with Rafe and William in the old library. When it comes to the Loathly Ones, information is
ammunition, and we're pitifully short on both.”

He bobbed a quick bow to Giles and left the hangar at Something approaching a dead run.

"And you have work to be about too," said the ghost Jacob, scowling ominoudy a me. "Harry,
bad cess to the man, and the usdless bunch of toadies and yes-men he gppointed to replace your Inner
Circdle, are currently deciding important matters in the Sanctity, and meking a right dog's breskfast of it.
Y ou need to be there, boy, before Harry drops thisfamily in it any deeper.”

“You seem alot more. ..together," | said. "More focused, in body and soul.”

The ghogt shrugged quickly, little blue balls of ectoplasm bobbing up off his shoulders. "Having
my living counterpart around certainly helped remind me of who | used to be, and there's nothing like a
mgor emergency and the dmogt certain deeth of the whole damned world to concentrate the mind
wonderfully. On the other hand. ..my memories of this shared time are ill dmost nonexigtent. | think ... |
may have done this to mysdf deliberately. Perhaps so | wouldn't have to tdl my living self how he's going
to die”

"You dill think he's going to die here, inthistime, hdping us?' | said.

"Oh yes. A glorious death...but ill no peace for the wicked. He will die and become me, and



... will linger on for centuries to reach this place, this point in time. And dl | can say is, there had better
be a bloody good reason for it."

"You dill don't know why you're here?' said Mally.

Jacob favoured her with his usud nasty smile. "Hel, does anybody?"

“You're not a hologram, are you?' sad Giles.

"Wouldn't lower mysdf,” said Jacob. "I am one hundred percent ectoplasm, and proud of it. |
can wak through wals on a good day, though mogtly | don't because it's very disconcerting. What's the
meatter, warrior; don't they have ghostsin the future?'

"No," sad Giles. "Were avilisd.”

"Let's get to the Sanctity,” | said. "If only because this conversation is sarting to make my head
hurt. Mdlly, Giles, stick close to me, and don't kill anyone unless you fed you absolutdly have to. Jacab,
you coming?'

"Wouldn't missit for the netherworld,” said the old ghost, grinning unpleasantly.

| used the Merlin Glass to transport us to the corridor right outside the Sanctity. It seemed even a
glass made by Merlin couldnt break through Strange's other-dimensiond protective barriers. So we dl
stepped through the enlarged mirror into the corridor, and immediatdy found oursaves facing hdf a
dozen men standing guard outside the doors. They were dl big muscular types, who might as well have
hed the word thug tattooed on ther low foreheads. There's dways a few, in every family. | blame bad
tallet training. The guards moved quickly to block our way, scowling in ther best intimideting manner.
One actudly flexed hismuscles at us.

"No admittance," the head thug said coldly. "The Patriarch is not to be disturbed.”

"What apity,” | said. "Because | redly fed like disurbing him. Y ou don't recognise me, do you?'

"No," said the head thug flatly.

"How soon they forget,” murmured Molly.

"Dont care, neither,” said the thug. "Doesn't matter who you are. No admittance, no exceptions.
Now piss off, or well hurt you."

"No one does decent threats anymore" sad Mally. "Theyjust can't be bothered to make the
effort to be decent henchmen.”

"I redly don't have the patience for this" | said. "Jacob, do you think you could ..."

The ghogt thrugt his ancient grinning face forward, his eyes blazing, and dl the thugs took one
involuntary step back. Jacob drew hisawful aspect around him, and the corridor was suddenly full of the
presence of death and horror, and the cold, inescapable embrace of the grave. It was like waking up and
finding a corpse in bed with you, like suddenly knowing when everyone you loved was going to die.

It was sometimes dl too easy to forget what James redly was. a dead man waking, only held
together by an inhuman effort of will.

Jacob took a step forward, and the thugs just broke and ran, departing screaming down the
corridor. Jacob laughed softly, and | winced. There was nothing humean in the horrid sound. And then
suddenly he was just Jacob again, my old friend and support. But after seeing what he redly was, or
could be, | had to wonder if I'd ever be able to look at him the same way again.

He mugt have sensed something, because he turned and looked a me uncertainly. He tried to
amile, but it wasn't very convincing.

"Sometimes ... | fed like I'm judt the tip of an iceberg, Eddie, and that if | ever found out just
how much more of me there redly is, | wouldn't be me at dl. That's why | need to keep my living f
close; he reminds me of what it is to be human. To be only humen."

"Wonderful," | said, ddiberately kegping my voice light. " Something else to worry about.”

Jacob managed something like hisold grin. "It's not easy being a ghost. Or everybody would be
doing it."

"Fascinating,” sad Giles "You people have taken psychologicd warfare in a whole new
direction.”



"Can we please burst in on Harry and ruin hisday?' said Mally. "I'm feding an increasing need to
hit someone.”

“Yeah," | said. "It's been that kind of a day.”

| kicked in the Sanctity doors, and we dl stormed into the great open chamber. Strange's rich
cimson glow had expanded to fill dmog hdf of the massve hdl, but it no longer projected the old
comfort and reassurance. Harry broke off from shouting at his advisors and spun around to face us. He
recognised me immediatdy, but instead of the surprise | expected, after eighteen months away and no
guarantee | was ever coming back, dl | saw in his face was a cold, caculaing anger. Behind him, his
advisors jaws dropped in a quite satisfactory manner, though | didn't think much of Harry's choices. The
Sarjeant-at-Arms was there, of course, and Roger Morningstar, and Sebastian and Freddie Drood. The
latter pair doing their best to hide behind the firgt two. Stll, to give Harry his due, he recovered quickly.
He adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses, as though to see me more dearly, and glared haughtily a me.

"Where the hdl have you been?' he demanded. "Typicd of you, Eddie, not to be around when
you're needed. And where are my guards? They're supposed to keep out...unnecessary people when
I'm working."

“Your guardswill be back," | said. "Eventudly. There's only so far they can run before they run
out of grounds. One of them cadled you Patriarch. When did that happen, Harry?*

He sniffed loudly. "Someone had to take charge, after you abandoned us to go play with your
Time Train." He looked digparagingly at Giles. "It took you eighteen months to find...him? A barbarian
with a sword?"

"I am Giles Deathgtdker,” sad the future warrior, and there was something cold and very
dangerous in his voice that shut Harry up immediately. "I am Warrior Prime to the emperor Ethur,
commander of his armies, and conqueror of worlds. Do but say the word, Edwin, and | will make him
kned to you. Or | could cut off his head. I'm redly quite good at that, and it just might stop him yapping.”

"A nice thought,” | said, "but leave it for later. You can forget that Petriarch crap, Harry; I'm
back, and you can return to the subgtitutes bench.”

“You redly think it's going to be that easy?' said Roger, sepping forward to stand a Harry's
sde. "Harry's been running this family for over a year. The family has accepted him. What makes you
think anyone wants you back in charge?'

"When | walked in, this room was full of barely suppressed hysteria and panic,” | sad camly.
"Not whet I'd expect from a Patriarch. And redly, Harry, is this the best you could do for advisors? |
wouldn't take their advice on how to pick my nose. | swear, | take my eye off thisfamily for five minutes,
and everything goes to hdl.”

"Hve minutes?' said Harry. "Eighteen monthd We didn't know whether you were dead or dive,
or captured, or gone over to the enemy, or ever coming back! And now you swagger back in here with a
smug amile and a condescending word, and what have you got to show for it? One man!”

"One Deathgtalker," said Giles. "And that makes dl the difference.”

"Hesbig," said Sebagtian.

"l had noticed,” said Freddie.

"And he's got aredly big sword.”

"Best kind."

"What happened to my Inner Cirde?' | said loudly. "I chose them carefully, to represent dl the
voicesin thisfamily. I'm not surprised to see the Sarjeant here, hello Cyril, and Mally and Jacob are with
me...but where, pray tdl, are the very sensible Penny and our extremely experienced Undle Jack?"

"The Armourer is back in the Armoury, where he bdlongs” said Harry. "And Penny is very busy
looking after those tutors you so gracioudy inflicted on the family. They're popular enough, | suppose, if
not especidly ussful. If | had to be in charge, and there was no one dse, | decided | wanted my own
advisors. People | could trust to see things my way, and carry out the policy | set. There's no room for
arguments during an emergency. Don't think you can just wak back in and take over, Eddie. You had
your chance, and you blew it."

"Whereas you have done so much better?' | said. "Do tdl.”



“You weren't herel You don't know everything that's happened in the last year and a hdf! I've
been fighting a war againg an enemy that threatens the whole world. Not just one nest, one tower, but
thousands of the bloody things Hundreds of thousands...we can't even keep count anymore, they're
oreading so fast. Look at you, standing there, sneering a me...You have no right to judge me! You
have no right to just walk in and expect usdl to fdl at your feet, and plead with you to save ud | run the
family now, by right. I've earned this. | am the Patriarch; if you want it, you're going to have to take it
from me"

“You see, that's the difference between usright there, Harry,” | said. "I never wanted it. But I've
aways known my duty to the family. And that's why | have to replace you—for the good of the family.”

Harry armoured up, and to my surprise the metd that flowed from his torc was golden, not slver.
He laughed & the expression on my face, his own hidden behind the festureless golden mask.

"I never liked the dlver look. So | taked to Strange, and he saw no reason why the strange
maiter shouldn't be gold ... so | had him change it. Gold is the colour of tradition, of continuity, a
reminder of the days when our family was strong. And will be again!™

"Strange” | said. "Areyou ligening?'

“Yes, Eddie”" The voice emanating from the crimson glow sounded strangdy muted, and far
away. "It's S0 good to see you again. You've been along way; | can see it on you. And the world...has
moved on, while you were away. Even | am not what | was, being spread so thin. Only my protections
keep thefamily safe. It's the Loathly Ones, Eddie. They infect the living world like a virus, like a cancer.
And the more they take over, the more ther presence limits me. | provide armour for the Droods, and
power for the family's wegpons and defences...but every day | find it that little bit harder. The Hungry
Gods are coming...and not even | can hope to stand againgt them once they manifest in dl their awful
gory."

I'd never heard Strange sound so tired, so beaten down...amost defeated. He'd dways seemed
s0 powerful, so far above humanity, it had never even occurred to me that there might be other forces,
other Beings, as far above him ... | looked at Harry, anding proud and tal in his golden armour.

"Put that away,” | said. "We don't have time for this shit. We have important business to discuss.
Family busness”

"No," he sad immediately. "Therés nothing more important then this Nothing can happen,
nothing can be decided, until we decide who's in charge. | noticed you haven't put on your armour,
Eddie. What's the matter? Haven't you got the bdls for afair fight?'

"A dud?' | said. "Inthe middle of dl this, you want to fight a dud?'

"Itisthe traditiond way," said the Sarjeant-at-Arms, amiling just alittle bit.

"Jugt another reason why | never got dong with the traditiond ways" | said. "But if itll make you
happy, Harry..."

| subvocdised the activating Words, and the armour poured out of my torc to encase me. |
immediatdy fet stronger, sharper, more confident. A quick glance down showed me my armour was
now as golden as his. | flexed my golden fiss dowly, and then started towards Harry. He came to me,
and we circdled each other cautioudy. Everyone ese fdl back, to give us plenty of room. | saw Mally
holding Giles by the am and murmuring urgently in his ear, making it clear he mudnt interfere. He
nodded. He looked like he understood dl about duds.

The Sarjeant-at-Arms took a step forward, perhaps to say something in support of Harry, or
perhaps just to try to distract me, and Giles swept forward impossbly quickly, crossng the width of the
hdl in a moment. Hislong sword legpt into his hand as he dammed the Sarjeant up againg the wall, and
then he set the edge of the long blade againg the Sarjeant's throat. It al happened so quickly the Sarjeant
didn't have a chance to cdl up his amour. He looked into Giless cold eyes, so close to his own, and
stood very dill, saying nothing. A dow trickle of blood ran down his throat from where the razor edge of
the sword just parted the skin over his Adam's apple.

"Dont," sad Giles

Hary seized the moment while my attention was e'sewhere, and threw himsdf a me. We went
head to head, both of us too angry to think of subtlety. We traded blows that would have killed ordinary



men, but neither of us fdt them. We grappled with each other, swaying back and forth as we wrestled,
but we both knew dl the tricks. We dammed together again and again, our superhuman strength and
speed equaly matched. | pushed him away from me and extruded long golden blades from my hands.
Harry grew blades from his hands too, and we cut vidoudy at each other, thrugting and hacking and
awirling around each other too quickly for the humen eye to follow. We were in the grip of the armour
now, our passion and hate transformed into superhuman action.

| dammed his Ieft blade aside through brute force and cut a his chest. The supernaurdly sharp
edge cut through his armour to reach him, the only thing that could. | heard him grunt, in pan and
aurprise, and then | had to duck quickly as his backhand response dmost took my head off. We spun
and danced, samping our golden feet so hard we cracked the wooden floor. We fought on, golden blurs
inthe crimson light. But even in this we were too evenly matched, trading superficid cuts and wounds thet
never even came close to ending the duel.

But 1'd been through a lot more than he had, and | was tired. My arms ached, and | could fed
blood trickling warmly down my skin ingde my armour. | had to end this, while | dill could. So | used an
old trick, the one | used to beat hisfather. | parried both his blades with mine, forced them up and out of
the way, and went for his throat with both hands. My blades withdrew into the golden gloves so | could
get agood grip on his golden neck. The impact sent us both crashing to the floor and | ended up on top,
both my hands bearing down on his throat. His hands discarded ther blades as he indinctivdy grabbed a
my wridts, trying to force my hands away. The armour around his neck should have been a match for my
armoured hands, but at such close proximity, under the force of my will, his aamour and mine melded
together so that my bare hands were suddenly at his bare throat, indde the armour.

He made some sound of shock and surprise, and then my hands closed, and | cut it off. He
bucked and gsruggled under me, but he couldn't shift my hands. He choked and convulsed, and |
wouldn't let him breathe.

Until findly he stopped fighting me and dapped the ground at his sde. The old Sgnd of a fighter
who yidds. | let go, and he started breathing again. | stayed crouched over him, ready to go again if he
was faking. For a while we stayed there, him on the floor, me over him, both of us breathing hard. |
would have killed himif he hadn't yidlded, and he knew it.

"Was that how you killed my father?' he said findlly.

"Typicd of you, Harry," | said. "Alwaysfixated on the past. A leader has to look to the future. |
could have killed you, but | didn't want to. First, because it would probably have caused more problems
then it solved, and secondly, the family needs experienced fidd agents like you. Now more than ever. So
forget this Patriarch crap. Go back to being part of my Inner Circle. Give me your word that youll follow
me, obey my orders, for the good of the family...and thisis over."

"Andif | say no?'

“You know the answer to that. It'sdl or nothing, Harry. Ded?"

"Ded," he sad quidlly, bitterly. "For the good of the family."

We both armoured down. | gave him my hand and helped him to his fet.

"No!" Roger sad suddenly, stepping forward. “You don't have to give in to him, Harry! You
don't have to take any crap from anyone, not while I'm herel”

And judt like that, he took on his Inferna aspect, wrgpping it around him like a cloak, and he
didn't seem in any way human anymore. Shadows gathered around him, a living darkness that seemed to
egt up the crimson light. There was a thick stench of blood and sulphur on the air, and a rush of amost
unbearable heat sent dl of us sumbling back, even Harry. Roger amiled, and his mouth was full of
pointed teeth. His eyes were black pits in his face. His presence was heavy in the Sanctity, like an
unbearable weight pressng down on the world. He looked like whet he redly was, something from the
Ait. Even Harry couldn't bear to look a him directly. Roger laughed softly, an evil, hateful sound that hed
no human humour in it, and we al winced. Roger rose up into the air, defying the naturd laws of the
world as though they were nothing, and hung on the ar with his arms mockingly outstretched as though
naled to an invisble cross.

"Jesus doesn't want me for a sunbeam,” he sad in a voice like an animd grunting. "You think



you're so much, Eddie Drood...Let me show you true power."

Before | could even say anything, Mally rose up into the air to face him, levitating effortlesdy.
Her face was set and cold as she put hersdf between me and the hdlspawn. | wanted to cdl out to her,
but I had no voice. Unnaturd energies coalesced around both of them, fdt as much as seen, spitting and
crackling like beads of water on a hot surface. Something was gathering between them, something
awful...Just being this close to the two of them felt like razor blades dicing into my soul. Mortals weren't
supposed to see things like this, fed things like this. Forbidden magics and inhumean practices...

Roger waved a hand, and a hole opened up in the floor of the Sanctity. The wooden floorboards
seemed to just rot away into nothing, and the hole grew seadily, like a cancer in the body of the world.
Barbed brass tentacles, dready dick with spilled blood, shot up out of the hdl and snapped around
Moally, pinning her arms to her sdes. She cried out, as though fouled by ther touch, and sruggled
fiercdy, blood spurting on the ar as the metd barbs dug into her flesh. And then the tentacles snapped
back into the hole, taking her with them, and the hole disappeared. The floor was solid again, untouched,
as though nathing had happened. Roger turned dowly, dill hanging unsupported on the air, and amiled his
avful amileat me.

"l am of Hel," he said, "and | carry it with me everywhere. So I'm never far from home. | just
sent your girlfriend to Hell, Eddie Drood. Damned her forever, to eternd suffering, to the lake of flames
and the torments of the Fit, just because | fdt like it. How do you fed about that, Eddie Drood?"

"After I've killed you, | will go down into Hell and bring her back,” | said. "Whatever it takes,
whatever it costs. But firg | will break your body with these golden hands, and make you scream, and
after dl the terrible things | do to you, fdling back into Hell will seem like ardief."

"Wow," said Mally. "Hard core, Eddie.”

Wedl looked around, startled, and there she was, sanding untouched and unharmed where the
hole had been. | ran over and took her in my ams, and we held each other tightly and nothing else
meattered.

"I redly thought I'd logt you," | said.

"You redly think 1'd go anywhere and leave you behind?' she said.

When we findly broke apart and looked around, Roger was staring a us increduloudy. And for
dl hisInfernd presence, he didn't look hdf as threatening anymore.

“You can't be herd" he said. “You can't! | sent you to Hdll!"

"Been there, done that," said Mally.

She snapped her fingers crisply and a hole opened in the high celling above us. A cdedtid light
dammed down through the hole, shouldering its way into the mortal world like a holy spotlight, trandfixing
Roger where he was like abug on a pin. He screamed horribly, thrashing heplesdy in agony in the grip of
that Heavenly light, and we dl had to turn our heads away. The light was just too dazzling, too pure, for
human eyes to look on. Just being in the same room with it hurt, as though it was burning away my
imperfections. Mally snapped her fingers again, and the light snapped off, the hole in the celling gone in a
moment. Roger fdl to the floor and lay Hill, breething harshly. He looked like just a men again. Harry
hurried forwards to kned beside Roger and take him in his arms. He rocked him back and forth like a
hurt child, murmuring soothing words. Roger's face was blank with shock and suffering and an
indescribable horror. | looked at Mally.

She shrugged. "I've been around. Y ou'd be surprised at who owes me favours. Redly.”

"Well talk about this later,” | said. "Everybody €se okay?'

| looked around. Sebastian and Freddie were huddled together in a far corner, trying to dimb
into each other's pockets. The Sarjeant-at-Arms looked pale and shaken, but not even the dght of
Heaven and Hdl could bresk his composure. Jacob the ghost had disappeared. And Giles
Deathsta ker...was grinning widely, as though he'd just watched aredly good show.

While | was 4ill consdering that, the Sanctity doors flev open and a whole bunch of Droods
came running in, led by the thugs who used to guard the doors. They seemed to have got ther second
wind and, emboldened by reinforcements, they were back to teach us dl a lesson. Unfortunately, they
mede the tactical error of burding in unarmoured. Giles was off the spot and heading right for them the



moment they appeared, moving impossibly quickly for someone who didnt have Drood armour. He
didn't bother to draw his sword, just dammed into the newcomers, stopping them in thar tracks, and
teking them dl down with swift, dmost dinical precison. He struck about him with amazing kill, and
every blow sent a man flying. In just a few moments he was the only man standing, surrounded by
moaning and unconscious bodies. He wasn't even bresthing hard.

"Now that is what | cdl a fighter,” said the Sarjeant-at-Arms. I'd never heard him sound
impressed before. “Y ou did wdl, Edwin. Thisis exactly what we need.”

"Thank you for not killing them," | said to Giles. "They're family."

He nodded briefly. "I know. | saw the collars around their necks. | only kill when necessary. And
these poor specimens definitdy weren't worth it.”

"That is partly why youre here" | said. "I need you to train my family, turn them into warriors, to
fight awar againg impossible odds and the most powerful enemy even you've ever seen.”

"I can do that," said Giles. "I've made armies out of worse. | can take the most unprepossessing
materid and turn them into fighting men. | am a Deathstalker. We win wars. It's what we do. How long
have | got?'

"Good question,” | said. | looked at the Sarjeant-at-Arms. "Tak to me, Cyril. | need to know
exactly what's been happening while I've been away. Just the high spots, for now; I'll pick up the details
|ater, as we go dong.”

The Sajeant nodded dowly. "Wedcome back, Edwin. The family has missed
your...decisveness. You have to undersand;, Harry had the support of the Matriarch. | had no
choice..."

"Jud tdl me what happened,” | said. "We can spread the blame around later. You can dart with,
how did everything go so wrong? When | left we were winning. Sort of "

"Manifes Destiny had some of their people at the Nazca ste" said the Sarjeant. "Long before
you and your team arrived. Truman wanted to keep a close eye on his new dlies. But everyone he sent
there ended up possessed, or infected, by the Loahly Ones. They returned to Truman, to spread the gift
that keeps on giving. They infiltrated his organisation and penetrated his new base, infecting others in their
turn. They became his closest advisors and whispered poison in his ear. They persuaded Truman to
support the establishing of new nests, and fund the building of new towers.

"Backed by Manifes Dediny's resources, and under Truman's protection, the Loathly Ones
spread their influence across the world, embedding their infected agents in organisations and governments
in every country. Ostengbly they spoke for Manifest Destiny, representing it as an dternative to Drood
rue Of course, once they were invited in, they quickly moved up to high postions and set about
goreading chaos and indecision, dividing humanity from within. There are nests everywhere now, in every
country, often hidden away ingde ghoulvilles to hide the building of ther towers. Once these have
reached a specific number, known only to them, the great summoning will begin and the Invaders will
come through.”

"Wat aminute” | said. "They haven't infected Truman himsaf? Why not? Then they'd run his
organisation.”

"It seems they cant,” said the Sarjeant. "After dl the operations he's carried out on his brain, it
would appear heisimmune to ther touch.”

"Maybe we can use that," | said. "If we could reach him, make him see the truth...we might even
learn from him away to make everyone immure..."

"Perhaps,” the Sarjeant said kindly. "If | might continue...”

"Oh yes, you go right ahead, Cyril. Don't let me stop you."

"We know that those infected by the Loathly Ones become Loathly Ones" said the Sarjeant.
"They work together like insects, a hive mind, where each of them knows what every one knows. The
nests communicate, ghoulville to ghoulville, in a way we can't understand or intercept. We invade and
destroy every nest we locate, and burn down their towns, but they're better at hiding than we are a
finding. We're winning the battles, but losng the war."

"Sorry to interrupt,” sad Strange, "but the War Room has just received a dgnificant



communication. Cdlan ison the line he says he'sfindly located Truman's new base of operations. Shdl |
patch him through?'

"Damnright,” | said. "Hr4 good news I've heard...Callan! Thisis Edwin Drood; I'm back. What
have you found?'

"Wl it's about bloody time" sad Cdlan, his unmistakable voice emearging from Strange's
crimson glow. “You picked a hdl of atime to go on vacation. Did you bring me back a present? No one
ever brings me back presents. Look, 1'd love to chat but | don't know how long | dare remain in contact.
Truman's new base is crawling with security people, and some things that very ddfinitdly aren't people.
Y ou wouldn't believe the layers of protection he's put in place.”

"Understood,” | said. "Whereis he?'

“You're not going to believe this. I'm here looking at it, and | don't believe it. To be exact, I'm
just outside of Stonehenge, keeping what | fervently hope is a safe distance from the outer ring of Stones.
Truman has set up his new base in the bunkers set deep underneath the Stones. Once again he's taken
advantage of an old, mothbaled government inddlation, dating back to World War 11, | believe. The
bunkers were put in place as a lagt redoubt, to which the government could retreat if the Nazis invaded
and forced them out of London."

"Hold it," | said. "l thought as long as the Soul of Albion was safely in place a2 Stonehenge, no
one could invade England?'

"Maybe the government of the day didn't trust it,” said Cdlan. "Are you ready for the redly bad
news? Truman's got his hands on the Soul. He's dug it up from under the man sacrifidd stone and
locked it away in his private office.

"Cdlan," | sad carefully. "Just how sure are you of your informetion?”

"I went in and had a look for mysdf, and | am here to tdl you right now that | am not doing it
agan. Snesking past dl his protections and very heavily armed guards has taken ten years off my life, and
postively cured that dight but definite touch of condipation | was suffering from. If | were shaking any
more you could mix cocktailsin me. Seeif | ever volunteer for fidd work agan.”

"How could Truman have got to the Soul?' | said. "The family’s been adding layers of protection
around it for centuries.”

"I know," said Cdlan. "There's only one answer, and it's redly not a very nice one. Someone in
the family mugt have given him the necessary Words to unlock the guards. And that someone would have
to be very high up. A traitor in the family..."

"Impossble" said the Sarjeant. "It's unthinkable. .."

"Not after the Zero Tolerance debacle” | said. "They were ready to destroy the family in order
to rebuild it in therr own imege.”

"Jud likeyou," said Harry.

"Shut up, Harry,” | said. "Thisis grown-up talk. Recommendations, Calan?'

"Put together amgor dtrike force, transport it Sraight here, and | will use it to hit Truman where
it hurts, right now, while we've il got the dement of surprise.”

"No!" | said quickly. "I know your idea of tactics, Cdlan; everything forward and trust in the
Lord. You hold your postion, keep weatching, and report back if there are any new developments. I'll
work out a plan of attack and get back to you. Until then, stay put. That's an order.”

“You can go off people, you know."

"Strange, cut him off, and then talk to me."

“Yes, Eddie. Cdlan isdill talking to the War Room. He is not at dl happy.”

"Wouldn't recognise himif hewas" | said. "Tdl me about the Soul of Albion, Strange.”

"l only know what the family knows, Eddie. According to your records, an unnaiurd,
other-dimensond crystd fdl to earth from the stars, thousands of years ago. Long ago, so long ago that
higory shades into legend, someone carried out a mgor Working with the Soul, harnessing its power to
enaure that England could never be invaded. Aslong as the Soul stayed in position, under Stonehenge.”

"Could we use the Soul to stop the Invaders coming through?"

"I don't know," sad Strange. "Its full cgpabilities have never been tested. It might protect



England, if it was replaced intime."

"All right," | said. "How about you, Strange? Could you stop them? There's some evidence in the
old library to suggest that the Heart intervened to stop them, back in Roman times™

"No," sad Strange. “You mud understand, Eddie; there is so little of me here, rdativey
gpesking. Even with dl the extra strange matter | brought through to make your armour. In order to put
up a barrier that could keep out the Many-Angled Ones, 1'd have to manifest my whole sdif in this redlity,
and that would be just as disastrous as the Invaders coming through. Strange matter doesn't belong here;
it upsets the natura balance. Y ou have no idea how far removed | am from what you think of as life”

"How long do you think it will be before the Loathly Ones are ready to summon the Invaders?'
sad Madlly, just to show she wasn't baing left out of the discussions.

"Three, four days" said Strange. "l can fed the strain the completed towers are putting on the
naturd dimensond barriers. | can fed the Hungry Gods, gathering around this little universe and making
their terrible plans™”

"I'm beginning to wish I'd never asked you,” | said. | looked a Giles. "How about it, Warrior
Prime? Can you put together an army in three, four days?*

"Normdly, no," said Giles. "But this dearly isnt a normd family, or a norma world. | like it. It's
0 ... extreme. If the rest of your family are anything like you, | might just manage something interesting in
afew days™

"Actudly, you don't even have that long,” said Sebastian.

Wedl looked round. Sebastian was no longer cringing in his corner. He stood done, amiling at
us, and there was something in his amile and in his eyes that closed a cold hand around my heart. He
didn't look like Sebastian anymore.

"Seb?' said Freddie, dill inhis corner. "What are you doing, darling? This is no time to stand up
and be noticed. Thisredly ist like you, Seb."

“You don't know me" said Sebastian. "None of you redly know me. But then, Sebastian was
such an easy part to play. Unfortunately, now histimeis up. And so isyours.

"My God," sad Harry. "He's infected. He's a Loathly One. How did we miss that? He's the
traitor in the family!"

"Not the only one," said Sebastian, dill amiling hisinhumean amile. "I'm afrad you've dl been very
naive. Now it'stimefor you dl to die”

He shook and shuddered, his whole body convulsing and twigting in sudden spurts of growth. He
rose up to be eight feet tdl, broad at the shoulders and barrel-chested, his torso packed with thick cables
of muscle, his angry red skin stretched amogt to bursting point. Two more arms burst out of his sides,
and dl four hands now boasted heavy curving claws. His face was broad and monstrous, with no trace of
humanity left in it.

"The Hungry Gods condemn you to death, Edwin Drood,” he said in a horribly normd voice.

"Hithim," | said.

Harry and the Sarjeant-at-Arms and | dl armoured up and threw oursalves at what used to be
Sebadtian. We hit him with our golden figts, and he just stood there and took it. Harry and | extruded
long blades from our golden hands and hacked at him, but the cuts closed up as fast as we made them.
Thething that used to be Sebastian laughed at us and struck out with his four heavy fids, and even with
dl the speed our armour gave us, we were hard put to avoid them. It was the torc, you see. Sebastian
dill had his torc. He couldn't wear the armour over this monstrous form, but it gill protected him. Why
hadn' it protected him from infection by the Loathly Ones? Why had it hidden the infection from the rest
of us?

"Dont kill hm!" | yelled to the others. "We need him dive, to answer questions”

"Dont kill hm?" said Harry. "I can't even hurt the bastard!"

Giles stepped forward out of nowhere, swinging his sword. The long blade came sweeping round
inalong arc and dammed into Sebastian's thick, muscular neck. The sted blade rebounded helpledy,
leaving the neck undamaged, and the vibrations dmog jarred the sword out of Giless hands. He
shrugged, sheathed the sword, drew his energy gun, and shot Sebastian in the head a point-blank range.



There was a bright flare of discharging energies, and when we could see again, hdf of Sebagtian's head
had been blown away. Sebastian lurched sdeways, and dmog fdl. Bits of charred brains fdl out of his
head. The Sarjeant and Harry and | grabbed him and wrestled him to the ground, usng dl our armoured
grength to restrain him and pin him to the floor. He dill bucked and heaved under us, even with hdf his
head gone. Mdly and Roger stepped forward, bahing hm in soothing spdls and stupefying
enchantments. Sebadtian relaxed with a grest Sgh and lay Hill.

And only | saw what happened next.

Mally got in too close, concentrating on her magics, and one clawed hand swept out, just
touching Molly's Sde in passing. It didn't cut her, or damage her, but through my golden mask | saw
something pass between them. Something came out of Sebastian and entered into Moally, dl done in just
a moment. Mally cried out, in shock more than pain, and fdl back dutching her sde. | cried out
something too, because | knew what had just happened, even though | didn't want to admit it. | leant
over and punched Sebastian right in his exposed brain. Blood and charred materids flew out of his head,
and he howled miserably in pain. | drew back my spiked golden fig to hit him again, and the Sarjeant
grabbed my arm with his armoured hand.

"Easy, boy," he said. "l understand, but you wanted him dive, remember?’

| nodded briefly, not trusting my voice. Sebagtian was quiet now, and the Sarjeant and Harry
held him eedlly to the floor. HE'd shrunk back down to human sze and form, and his damaged head was
aready dowly heding. Giles stood by, gunin hand, ready to fire againif necessary. | ydled a Strange to
summon some security people, and then | went to see Moally. She was ganding a little apart, hugging
herdf tightly with both arms, as though trying to hold something in, or hold hersdf together. | spoke to
her, but she didn't seem to hear me.

Sebadtian laughed, and | turned to look at him. He wasn't Sruggling, but held raised his damaged
face to look a me.

"My torc isred, Eddie" he said in ahigh, taunting voice. "It couldn't protect Sebastian, and yours
won't protect you, or your people. | passed unnoticed among you, and no one hid anything from me. Oh,
the secrets | know! The secrets I've told! The Droods who went to their desths, because of me" Harry
punched himin the face, bresking his nose with a fla crack. Sebagtian paused to spit out blood, but he
was dill grinning a me. "The Hungry Gods are coming, and there's nothing you can do to stop ud”

"Get imout of here" | said. "Put imin a cage, somewhere secure, and get the truth out of him.
Take him apart if you have to, right down to the genetic leved if need be, but find out what makes him
tick. | want to know everything there is to know about him."

“Y ou're authorisng extreme measures?’ said the Sarjeant. "Not that I'm arguing, but...this isnt
like you, Eddie."

"Jud doit," | said.

Sebadtian had infected Mally. Something dien and avful was growing within her, gestating in her
mind and soul to make her into a Loathly One too. | knew it, but | couldn't tdl anyone else. | daren't.
They'd want to put her in a cage, and take her apart, and | couldn't dlow that. Not Mally. So | didn't tel
anyone. Interegtingly, neither did Sebastian. Perhaps he thought no one had noticed.

The extra security men came rushing in, dready armoured, and the Sarjeant and Harry handed
Sebadtian over to them. He didnt fight them, but even as they dragged him away he shouted back at us,
hisvoice full of aterrible laughter.

"When we come in dl our glory, you will love us We will make you love usd And worship us,
and work for us, even as we consume you and dl your world! Youll love us and adore us, and wak
willingly into the daughterhouse! Everything that liveswill become ug”

"Who infected you?' said the Sarjeant-at-Arms. “You know well get it out of you eventudly.
Was it someone in the family?'

But Sebastian just laughed and laughed until the doors dammed behind him.

For a while, none of us in the Sanctity said anything. We were dl shocked, for our various
reasons. Freddie came out of his corner, hisface pale and drawn, looking a us as though we might have
some answers for him.



"He was my friend," he said. "We worked together. How could he be infected, and | couldn't see
it? How could he pretend to be Sebastian so closdly that | couldn't tdl?"

"The touch of the Loathly One corrupts,” said the Sarjeant. "Part of him was ill Sebastian, and
wanted to collaborate. But by the end there, Sebastian was probably just a coat the drone could put on
and take off."

| looked a Moally. | ill didn't say anything.

"We need to know exactly when he was infected," said Harry. "So we can figure out just how
long he's been spying for the enemy. How much he might have told them. How much of our plans and
intdlligence are compromised.”

| glared a him. "I ordered the Armourer to work out a tet, to determine who among us might be
infected!"

"Soyou did," said Harry. "The Armourer came up with a test; we dl went through it and we dl
passed. So ether Sebastian was infected after he was tested ..."

"Or the test isno damn good,” | said. "The Armourer's worked so many miracles for us down the
years that we tend to forget he does fall, from time to time. Sebadtian suggested there were others like
him in the family. Maybe right here in the Hal. Maybe even the origind traitor, who arranged for us to
bring the Loathly Ones through in the firg place. And ... he said his torc worked for him, protecting and
hiding him once he was infected. .. Strange?"

"Dont look a me" said Strange. "It shouldn't have been possible. | designed your new torcs and
amour to exactly duplicate the properties of those provided by the Heart. | can only assume he was
dready infected before | handed out the new torcs, and that it was...affected by his infection.
Remember, the Loathly Ones are judt the intrusonsinto our redlity of the Hungry Gods themsdlves. And
they are vast and powerful and terrible enough to frighten even me™"

"We need to test everyone again,” | said. "I'll talk to the Armourer, see if we can boost the test
some.”

"Test everyone?' said Harry. "Induding you?'

"Everyong" | said. | didn't look at Moally. "We need to know who's who."

"Sebadtian sad they were many of his kind among us" said Freddie. "Hiding behind familiar
faces, watching us ...."

"The Devil dwayslies" | sad.

"Except when a truth can hurt you more,” said Mally.

"Areyou dl right, Mally?' said Strange. "You seem..."

"She'sfing” | said.

“Yes" sad Mally. “I'm fine"

"S0," | sad. "Truman has the Soul of Albion. For that, he must have had the active cooperation
of someonein the family. Any idess, Sarjeant?"

"There are dill members of the Zero Tolerance faction working openly within the family,” the
Sarjeant said dowly. "Some could dill be maintaining ties with Truman. There are those within the faction
who see him as a means of redlaming power and pogtion within the family.”

"Induding the Matriarch?' | said, and he nodded reluctantly.

"And where do you stand on the matter, Sarjeant?’ said Harry.

He drew himsdf up to hisfull height, his scarred, disfigured face cold and forbidding. "l protect
the family, againg anything that threatensiit.”

"The Matriarch ..." | sad thoughtfully. "Dear Grandmother Martha...she could have provided
Truman with the necessary Words to unlock the protections around the Soul."

"She could have" said the Sarjeant. "But | have no evidence to that effect, or | would have done
something. In my opinion, Truman sees the Soul as his ace in the hole, to protect him from the Invaders
should they turn againgt him."

"I'm getting more from Cdlan," Strange said abruptly. "I redly think you need to hear this
Eddie”

"Okay, patch him through,” | said. "Cdlan, this had better be good.”



"Depends on your definition of good,” said Cdlan. "Truman's found out we're here. And rather
then destroy us immediady, he wants me to pass on a message to you. Namely, that he is ready to
destroy the Soul of Albion, unless the Drood family puts itsdf under his control. Specificaly, he wants
access to and control of the forbidden weapons held in the Armageddon Codex. Apparently he believes
he can use them to force the Invaders out of our redity, once he's used them to take control of the world.
Theidiat... | redly would like permisson to withdrawv now, please. | don't like him knowing exactly
where we are. | can practicdly fed the vultures gathering.”

“You gtay right where you are" | said. "Talk to Truman, promise him anything; sl him. As long
as he thinks ther€'s dill a chance, he won't do anything. I'll get back to you as soon as weve made a
decison. Strange, cut him off."

"He's dill talking to the War Room,” said Strange. "Though shouting is probably more accurate.
Dear me, such language..."

"Hra thingsfirg," | said. "We have to find out who the traitors are in the family.”

"We don't have time for awitch hunt,” said Harry. "Not when we have so many more important
decisons to meke."

"W, you would say that, Harry," | said. "I think I'l start by having a nice little chat with the
Matriarch. | think shell talk to me, once | tdl her about Sebastian.”

“You can't see her," sad Harry. "She'sill. She's not seeing anybody.”

"Sell see me” | sad. "Now, Strange, show me what the family's been doing to fight the
Invaders during my unintended absence. Just the highlights, for now. I'll catch up on the detals as we go
adong. Just show mewhat | need to know."

Visons appeared, emerging from Strange's crimson glow. Shifting scenes of golden-armoured
family in running fights with Loathly One drones, in the nightmarish streets of ghoulvilles | saw dozens of
armoured forms taking on hundreds of drones and killing everything that moved that wasn't family. The
drones were often horribly misshapen, mongters with only the barest touch of humanity left in them. The
Droods beat them down with golden figs and tore the drones limb from limb. A quick death was the only
mercy they had left to offer. They stormed through the narrow streets, their golden armour shining bright
inthe sharp, painful light of the ghoulville They destroyed buildings, tearing them apart and pulling them
down through brute strength, to be sure they hadn't missed anyone hiding indde, and afterwards they set
fireto theruins

Whole towns went up in flames. They say fire purifies.

Sometimes the drones were dready dead and decaying, only kept moving by the unnatura
energies within them. Sometimes they looked just like you or me. They came out into the streets, pleading
and aying and protesting their innocence. But they were so far gone they'd forgotten how to sound and
act as people do. Especidly the children. The armoured Droods killed them dl. They had to be Loathly
Ones, or they wouldn't bein aghoulville

Sometimes family members dropped their aramour, to vomit, or cry, or just 9t on a pavement,
holding themselves and rocking back and forth.

Weve never seen oursalves as killers. That's not the Drood way. Weve dways preferred to
operate behind the scenes, meking smdl changes here and there ... to prevent the family as a whole
having to do things like this. Secret wars are one thing; mass daughter quite another. But we're Droods,
and we've dways been able to do the hard, necessary things To protect humanity.

| just hoped we didn't get ataste for it.

| saw my family destroy towers in the ghoulvilles huge, unnaturd dien structures, part
technologicd and part organic. Sometimes the towers screamed as they fdl. They fdl and they fdl, and
yet somehow there were dways more of them...

The visons stopped. | stood slently, thinking. The Sarjeant cleared his throat in a meaningful
way.

"We are further handicapped by our need to keep dl of this secret from the generd populace.
They can't be dlowed to know what's happening. Were keeping paliticians and governments informed,
to a point, and they're dl cooperating. To one extent or another. Worldwide panic and chaos is in no



one's best interests.”

"Now you've seen how bad it is" sad Harry. "The odds weve been facing. Maybe Truman's
right. Maybe we should open the Armageddon Codex."

"No," | said. "Not yet."

"Tdl me you've got aredly good plan,” sad the Sarjeant.

"Wdl," | said. "I've got aplan.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN Truth, and Other Things, Will Out

| threw everyone out, as fast as | could without being too obvious about it. | sent Giles
Deathstaker avay with the Sarjeant-at-Arms, to discuss new training programs for the family. Between
the two of them, I'd bet on our army againg anyone else's. Harry and Roger stalked off dl on their own,
no doubt to gir up new mischief somewhere ese. Neither of them even looked back a me as they |€ft.
And after adiscreet pause, Mally and | said good-bye to Freddie, and to Strange, and we went looking
for some empty place where we could talk safely together, in private.

People looked at us as we waked through the corridors. No one actudly cheered or booed,
theyjust watched us and kept their thoughts to themsdves. Most just looked like they were waiting for
someone to tdl them what to do for the best. | knew exactly how they felt.

Mally and | findly ended up in the main dining room &t the back of the Hdl. It was completdly
deserted, in between shifts the rows of tables sanding slent and waiting under their prigine white
tablecloths. 1t was hard to believe that eighteen months has passed since we were lagt here. Mally and |
sat down facing each other, and | suddenly redised | didn't have a Ingle due what to say. What do you
say when the woman you loveis dying?

"It's not like we havent been here before” Mdly sad kindly. "Remember when you were
infected by the strange maitter, and we both thought you only had a few days to live? We didn't St around
crying our eyes out; we just got on with business. We survived that. Well survive this™

"How do you fed?' | said. "I mean, redly; do you fed any...different?"

"I can fed...something ese indde me" she said dowly. "Like after a large med. A feding of...
heaviness. As though there's more of me now. My standard magica protections are containing it, for the
moment.” She amiled briefly. "But then, | would say that, wouldn't 1? If | were aready a Loathly One
drone, in mind as wel as body."

"No," | said. "I'd know the difference. | could tdl if you weren't...you."

“Yes" she said. “You probably could.”

"Let's tak about something else, just for awhile” | said. "Give us a chance to snesk up on the
man subject, maybe catch it by surprise.”

"All right. What did you have in mind, Eddie?"

"Wadl...what was dl that business with Heaven and Hdll, and I've been around?"

"Ah" said Moally. “Yes ... | suppose that had to come out eventudly. Y ou've been very good,
Eddie, redly you have; not asking too many questions about what | did, and what | promised, to gan my
magicd powers. Possbly because you were afrad of what the answers might be. W, relax, swestie, |
haven't sold my soul to anyone. | made a series of pacts and dedls down the years, with various Powers.
Some Infernd, some Heavenly, afew dien...And | paid for my magic with years off my life Don't ook
like thet, Eddie; | never wanted to grow old anyway. Now, of course, it would appear the whole
question has become irrdevant. My various debtors were paid with years from my putative old age, and
now it seems more than likdy | won't get that far. The thing growing insde me will take me long before
my dlotted time."

"Not while I'm here" | said. "I'll never give up on you, Mally. There must be something we can
do. Thisis Drood Hal; we work miracles for the world every day. | have the right to expect one smdl
miracle, just for you. You know ... | could get you atorc. Strictly speeking, it's forbidden for anyone not



of Drood blood, but I'm sure Strange would help. | probably wouldn't even have to explain why. He's
vay undergtanding, for an inexplicable other-dimensiona being.”

"It's a nice thought, Eddie, but | don't think it would work. The torc didn't hep Sebastian, except
to hep him hide his condition.”

"Okay, scratch that idea. How about the Armourer? He's created enough wonders for the family;,
he can create one more for me. For you."

"But then we'd have to tdl him everything. How much can we trust him? | don't want to end up in
acage, like the others. Not while there's dill work to be done.”

"Do you fed up to fighting in the fidd?' | said.

"When | don', then youll know ther€'s something serioudy wrong. Physcdly, | fed fine No
different at dl. My meagic is insulaing me from whatever changes are beginning. Mentdly..." Mally
cocked her head dightly on one side, as though ligening. "It's like there's another voice in my head, me
but not me, distant but digtinct, faint but ingstent.”

"What'sit saying?' | said, as casudly as | could.

"Smoke crack and worship Satan. No, | can't tdl. It's too far away. It doesn't sound like
anything...bad."

A sudden rush of heplessness ran through me. | wanted to get up and run around the room,
overturning the tables and kicking the chairs out of the way. | needed to be doing something,
anything...but | made mysdf st there, quiet and calm. | couldn't et Molly see how worried | was. So we
just sat there, together, facing each other across the empty table.

"What are we going to do?' | sad findly. "We can't tdl anyone. We can't trust anyone. Not with
this"

"We stay cdm and focused,” said Mally. "Actudly, | think I'm coping with this rather well, don't
you? | thought I'd be having panic attacks by now, and hyperventilating into a paper bag. You're the one
who looks like you might break down into hysterics a any moment.”

| amiled briefly. "Never could hide anything from you, could 1?7

Mally put out her hands to me, and | took them both in mine. She looked at me earnestly. "I
need you to be strong for me, Eddie, so | can be strong. We can beat this. We can.”

“You know," | said, just a bit widfully, "when | saved the family from the Heart, and put an end
to dl the old evils, | redly thought things would improve. | should have known better. What are we going
to do, Mally?'

"We destroy the Loathly Ones, and dl their works," Mally said firmly, squeezing my hands hard.
"And dong the way, we keep our eyes open for something we can use as a cure. Faling that...you kill
me, while I'm dill me. Before | become something we'd both hate.”

"l couldn't do that," | said.

“You have to, Eddie. Just in case I'm not strong enough to do it mysdf.”

We looked at each other for along time, holding onto each other the way drowning men clutch at
straws.

"Why haven't you turned me in?' Madlly said findly. "Why havent you told everyone that I'm
infected, and a danger to the family?'Y ou know you should. It's your duty."

"Il decide what's my duty and what isnt,” | said. "The most important thing for me is to save
you. | brought you here, made this possible, so it'sdl my fault.”

"Oh, Eddie. | never knew anyone so ready to blame themsdves for everyone e se's problems.”

"I will do whatever it takes to save you, Mally. If you believe nathing e se, believe that. There has
to be an answer.”

"Andif there int?"

"Then I'll make one."

We taked some more, but didn't redly say anything. Just the normd, reassuring things you say
when you're afraid in the dark. And in the end we had to leave so | could go about my business. My



whole family was depending on me, not just Mally. And I've dways known my duty to my family. Damn
them. | sent Mally down to the Armoury, to Uncdle Jack. She could tak about the problem to him, in
generd terms, and see what he had to say.

And [... went to see my grandmother.

According to Harry, she was ill, too ill to see anybody, but that was an old trick where the
Matriarch was concerned, and she just didn't fed like taking to anybody. So | made my way up to her
private suite on the top floor, and wasn't dl that surprised to discover two more of Harry's overmuscled
thugs standing guard outside the door. They took one look a me approaching and both of them
armoured up immediatdly. It would seem word had dready got around as to what 1'd done to the other
bullyboys. | strolled up to the two guards, amour down, doing my best to radiate casud unconcern.
They both moved dightly but definitdy to block my way.

"Sorry," said the one on the left. "The Matriarch is not to be disturbed. We have our orders.”
"Not to be disturbed at dl,” said the one on the right. "Under any circumstances.”

"l just said thet, Jeffrey," said the firgt guard.

"Wdl, | never get to say anything," said the second. “You're dways leaving me out of things
Eanes.”

"Look," said Earnest, "can we please tak about this later?”

“You never want to talk about anything, you."

Earnest sghed loudly behind his golden mask. “Y ou're not ill mad about that party, are you?'

"Party? What party?"

“You are; you're dill mad about it."

“You went off and left me dl on my own!" Jeffrey said hatly. “You knew | didn't know anyone
ese therd"

"I've said I'm sorry, haven't I? What else can | say?'

“You could let me do the threats. Y ou never let me do the threats.”

"That's because you're no good a them,” Earnest said patiently.

"I could be! A bit of practice, and | could be very good at them!”

"All right! All right, then. Y ou go ahead and do the thresats. I'll just sand here and watch. Maybe
Il pick up afew tricks.

"BExcu=me” | said.

Jfrey turned to confront his partner. “You're going to make remarks, aren't you? Loud and
sarcagtic remarks."

"No, | wont!"

“Yesyou will! You're dways criticigng, you. You never let me do anything fun!”

"I'm letting you do the thregts, aren't 1?7 Look; I'll even let you hit him first. How about thet?'

"Redly?' sad Jeffrey. "I can hit him firg?"

"Course you can! Go ahead, enjoy yoursdf!"

"Thanks, Earnest. That means alot to me. Y ou're agood friend..."

"Oh get on with it, you big softy. Kick hishead in."

| decided 1'd heard about as much of this as | could stand. | took out the Merin Glass, shook it
out to full Sze, activated the teleport function, and then clapped the mirror over both of the guardsin turn,
sending one to the Antarctic and the other to the Arctic. Then | shook the mirror down and put it away,
and gmiled &t the empty corridor.

“If you bump into the Vodyanoi Brothers,” | said, "say hi for me."

| knocked politely on the Matriarch's door, and tried the handle, but it was locked. | waited for a
while, but no one opened it. | knocked again, putting a bit more effort into it, and then the Matriarch's
voice came from the other sde of the door.

"Whoisit? Who's there?'

"It's Eddie, Grandmother. I'm back. Can | comein and talk with you?'

"The door islocked. And | don't have akey."

| raised an eyebrow at that. "All right, Grandmother. Il soon have the door open. Stand back.”



"Dont you dare break my door down, Edwin Drood! It's a vauable antique!”

| Sghed quietly, just to mysdf. "All right, Grandmother. Give me a moment.”

| knelt down and studied the lock. Old-fashioned, sturdy, no problem at dl. | armoured up my
right hand, concentrated, and athin extenson of the golden strange matter dipped forward into the lock,
shaping itsdf to fit the interior exactly, moulding itsdf into a key. The tasks and skills of a Drood fidd
agent are many and varied. | unlocked the door, armoured down, pushed the door open, and entered
into the Matriarch's waiting room.

She was stlanding right in the centre of the antechamber, dl done. The room seemed very big and
empty without the usud atendant crowd of family and friends and well-wishers. The Matriarch hersdf
seemed somehow amdler, diminished. She was doing her best to stand tdl and proud, as dways, but for
the firg time | could see the effort. She was dressed formdly, but her long mane of gray hair hung
cardesdy down, ingtead of being piled up on top of her head. She nodded diffly to me, a gtick-thin old
lady with nothing much left but her dignity.

"Edwin. It's good to see you again.”

"And you, Grandmother. May | ask; how did you come to be locked up in your own rooms?'

"I have been hedld prisoner!" she said angrily, dmogt spitting out the words. "Harry has kept me
under guard for months, forbidden to communicate with the rest of the family.”

"Why would he do that?' | said.

"Because | found out what he is" Martha looked a me suspicioudy. "Did you know, Eddie?
You aways know things youre not supposed to ... No, of course not. You would have told me,
something like that. Come into my private rooms, Edwin. | don't fed safe taking out here; you never
know who might be ligening, these days."

She led me through into the bedroom. The curtains were ill drawn, keeping the room
comfortably gloomy. Aligar was dill lying flat on his back in bed, ill wrapped up in bandages like a
mummy. A sngle blanket covered him, hardly risng at dl as he breathed. He didn't react at dl as Martha
and | camein and shut the door. Martha looked a him expressionlesdy.

"Dont worry; he's adeep. Doesn't even know were here. He deeps most of the time now. It's
getting harder and harder to wake him long enough to take his nourishment. He redly should be down in
theinfirmary, but | hate to think of him lying there done, with tubes in him. Everyone d<se is just waiting
for him to die, but they don't know my Aligar. He's strong. A lot stronger than anyone ever gave him
credit for. Youll see; one day hell just wake up, and be himsdf again. Like a butterfly emerging from his
cocoon. St down, Edwin."

We sat down on comfortable chairs by the empty fireplace, facing each other. The Matriarch
sudied meintently for along momen.

“You look...different, Edwin. Older. But then, youve been through so much, havent you?
Y ou've grown up. | knew it would happen eventudly. It looks good on you...But so much has happened
while you were away. A year and ahdf, Edwin! Where have you been dl thistime?'

"Travdling in time, Grandmother. | went into the future, and found a mighty warrior to bring back
to ad the family. | was supposed to return only afew seconds after | l€ft, but..."

The Matriarch sniffed loudly. "The Time Train. I might have known. There are good reasons why
we never use the supid thing. | could have told you it wasn't dependable, but you didn't ask anyone, did
you? You were S0 sure you knew better ... | should have ordered it dismantled years ago, but for this
negaing feding that someday the family might just need it..."

"What happened to you, Grandmother?' | said petiently.

"I have been kept prisoner in these rooms practicdly from the day you disappeared. Harry came
to see me. He sad it was necessary for him to take command of the family in your absence, and | was
quite prepared to give hm my blessing. You have to understand, Edwin; he said dl the right things,
promised me dl the right things. He made me believe he embodied dl the old traditiond vaues of the
family. Unlike you...But even though he was saying dl the things | wanted to hear, | dill didnt entirdy
trust him. I've run thisfamily too long to take anything or anyone a face vaue.

"S0 | had a quigt, very discreet word with the Sarjeant-at-Arms. Just to be sure. The Sarjeant



didn't want to tdl me what he knew, but | made him tdl me. And that was when | found out the truth
about Harry. Tha he was a deviant, and an abomination! Bedding his own hellspawvned hdf brother!
And he dared look mein the eye and tdl me he bdieved in the old family vaues | summoned him here
and confronted him with what | knew...He didnt try to defend himsdf. Just sighed and shrugged, and
sad it didnt matter. He had control of the family, and he didn't need me anymore. He locked me in my
own rooms, put his own guards a my door. They took care of dl my needs, saw that Aligtar and | never
wanted for anything...but nothing | said or promised or threatened would sway them. They were Harry's
crestures. | haven't spoken to another living soul in over ayear.

"Oh, Harry sees that I'm kept informed about everything that's happening. | get regular reports,
and I'm invited to make ussful comments...which | do. My duty to the family hasn't changed. But you
have to get me out of here, Edwin! Harry isn't up to the job. The family is losng this war! You need my
expertise and experience!”

"Yes" | sad. "We do. But I'm back, and I'm running things again, Grandmother. Running them
my way. Are you ready to work with me, now?"

"Of course. I've had alat of time to think about...things. You and | are never going to agree on
many things, but the needs of the family must come firgt. And right now, it needs both of us”" She looked
back at the dill form on the bed. "He won't miss me. He doesn't even respond to my voice anymore. Any
nurse will do, until he wakes." She looked back a me. "I haven't forgiven you, for what you did to him. |
never will. But duty comesfirg. I've aways known that."

"Then | think you and | should go down to the War Room,” | said. "So you can take charge
there. You know how to runit far better than | ever could. And they could use some...direction.”

The Matriarch looked a me squardly. "I'll run the War Room; you run the war. We can
discuss...other things, after we've won the war.”

| grinned. "Looking forward to it, Grandmother. But let's be clear with each other. You need me,
now that Harry has...disappointed you. That's the red reason you're going dong with dl this You
havent forgiven me for removing you from power and changing the way the family does things. And |
haven' forgiven you for dl those children sacrificed to the Heart down the years. We can work together,
and we will, because the family and the world needs us to. But understand, Grandmother; you make one
move to undermine my authority, or try and saize control again, and I'll have you marched sraght back
here and locked in again. For the duration.”

She amiled a me, that old, familiar, cold smile. "You see, Edwin, you do understand how this
family needs to be run. I'll make a Drood out of you yet. | agree to dl your conditions. For the duration.”

| shook my head dowly. "Even when | win an argument with you, it feds like | lost. One last
question, before we go. It's becoming increesngly clear tha there has to be a long-ganding traitor, set
deep ingde the family. Someone, possbly infected by the Loathly Ones, perhaps even the person
responsible for bringing them back herein the firg place. Do you have any idea who that might be? Any
name come to mind?'

She stared a me for a long moment. | think she was actudly shocked. "A long-term traitor?
Unsuspected since World War 11? Impossiblel™

"Unfortunately not, Grandmother. Are you sure no one comes to mind?'

"No. It's unthinkable...But then, so much has happened that | would once have considered
unthinkable. 1 will consult the old family records. See if anything jogs a memory.”

"Okay. Let's go. The War Room awaits."

"No," said Martha. And just like that, dl her old stern command was back in her voice. "There is
dill something that mugt be done immediatey, for the good of the family. Y ou must order the expulsion of
Harry, and the execution of his hdlspawn lover. They cannot be adlowed to contaminate the family with
their presence any longer.”

"No," | said, my voice jus as cold and stern as hers. "Harry's a good fidd agent, with a lot of
experience. We dill need him. | won't declare him rogue just because ... | mean, come on,
Grandmother; we've had gay people in the family for ages. Y ou mugt have noticed.”

"Of course I've noticed! | don't care that he's a homaosexud! Your generation thinks it invented



sex and dl its possihilities ... | don't give adamn that Harry is gay; | care that he's taken his hdf brother
as alover! Incest like that is drictly forbidden in the Droods, Edwin. It has to be, or we would have
become dangeroudy inbred by now. The vitdity and vigour of the Drood bloodline must be drictly
maintained; that's why marriages are dways so carefully considered and, if need be, disdlowed. And
above dl, to take as his lover a thing from the Fit! | can't believe that you alowed a helspawn into the
Hadl, Edwin!"

"Roger is Jamess son,” | said carefully. "He's your grandson too, just like Harry and me.”

"Heis a demon, and never to be trusted,” Martha said flatly. "Kill him, Edwin. For the good of
the family and the sake of the world.”

"Il think about it," | said.

"That'swhat | used to say to you, when you were a child, and | had no intention of doing what
you wanted,” Martha said dryly.

"Maybe you'reright," | said. "l am growing up, after dl."

We both stood up. The Matriarch stepped forward, and for amoment | thought she was going to
shake my hand formdly. Instead, she put her hands on my shoulders, squeezed them gently, and amiled
a me

"Make me proud, Eddie."

"Il do my best, Grandmother."

"l know you will."

"Grandmother..."

“Yes, Eddie?!

"It was you who told the prime miniser where and when to find me, when | went back to my old
flat, wasn't it?"

"Of course, dear. You see; you're thinking like a Drood |leader dready.”

We summoned up a nurse to gt with Aligarr, and then the Matriarch and | went down to the
War Room. All dong the way people stood and stared, and then broke into spontaneous applause.
Some even cheered. No one had seen Martha in public for a year and a hdf, and now here she was
waking by my sde. Word went swiftly ahead of us, and by the time we'd descended to ground levd,
crowds were lining dl the rooms and corridors to cheer our progress. The Matriarch ignored them dll,
her back iff and her head held high, and they loved her for it. Some of the cheers and applause were for
me, and | made a point of amiling and nodding, while being very careful not to let it go to my head.

When we findly strode into the War Room, an dmogt papable wave of rdief swept through the
huge chamber. Men and women stood up at their consoles and workstations to cheer and clap us. A few
actudly whigtled. Martha bowed once to the room, and then made a quick cutting gesture with one hand,
and the applause stopped immediately. | don't think | could have managed that on the best day | ever
had. The Matriarch cracked out a series of brisk commands, her voice sharp and authoritative, and
above dl cdm and busnesdike; and soon people were back a work, bent over their various stations
with new confidence and enthusasm. Runners charged back and forth like mad things, gathering the latest
information to bring the Matriarch up to date, while others made sure she was supplied with a fresh pot
of tea and a new packet of Jaffa Cakes. Sometimes | think thisfamily runs on tea and Jaffa Cakes.

| stood back and watched. It's dways a pleasure to observe ared professond at work.

The communications people soon had her in contact with dl the world leaders. every
government, country, and powerful individua who mattered. Display screens dl around the War Room
were filled with scowling faces, and trandation programmes ran overtime as the Matriarch addressed
them al with her usud cool authority. Many of the faces seemed rdlieved to see her back. Martha strode
from screen to screen, spesking to everyone individualy, and through a carefully caculated combination
of cam reason, sweet taking, basic bullying, and the occasiona reminder that she knew where dl the
bodies were buried, the Matriarch soon had dl the most important people in the world fdling over
themsalves to agree to work together on deding with the Loathly Ones. They committed money,



manpower, and military resources, and most importantly, they dl agreed to keep the hdl out of our way
while we did what was necessary. Martha cut them off one by one, and then stretched dowly,
luxurioudy, like a cat. She seated hersdf with royd dignity at her command station and amiled briefly a
me

"And that, Edwin, iswhy the family has to be in charge. Because we're the only ones equipped to
see the redly big picture, and remain independent enough that people will accept our advice as impartid.
We can persuade anyone, regardiess of politics, on what must be done for the good of dl. You can
never trugt politicians to do the right thing, Edwin, because at heart dl they redly care about is gaying in
power. They livein the present; it's up to us to take the long view."

| just smiled, nodded, and said nothing. There would be time for philosophicd arguments |ater,
once we'd made sure there would be a later. | hung around just long enough to make sure she had things
fimy under control, and then | left the War Room and went down to the Armoury, where Mally was
waiting for me.

| was happy to find the Armoury back to its usud raucous and very dangerous sf, complete
with bangs, bright lights, and the occasiond unfortunate transformation. Happy chaos and mayhem went
on around me as | wandered through the Armoury in search of Mally and Uncle Jack. Now that the lab
interns had their amour back, they had once again embraced their old daredevil practices, and were
dearly back in ther usud productive and sdf-destructive mind-sets.

In the firing range, haf a dozen armoured forms were taking it in turn to test new guns on each
other. The armour soaked up dl kinds of punishment from projectile guns, curse throwers, and handheld
grenade launchers. The noisein the confined space was appalling.

| dill remembered the time the Armourer created a gun that fired miniature black holes. It took
gx people to wrestle him to the ground and St on him, and then prize the damned thing out of his hand
before he could demondirate it.

One young lady was trying out the latest version of a teleportation gun. | stopped to watch. The
family's been trying to get the bugs out of that for years. Badc idea is very Smple; you point the gun at
something and it disappears. In practice, it tended to backfire a lot, and we logt a lot of interns. This
particular intern was chained firmly to a bolt in the floor as she fired her gun a a target dummy. The
dummy’s left leg disappeared and it fdl over sdeways. The intern whooped in triumph, did a little victory
dance, and then the leg reappeared, flying Straight at her with some force. Wherever the teleport gun had
sent the leg, they dearly hadn't wanted it.

Someone else was trying to get an invishility cloak to work, but dl it was doing was making the
wearer partidly trangparent, so we could see dl his ingdes working. Beauty redly isonly skin deep. A
large explosion sent hdf a dozen armoured figures flying through the air. No one looked around. Two of
the braver or perhaps more suicidaly minded, interns were dudling with aomic nunchaku behind a
portable radiation shield. Rather them than me. And one guy with a third eye in the middle of his forehead
was flipping urgently through his notes trying to figure out what had gone wrong.

Busness as usud, in the Armoury.

| found Mally talking with the Armourer at hisusud workstation. Or at least, Mally was ligening
while the Armourer talked. Apparently Unde Jack was teking it very badly that his test to uncover
drones in the family had falled. He broke off to glower a me as | joined them.

"About time you got back. | warned you; nothing good ever came of messing about with time
trave."

"I brought you back an energy gun," | said.

He sniffed loudly. "I've seen it. It's rubbish. I've dreamed up more destructive things during my
tea break. And | don't care what anyone says, my test was perfectly competent!”

"How did it work?' | said patiently.

He sniffed again, even more digparagingly. "Oh, like you'd understand, even if | explained it to
you in words of one syllable, accompanied by a dide show."



"Try me"

"It checked, very thoroughly, for the presence of other-dimensond energiesin the test subject.
Bascdly, looking for anything that didn't belong in our redlity.”

| nodded. “Y esh, that should have worked.”

The Armourer scowled, fiddling aosently with an oversized grenade on the table before him, until
| took it away from him.

"WEell just have to run everyone through the test again,” he said unhappily. "And this time, make
alowances for the new torcs! Beng other-dimensond things themsdves, | should have redised they
could be used to hide or digtort the results...” He shook his head dowly. "I must be getting old. | never
used to missthings like that.”

“You dill build the best toysin the world, Uncle Jack," | assured him.

He amiled briefly. "So, did you get a chance to try out my new teleport bracelet, this time?"

"Ah..." | sad.

"It's not far!" the Armourer said bitterly. "I work every hour God sends, and a few he doesn't
know about, creating weapons and devices for this family, and then no one can be bothered to give them
adecent bloody fidd test!”

"Look, I've been busy, dl right?' | said. "There were an awful ot of people trying to kill me in the
future”

"Good," said the Armourer.

"The important thing,” 1 said quickly, before he could dide into one of his sulks, "is why didn't
Sebadtian's torc protect him from the Loathly One in the firg place? Even if it happened before he
received his new torc, it should dill have detected the infection within him and worked to destroy it.
Instead, it seems Sebastian was able to use the torc to hide hisinfection from your test and the rest of the
family."

"Dont look a me" the Armourer said diffly. "The family armour has dways been a mysery. No
one's ever been too sure exactly how it does dl the things it does. The old or the new. The Heart
wouldnt talk about it. Maybe Strange would...Y ou should ask him, Eddie.”

"l dready did," | said. "He wasn't much hdp."

"Hmmm." The Armourer leant back in his chair, scowling thoughtfully. "Well, theoreticadly... The
infection by a Loathly One is as much menta and spiritud as it is physicd. The mind is changed,
reprogrammed if you like, and the body adapts to accommodate the changed mind's needs. The torcs
have dways protected us from teepathic attack, and demonic possession...but this is something else.
The Loathly Ones are, after dl, merdy the three-dimensiond protrusions into our redity of much more
powerful entities. The Many-Angled Ones, or Hungry Gods, come from a place where the rules of redity
are very different...perhaps even superior to ours. If the Loathly Ones redlly are from a higher redlity, so
to speak, ther presence might be enough to actudly overwrite our natura laws with their own, though of
course only in a limited way. You could see each new infection as a beachhead into our redity; every
new drone heping to weaken locd lawsin favour of ther own...Hmmm. Yes. A very worrying thought,
that. But it does give me some new ideas | can add to my test. Now | know what to look for."

"We don't have much time, Uncle Jack,” | said.

"I know, | know! You dways expect me to work miracles to an impossble deadling It's a
wonder I've got any hair Ieft at dl. 1'd have an ulcer, if | only had the time. Youll have the new test by the
end of the day. Now go away and bother someone s

"Actudly,” said Strange, his voice booming suddenly out of somewhere close a hand, "now that |
know what to look for, I can perform the test for you."

"Jesus, Strange, don't do thet!" | said, as we dl jumped. "Have you been ligening in again? Even
after we had that long chat about human concepts like privacy, good manners and minding your own
business so as not to royally piss off everyone else?"

"But thisis important, Eddie, redly it id | promise! I've dready checked your whole family and
its guests, and identified a number of infected drones.

"How many?' | said, a sudden premonition sending a chill running through me.



"Twenty-seven,” said Strange.

Madlly and | looked at each other, and then at the Armourer. He seemed to shrink in on himsdf.
"That can't be possible” he said numbly. "I couldn't have missed that many.”

"Areyou sure, Strange?" | said. “Y ou have to be redly sure about this"

"It's not something | can be wrong about,” Strange said sadly. "The other-dimensiond impact is
redly quite diginct. My torcs couldn't protect you because the Hungry Gods come from a higher redity
than mine. They scare me, Eddie. They could eat me up like a party treat.”

"Will everyone please stop panicking?' | said. "It's very unnerving. | am in charge, therefore | am
dffiadly the only one alowed to panic. Everyone dse I'll tdl you when. Get a grip on yoursdf, Strange,
or I'll start to think you're aren't as important an entity as you like to make out. What meatters is we can
dill win this. Now, Strange, talk to the Sarjeant-at-Arms, give him the rdlevant names, and have him take
dl the drones into custody. Very secure custody. Tdl him to do it quietly and discreetly; no public
violence unless absolutdy necessary. We don't want the rest of the family upset. | want dl twenty-seven
taken dive, and capable of answering questions.”

“Yes, Eddie. About Mally..."

"Not now, Strange,” | said steadily. "Well tak about thet later.”

“Yes, Eddie”

"Is something wrong with you, Madlly?' said the Armourer. “You look very pae. And Strange
sounded worried about you."

"Oh, it's just something that happened during our trip through time™ Mally said eeslly.

She digtracted him with details about the ydlow dragon and the Starbow, while | wandered off to
do some thinking of my own. 1'd hoped to find some way of discussing Mally's problem with Uncle Jack,
but this new emergency had to take precedence. Twenty-seven infected family, dl working secretly to
undermine and betray us? No wonder the war had been going so badly in my absence. There had to be
an origind traitor, embedded deep within the family, passng on his infection...Or could it be a Typhoid
Mary, not aware of what they were doing? Something in that thought reminded me of an old worry thet |
hadn't checked in on since | returned. | looked around me. Mally had Uncdle Jack chuckling a her
gories. The lab interns were dl engrossed in their own dangerous business. So | found a quiet corner,
hidden away behind a blagt shidd, and took out Merlin's Glass. | commanded it to show me the present.

"Show me Penny Drood and Mr. Stab,” | said. "Where are they, right now?"

My reflection in the mirror vanished, replaced by a view of Penny in her room. She was stting
degantly on the edge of her bed, idly kicking her long legs. She was wearing her usud tight white Sweater
over tight gray dacks, and looked her usud cool and collected sdf. And then the view seemed to pull
back, showing me Mr. Stab, standing on the other sde of the room, congdering Penny thoughtfully. He
was wearing a casud dark suit, and looked dmost normd and everyday, until you took in his face, and
hiseyes. Evenin repose, Mr. Stab looked like what he was. He might as well have had the mark of Cain
branded on his brow. But Penny amiled a him, as though he were just another man.

“You don't need to stand so far away. | trust you."

“You shouldnt,” said Mr. Stab.

"After dl the time we've spent together? If you were going to hurt me, you would have done it
long ago. But you've been hereinthe Hdl for over a year, and you haven't hurt anyone. Y ou're stronger
than you think you are; | wish | could make you believe that."

Mr. Stab amiled briefly. "If anyone could, it would be you."

"Why won't you tdl me your red name? Mr. Stab isn't aname it's atitle, a job description.”

“You could dways cdl me Jack."

"No | couldnt,” Penny said firmly. "That's who you used to be, not who you are. | don't think
you redise how much you've changed during your time here. You have students and followers, your
lectures are aways packed; you have a place here, with us. With me. Y ou've shown me sdes of yoursdf
you've never shared with anyone ese. You've let me get closer than anyone dse”

“Yes" sad Mr. Stab. "l have.”

He moved over and sat down beside her on the bed. His back was sraight and Hiff, and he kept



his hands together in his lap. Penny forced an arm through his, hugged it to her side, and then leant her
blond head on his shoulder. He sat very 4ill.

"l do care for you," he said. "In my way."

"It'sdl right for you to care,” said Penny. “Y ou're dlowed to care, to love™

“Yes" sad Mr. Stab. "'l can love. | have. But it dways ends bedly."

Penny lifted her head and glared playfully & him. “You are the gloomiest person | know! It
doesn't dways have to end badly. We're the Droods, and we exig just to make sure that things don't
have to end badly! That's our job."

"My job is very different,” said Mr. Stab. "I have done...such terrible things, Penny.”

"Anyone can change" sad Penny. "Anyone can be saved. I've dways bdieved that. The Mr.
Stab I've come to know, and love ... isvery different from the stories I've heard. | love you, and you can
love me"

"I wish it was that Smple, Penny."

"Itisthat Imple! And part of being in loveis being together. Like this. How long has it been since
you dlowed yoursdf to be ... close, to awoman?'

"A long time. | don't want to hurt you, Penny."

“You wont! This is love, two people together. Jud...let yoursdf go. Do what you warnt to. |
want you to. It'sdl right, redly.”

"I love you, Penny," said Mr. Stab. "Let me show you how much | love you."

Penny amiled and turned to take himin her arms, and then gtiffened, and looked down &t the long
blade Mr. Stab had eased into her gut. There was hardly any blood yet. He turned the blade, and pulled
it across, cutting deeper, and she cried out and grabbed his shoulders with both hands. The expresson
on her face was pure disbelief. She tried to push him away, but she didn't have the strength, so she just
hung onto his shoulders as he pulled the long blade out and stabbed her again. Blood spurted from the
firs wound, soaking the front of her sweater and splashing across the front of Mr. Stab's jacket. His face
was...quietly sad. Penny convulsed and cried out again. Blood flew from her mouth, spraying across Mr.
Stab's face.

| grew the Merlin Glass to full sze the moment | firgt saw the knife, and | was dready through the
Glass and heading for Mr. Stab by the second attack, but dready | knew | was too late. Mr. Stab let go
of Penny and backed away as | headed for the bed. | let him go, intent only on Penny. | was dready
screaming mentaly to Strange for help, and he was tdling me help was on the way, but | knew it wouldn't
do any good. | leant over Penny and tried to close the wounds with my hands. Blood quickly soaked my
ams to the elbow. She looked a me, jerking and kicking, and tried to say something, but the only thing
that came out of her mouth was more blood. The bed was soaked in it now. She died in my ams, 4ill
trying to say something. | let her go. | stood up and moved away from the bed. There was blood al over
me | looked a Mr. Stab, dill ganding slently by the door. He could have Ieft, could have run, but he
hadn't.

"I tried to tdl her,” he said. "Tried to warn her. That... isdl the pleasure | can know of a woman,
now. Part of what | bought, dong with my immortdity...from my celebration of daughter, when dl of
London knew my name. That... isdl the love | can show. All that's Ieft to me. | tried so hard ... to Stay
away from her. But | am...what | an."

"I told you," | said, and | could hear the cold cold rage in my voice. "l told you what would
happen if you didn't control yoursdf."

| armoured up, grew a long golden blade from my hand, stepped forward, and cut off his head
with one savage blow. He didn't move, didn't try to evade the blow. My golden blade sheared right
through his neck, and the head fdl to the floor and rolled away, the eyes ill blinking and the mouth ill
working. | stood before the headless body, breathing harshly from the rage and grief dill burning within
me, and only dowly redised that the body hadn't fdlen. It just stood there, by the door. No blood
spurted from the neck sump. And as | watched, the body stepped dowly forward, reaching out with its
hands. | backed quickly away, but it wasn't interested in me. One hand reached down and grabbed the
severed head by its hair. | made some kind of sound. | don't know what. The body lifted up the head and



put it back on the stump, and the wound hedled in a moment, leaving no trace behind.

Mr. Stab looked a me expressonlessy. “You think no one ever tried that before? I've been
beheaded, shot, poisoned, staked through the heart... | can't die. That is what | bought with the deaths
of five whores in 1888. Immortdity, whether | want it or not. I'm Jack, Bloody Jack, Jack the Ripper,
now and forever. And the only love | can ever know, the only pleasure | can ever have of a woman, is
through the knife. Send me out into battle, Eddie. Maybe the Loathly Ones can find some way to kil
me"

The door burst open as the medics arrived and rushed in, too late. Mr. Stab walked away as
they clustered around the body, not looking back even once.

There was nothing | could do, so | transported mysdf back to the Armoury. It wasn't as though |
had anywhere ese to go. Mdlly cried out when she saw the blood soaking me and hurried forward,
running her hands over me to see where | was hurt. Unde Jack started to shout for the Armoury’'s
medicd gaff, until Molly assured him | was okay. | couldnt speak. | couldnt say anything. | hed Mally
tightly to me, and she let me, even though the blood soaked her too. | buried my face in her hair, in her
shoulder, and she murmured soft, soothing words to me. Until findly | was able to let her go and stand
back.

Mally took me by the hand and led me like a child to the nearest chair. | sat down heavily. | fdt
tired, drained. And findly, in a voice that didn't sound like mine a dl, | was &ble to tdl them what had
just happened. Unde Jack found me some medicind brandy and patted me awkwardly on the shoulder
while | drank it. Then he moved away to cdl up the Sarjeant-at-Arms to get the details. Mally sat beside
me, holding my hand.

After awhile, Uncle Jack came back with some lab coats for me and Mdlly to change into, so
we could get out of our bloody clothes. Madlly had to hdp me undress. My hands were dill sheking. We
Ieft the clothesin a hegp on the floor. The lab coats were fresh and cdean, and amdled of disnfectant.

"Tdk tome" | said. "Tdl me something. Anything. | don't care. | just need something to do, so |
don't have to think about Penny."

"Wdl," said Mally, glanang at Undle Jack. "There is a problem, with the Blue Fairy."

"When isnt there?' | said. "What's he done now?"

"He's been kept under congtant but covert surveillance by the Sarjeant-at-Arms ever since he got
here" said the Armourer. "And don't look a me like that, Eddie; | know you vouched for him, but his
reputation went before him. And anyway, he's a hdf df; and dves dways have their own agenda. So, it
seems he spent a lot of time in the old library, having a series of what he thought were casuad and
unobserved conversations with Rafe and William concerning the origins, powers, and capabilities of the
Drood torc. When hed pumped those two dry of everything they knew, he went to the source, and
continued his questions with Strange. Very detailed questions. In fact, he's in the Sanctity right now,
according to the Sarjeant-at-Arms.”

"All right,”" | said. "Let'sligenin."

| used the Merlin Glass again, and as my reflection disappeared from the mirror | thought for one
moment it would show me Penny and Mr. Stab again, and my heart dmost stopped; but then the Glass
showed me the Blue Fairy, ganding donein the Sanctity, cAmly addressing the crimson glow of Strange.
Blue was doing his best to seem entirdy relaxed and at his ease, and perhaps only someone who knew
him aswdl as | would have detected how tense he redlly was. Mally and Unde Jack crowded in behind
me, watching the scene over my shoulders.

"But what isit you want from me?' Strange was saying patiently. "We have had many fascinating
conversations, Blue, and | have enjoyed them, but | redly can't keep going around in circles with you.
Not when so much is hgppening. Just tdl me what you want. | assure you, | have no human senghilities
to be offended.”

"Veay wdl," sad the Blue Fairy. "If sraight-talking is to be the order of theday ... | want a torc.
A golden torc for my very own, just like everyone dse.”



"But you are not family," said Strange. “You are not of the Drood bloodline. And it has been
made very clear to me that only they can wear the torc. No exceptions. Why would you want a torc,
Blue? You are hdf df, with powers and abilities of your own.”

“Yes" sad Blue "l have. | hoped it wouldn't come to this, but..." He moved his hands in a
certain way, the long, eegant fingers tracing unnaturd patterns on the crimson air. "An exception has
been made in my case. Give me atorc.”

"That was a very intriguing compulsion spdl,” said Strange. "But of no avail againg such as1.”

The Blue Fairy moved his hands more urgently, this time muttering urgently in old dvish under his
breath. The ar seemed to shudder under the impact of the ancient Words, and shimmering trails followed
the Blue Fairy's gestures, spitting discharging magics. And then something unseen picked up the Blue
Fairy and threw him the length of the Sanctity. He dammed into the far wal with enough impact to kill a
smple human, and then he did dowly down it, ending up in a crumpled hegp on the floor. He was
bresthing harhly, his hands limp at his Sdes.

"Oh dear," sad Strange. "And we were getting on so well, too...But no one compes me. What
am | going to do with you? Something suitably unpleasant, | think, pour discourager les autres. Maybe Il
turn you ingde out, kegping you dive of course, and then put you on display. That should give you a
whole new way of looking at things."

| decided I'd seen enough. | opened up the Merlin Glass and transported mysdf into the Sanctity.
Mally followed me through quickly before the doorway closed itsdf down.

"Ah, Eddie" sad Strange. "Eavesdropping again? And after dl you had to say to me on the
subject?’

"I'min charge” | said. "I'm dlowed to be contradictory. In fact, | think it's a job requiremen.
What was dl that about turning the Blue Fairy indde out? I've never heard you sound threatening before.”

"He tried to compd me" said Strange. "No one compels me. | help because | choose to. No
other reason.”

"Of course,” | said. "But in the future, if punishments are to be handed out, I'll do it. Clear?"

“You're no funany more,” said Strange.

| walked over to the Blue Fairy, who was dowly and painfully risng to hisfeet. He looked briefly
a the door, but Mally had aready moved to put hersdf between him and it. He sghed briefly and tugged
vagudy at his clothes to try to make himsdf look more presentable.

"Hdlo, Eddie" he said camly. "Madlly. Didn't know you were back."

"Clearly," | said. "Why were you trying to force Strange to give you a torc?'

He shrugged, and tried his best charming amile. "Reverting to nature, | fear; my old sdf coming
out again. You know how itis..."

"I'm redly not in the mood for cvilised chitchat,” | said, and there must have been something in
my voice because he stood a little straighten "Tak to me, Blue. Tdl me the truth. Or | might just let
Strange have you."

“Your time away has not mdlowed you," sad the Blue Fairy. "Very wdl; I'm afrad | wasn't
entirdy honest with you when | arrived. | only came here to hdp mysdf, not you. | wanted a torc. |
wanted a golden Drood torc ... so | could take it to the elves. Present it to the Fae Court and bargain its
secrets for admittance to the even ream. I'm tired of trying to live as a human, in the human world. I've
never been very good at it. And after my near-death experience, | thought alot more about the other side
of my heritage. And it seemed to me that they might be kinder than you. In the end, it's dl about family,
Eddie. The need to belong. Y ou should understand that.”

“Your very exigence is an abomination to the eves” sad Mally. "Breeding outsde the fae blood
isthelr greatest taboo. They'd kill you on sght, torc or no torc.”

"He knows that," | said. "But hope springs eternd in the deluded heart. No torc, Blue, not for
you. Not now, not ever."

He nodded dowly. "And you're not going to kill me?

"I should. But I've dready lost one friend today."

"l did try to warn you, Eddie. Even hdlf dves dways have an agenda”



‘That's right, you did. So here's your choice. You can go, or you can say."

"That'sit?" sad the Blue Fairy after a moment.

“Yes" | sad. "l don't have the energy to be mad at you. But if you stay, and fight dongside usin
the war that's coming, you could win acceptance. And a place here. Friends can be akind of family.”

"You shame me with your generous soirit," said the Blue Fairy. "Il stay, and I'll fight. Now, if
youll excuse me..."

| nodded to Mally, and she stepped aside from the door to let him leave. She waited until the
door was firmly closed behind him, and then looked a me,

"Areyou crazy? You can't trust him! He's hdf df.”

"I know," | said. "That'swhy | want to keep him close, where | can keep an eye on him."

“Y ou humans, with your subtleties™ said Strange. “You're far more frightening than | could ever
be"

Next, Mally and | went to vigt the isolaion wards in the infirmary, in the north wing. Neither of
us wanted to, but we had to see how the infected Loathly One drones were doing. Twenty-eight now,
induding Sebagtian. Twenty-nine, induding Mally. | was ready to go on my own, but Mally inssted on
accompanying me, and | couldn't say no. Not when she was fighting so hard to hang on to her humanity.

Thefamily has aways trained its own doctors and nurses, to g&ff its own hospita. Partly because
we don't want the world to know that Droods can be hurt, even with their marvelous torcs, and partly
because only we are equipped to ded with the kind of problems faced by Droods, in and out of the field.
Our doctors have to be able to diagnose and treat dl kinds of physicd, spiritua, and unnaturd accidents,
everything from werewolf bites to long-distance curses to post-possession stress disorder.

Our infirmary equipment is extremely up to date, and sometimes even a bit beyond, but the place
itdf isdill the traditiona pae, paste-coloured walls, snotty matrons, and the fant but pervasive amdl of
boiled vegetables. Madlly and | strode quickly through the wards, nodding briskly to the saff on duty. A
few looked like they would have liked to object to our presence, but we were come and gone before
they could put their objections into words. Most of the ward beds were occupied, far more than normd.
Some were clearly dying, despite dl the doctors could do for them. A amdl, cold part of me was glad to
see that Harry had been as bad aleader as me, but | pushed the thought aside.

The isolation wards are tucked away in their own private annex. Essentidly, they're a series of
heavily armoured, pressurised holding tanks with tedglass wdls, desgned to contan the more
problemdtic patients, like fidd agents who've brought back a disease from some other dimension, or the
serioudy possessed. The only entry point to each tank is a dosdly guarded air lock, whose combination
code is changed dally, just in case. There are only Sx tanks;, weve never needed more. Now they were
packed from wadl to wal with the recently rounded up drones.

Mally and | moved dowly down the row of isolation tanks, nodding to the armed guards at each
ar lock door. Some of the drones came forward to besat on the heavy Stedglass with ther fists. Ther
voices came dearly to us through the built-on speakers, saying they were innocent, uninfected, this was
dl wrong, thered been a terrible mistake. They caled me by name and pleaded for my help. Others
shouted threats and curses. But mogt just sat or stood quietly, their faces expressionless, waiting to see
what would happen next. Waiting for usto drop our guard, just for a moment.

In the very lagt tank, Sebastian Drood came forward to stare mockingly & us as we stopped
before the air lock. As the most dangerous, he had a cdl dl to himsdf. He looked norma enough now,
though there was something wrong with his face, as though held forgotten how to look human. Or
perhaps he just didn't fed the need to bother any more. He nodded politely to me, and smiled at Mally.
"Dear Mdlly," he said. "How doesiit fed, to be one of us?'

"Il never be one of you," she said steedily. "Whatever it takes."

"Ah" he said, shrugging eesly. "You say that now...but we al gart out feding that way. We
don't turn oursavesiin, like we know we should, because we're different. We're strong, we can bedt this
WEell never givein; no, not us. But after a time...you won't want to fight it. In fact, youll embrace it.



Because being human is such a amdl thing to leave behind." He turned abruptly to look a me. "You
havent told anybody about her, have you, Eddie? | counted on that. And by the time you redise how
hopelessit is, itll be too late. Is that why you're here, Eddie? To kill me before | can tdl anyone whét |
did to dear Mally? Am | to be destroyed while trying to escape?’

"Say what you like" 1 said. "No one will beieve you. A drone would say anything, tdl any lie, to
try and undermine the family."

"Then why are you here?' said Sebagtian. "Hoping for a cure, perhaps? Dont waste your time
and mine. There isn't one. Once someone is one of us, they're one of us forever."

“You could do yoursdf some good,” | said. "Win yourself some better treatment by agreeing to
answer afew quesions™

"And don't waste any time on lies”" said Mally. "I'd know."

“Yes" sad Sebagtian. “You would. Very wel, ask your questions.”

"Who was the origind traitor?' | said. "Who worked to persuade the family to bring the Loathly
Ones back, in 19417

"Haven't adue" Sebastian said chearfully, leaning on the stedglass with his arms folded. "And in
case you were thinking of threatening me with truth spells or cattle prods or whatever we use for
interrogation these days, yes, | know we're a hive mind, but we're kept drictly compartmentalised. Each
drone only knows what it needs to know, when it needs to know it. Basic security. | might have known
who the traitor was once, but | am currently cut off from that area of knowledge. Or indeed any area that
might help you. Same with dl the drones here.”

"There are ways of digging out the truth,” |1 said. "Old ways. Of course, they can be very
destructive, to the body and the mind..."

"Dear me" said Sebastian, amiling widdy. "Threats of death and torture, to a hepless prisoner?
What are the Droods coming to?'

"The sefety of the world has to come fird," | said.

"Ohit does, it does. But can you save the world by damning yoursaves? Can you fight monsters
by becoming mongers?' Sebastian's tone was openly mocking now, though his face was utterly
expressonless, not even trying to seem human anymore. "The Hungry Gods are coming, Eddie, and
there's not a damned thing you can do to stop us. No one's ever stopped us. Hdllo, Freddie.”

Mally and | looked around sharply as Freddie came uncertainly forward to join us. He nodded
briefly to Mally and me, but his attention was fixed on Sebadtian. | hardly recognised Freddie. All his
usud glamour and flamboyance were gone, stripped away by events. He looked smdler, diminished,
daing at Sebastian with an awful fascination.

"Hdlo, Seb," he sad findly. "Are you dill Seb? Do you remember me? Do you remember baing
my friend?'

"Of course | remember you, Freddie. | haven't changed, not redly. I'm just being more honest
about what | am. | remember our friendship, dl the good times we had together; | just don't care any
more. Never did, redly. All part of the job. You were just ameansto an end, I'm afraid, a plausble way
of gaining entry to the Hall. | knew it would go easier if | had you there to vouch for me. Eddie might
have cdled dl the rogues home, but he had good reason not to trust me”

"Were you infected, even back then?' | said.

"I'm not going to tdl you. Now hush, I'm taking to Freddie. | couldn't believe it when you just
went dashing off again, Freddie, right after 1'd brought you here. | needed you, and your extreme
persondity, to distract people from me. That's why | made such a point of caling you back here, to be
one of Harry's advisors. You never had a useful thought indde that pretty head of yoursin your entire life.
But | made apoint of seducing you, to make sure you'd say thistime. You're so larger than life that no
one ever looked a me when you were around.”

"Did you ever redly fed anything for me?' said Freddie, dmost whispering.

"Oh, | don't know," said Sebastian. "Perhagps. Sometimes. Sometimes...I'm more humean then at
other times. But it doesn't matter. That's al over now. There will be no room for real human emotionsin
the world that's coming. Y oull love us because well make you love us, to make the transtion easier. But



we won't care. We are the Hungry Gods, the Many-Angled Ones. And you're just food.”

Freddie turned away, as though Sebagtian had hit him, and then he waked dowly away, not
looking back.

"Thet was crud,” | said to Sebastian.

"Have to be crud to be kind," Sebastian sad briskly. "Now go away. | have nothing ese to say
to you. If theré's anything else you want to know about being a drone, ask Molly. Of course, you may
not be able to trust her answers ... astime goes on.”

He laughed & us. | took Mally by the arm and pulled her away, and we walked back through the
isolation ward. All the drones came forward to the front of their tanks, and watched us intently through
the stedglass, and dl ther expressons were exactly the same. They watched Moally, not me. She was
daing sraight ahead, lost in her own thoughts, and | don't think she noticed. | hoped not.

"I didn't know Sebagtian and Freddie were gay,” she sad findly.

"I don't think Freddie's ever been that discerning,” | said, glad of a chance to tak about
something dse. "Hed gtick it in mud, if he thought it would wriggle. And Sebastian...would probably do
whatever he thought was necessary. Freddie was dways a serid romantic, couldn't stand not to be in a
relationship with someone. Anyone. Sebastian just used that, so he could use Freddie as cover. Poor
bastard.”

"Sebagtian knows about me" said Mally. "Sooner or later, hewill talk. When he thinks it's to his
advantage. And sooner or later, someone will listen, and believe. Y ou know that.”

"That will take time" | said. "And we only have three, four days till the Invaders come through.
Thefamily isgoing to be too busy to care about Sebastian's ravings”

We stopped as one of the armed guards approached us. Mally tensed and grabbed my arm. |
did my best to look casua and unconcerned.

"Weve had word from the man guarding Sebadtian,” said the guard. "Apparently he has
something ese to say to you. Something important. But hell only say it to you two.”

"Probably jugt atrick," said Mally. "Didract us with fase informeation.”

| could tel how much she wanted out of the isolation ward, but | couldnt just leave. Sebastian
did know things there was dways the chance he could be manoeuvred into saying more than he
intended. So we went back to Sebastian's isolation cdl, with Mally waking diffly a my sde. When we
got there, he amiled sweetly at us, leening at his ease on the heavy sedglass wall.

"I was infected long ago,” he said, without even bothering with any pleasantries this time. “You
have no idea what it feds like, when the change redly starts to kick in. It's like being part of something
bigger, something far more important and sgnificant. | fdt ared sense of purpose, of degtiny, for the firg
time in my life. Being human is such a limited thing. Why should | regret leaving it behind, when | will
become so much more? When the Hungry Gods come through, | shall be part of them, and glory in your
destruction.”

"But you're loang yoursdf,” | said. "Giving up everything youve made of yourself. That used to
mean so much to you, Sebastian.”

"I never knew how smdl | was, until | was touched by the gods," said Sebagtian. "Why day a
caterpillar, when you can become a butterfly?”

"Butterflies don't normdly kill everything elsein the fidd," said Mally.

Sebadtian amiled at her. "They would if they could. And so will you, Mally dear.”

“You said you had something important you wanted to tdl us” | said. "Saill it, or we're leaving.”

"Oh yes...Youve been very clever, Eddie, discovering and rounding up dl the drones we
infected during the battle on the Nazca Pan...But from now on, every time you come into contact with
us, youll lose more people. No matter how many battles you win, well take more of you, until there's no
one left. You don't dare fight us, because if you do well make you just like us™

| smiled right back at him. "Wdll, you would say that, wouldn't you?"

| took Mally back to our room. We both needed some down time. Timeto think. | stretched out



on the bed but, ingtead of joining me, Mally stood by the window, looking out over the grounds. The
dlence in the room seemed to grow stronger and heavier the longer it went on, but naither of us knew
how to bresk it. I'd said I'd hlp her, said I'd save her, but | didnt know whét to do. I'd said I'd protect
her from my own family if necessary, but we both knew the fate of dl humanity had to come firs. We
both knew alot of things, but neither of us wanted to be the firg to say them.

"How do you fed?' | said at lagt, just to be saying something in that anvful sllence.

"I can fed the fird changes™" she said, ill looking out of the window. "Phydcd changes. My
body feds...different. Uncertain. And there are strange thoughts in my head, that seem to come out of
nowhere...My magics are kegping things under control, for now. | know so many spdls, so many
forbidden magics and secrets, but | never thought 1'd need a wegpon | could use againg mysdf.”

"There must be someone who can help you," | said. "All the places you've been, dl the contacts
youve made..."

"The price they'd ask would be worse than the dfliction,” said Mally.

"Then, someone in the family,” | said. "We just need to stop or dow the changestill after the war.
Till we can redly go to work on it."

"Who could we ask?' said Mally. "Who could we trust with a secret like this?'

"The Armourer,” | said. "Unde Jack would understand. We had to kill his brother James, and he
understood about that."

"That was to save the family,” said Moally. "And | am becoming a red and present danger to the
family. Who dseisthere?’

"I don't know! How about the Blue Fairy? He owes me. Maybe he could fish for a cure. He
found one for himsdf.”

"We can't trugt him. All eves have an agenda.”

"Wdl...maybe Giles could take you with him, back to his future" | said desperately. "Who
knows what kind of cures and medica technology they have then?"

“You heard the man," Mdlly said sadly. "His is a grictly sdentific future. His people probably
wouldn't even be able to recognise what was wrong with me. And anyway, we can't unlessh the Loathly
Ones and the Hungry Gods on the future. They have to be stopped, here and now."

| had to amile "Am | hearing this right? The infamous Mally Metcaf, developing scruples and
mordity & this late Sage?’

She turned around and managed a amdl amile for me. "Everyone has to grow up eventudly. All it
took for me was an other-dimensiond parasite infecting my body and egting my soul.”

| sat up on the bed and looked a her thoughtfully. "Now you're one of them...Are you part of
their hive mind yet? Can you hear them? Can you ligen in on the Loathly Ones communications?'

Mally frowned, concentrating. "There is something...on the edge of my thoughts. Far away, a
background sound. Bt it's just babble, a meaningless gabble of noise. Not humean...dien. Perhaps I'll
come to understand it, as | become...more like them. Will my thoughts come to sound like that? So
dien, so intringcdly other...as to be beyond human comprehenson?’ She looked at me intently. "We
have to stop them, Eddie. While I'm 4ill me. Maybe ... if we drive them al back out of our redity, the
infection will go with them."

“Yes" | sad kindly. "Maybe."

"I'm scared, Eddie. Scared of becoming less and less me, and becoming something that won't
even care wha it'slogt. | won't even care that | don't love you anymore ... If thereis no cure, if there is
no hope left, kill me, Eddie, while | ill know who you are. If you love me, kill me."

"Yes" | sad. "l can do that."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN Peace and War

All Droods are fighters. It'sin the blood, and the training. We're dl born to the torc, and raised to



fight the good fight from childhood on, even if most of us never get to leave the Hal, or ever see a hand
rased in anger. Because the family has dways known that a day like this might come, when dl the
Droods mugt go to war in defence of humanity, and the world.

Cry Havoc, and let loose the Droods of war.

Janissary Jane taught us a lot, but Giles Deathstalker taught us something else. Under his harsh
indruction, we learnt not just how to be warriors, but soldiersin an amy. When Jane was running things
she put us through war games. Giles ran his manoeuvres like the red thing, with hdf the family set againgt
the other half, so we could learn how to fight as part of a group. It wasn't enough for us to be warriors
any more, nor even heroes, we had to be an army. Giles taught us strategy, and tactica thinking, instead
of reying on our usud one-on-one philosophy. To think of the operation as a whole, and not just our
own individud part of it. We caught on quickly. Were used to traning.

And 0 there we dl were, out on the great grassy lawns, shining bright and savage in our golden
amour as we dl did our leved best to kill each other. Every Drood man and woman, save for the
absolute minimum  specidists necessary for running Operations, the War Room, and the infirmary,
charging this way and that under Giless drict commands. We dammed together, body againg body,
pushing our muscles and nerve to their limits The sound of combat was desfening as golden blades
sought golden chests, and armed figs hammered into armoured heads, and voices rose in fury and
passon and eager exhilaration. The gryphons hauled themselves up off their haunches and sulked away in
search of somewhere more peaceful, soon followed by the peacocks and other wildlife Even our
resdent undine poked her head up out of the lake to see what the hdl was going on before quickly
disappearing again. Ranks of children excused from lessons watched us make war, and cheered and
gpplauded excitedly from a safe distance. They were there so they could learn too.

Because we dl knew, though no one ever said it out loud, that even if we won thiswar a hdl of a
lot of us probably wouldn't be coming back. And the next generation of Droods might have to step into
our shoes alat earlier than any of us had intended.

| was there, right in the middle of the action, traning dongsde everyone ese. Running back and
forth on the increasingly churned-up lawns, taking turns leading and being led in the various battle groups.
| was far too used to being a lone wolf, and that was a luxury | could no longer afford. So | charged
again and again, running meadly till my lungs ached and black spots flickered in front of my eyes, growing
long golden blades from my armoured hands, and throwing mysdf into yet another savage, brutd melee.

| ached in every limb, and my heart pounded so hard | thought it might legp right out of my chest.
And thiswas just arehearsd for the redl thing.

Apparently Giles had known something very like living battle armour in his far future time,
because he had dl kinds of ideas on how to make our armour a weapon initsdf. During the short breaks
between his carefully choreographed campaigns, he lectured us on how limited the family had dways
been in its thinking, where the armour was concerned. It didn't have to be just a defence, a second skin
to protect us and boost our strength and speed. James's trick with the blades showed the armour could
be made to respond to our thoughts and needs. If a sword, then why not a battle-ax? If | could raise
spikes on my knuckles, why not dl over my body? The armour was the shape it was only because it had
never occurred to usthat it could be anything else.

If you dready have a miracle, why try to improve on it?

It took an outsder like Giles to make us see the armour's true cgpabilities; that the posshilities
were limited only by our lack of imagination. Once the idea took hold, there was no stopping us. It took
alot of concentration, but the strange matter of our armour moulded itsdf under the force of our various
desres. Golden hands grew dl kinds of weapons, and geaming faces became scowling gargoyles,
howling wolves, mongters, and angds. Fliable body shapes twisted and transformed, taking on mydicd
shapes and legendary forms. A few even grew golden wings from ther backs and flapped awkwardly
into the air. We couldn't hold our new shapes for long, not yet; it took too much concentration. But who
knew what might become possible after long practice?

| watched the fierce shapes and impossible transformations strut back and forth before admiring
audiences, and wasn't sure | entirdly approved. Right now we needed an army with every weapon a its



command. But what would become of us, after the war? When there was no more need for golden
mongers and gleaming gladiators? Under norma conditions, dl the family ever needed to keep the peace
was alimited number of specidly trained fidd agents, like | used to be. Would these golden soldiers be
ready to give up these exciting new possihilities?

And what if... wha would happen if the armour itsdf started responding to unconscious impulses
aswd| as conscious commands? Might we dl become monsters from the id, ravening cregtures driven by
persona demons? Perhaps even trapped insde our own armour, as it responded to deep unconscious
needs and ignored our conscious, horrified pleas to stand down?

Nightmares for another day. Right now, my job was to make sure the world would see another
day. Firg win the war, then worry about the peace. So back to battle | went, armour dashing againg
armour, dl through the long hot day. And before my eyes the Drood family quickly became something
else, something fiercer and finer and more concentrated in its purpose. Giles Deathstalker was cranking
the family up to deven.

And we |oved it.

During another brief break, | sat exhausted on the grass drinking a wonderfully chilled Becks
draght from the bottle. The Matriarch had come out to observe how the manoeuvres were going, and
hed very thoughtfully brought a picnic hamper with her. | got firg crack a it because rank has its
privileges. So | chewed on cold chicken legs, enjoyed my nice Becks, and ogentatioudy ignored the
cucumber sandwiches. Sometimes | think Grandmother takes the whole county aristocracy bit far too
serioudy.

She sat besde me, perched confidently on a shooting tick in her usud tweeds and pearls,
watching everything with great interest. She made a point of consulting with me at regular intervas, and
agreaing with everything | said. This was dl for public consumption, of course, so that the whole family
could see | had her full backing. After a while, Giles Deathstalker came over to join us. Hed been
working himsdf harder than any of us, but didn't seem to be swesating or even out of breath. He looked
like he did this every day, and for dl | knew maybe he did. He was a Warrior Prime, whatever the hdl
that was. Giles bowed courteoudy to the Matriarch, and nodded chearfully to me.

"Daing good, Eddie. Strong form and a fierce will to win. I'm impressed. So, what say you and |
put on a bit of a show, demondtrate to your family just what two experienced fighters can redly do?
Nothing too strenuous, just a mock duel. What do you say?'

| sghed inwardly, while carefully keeping my face cam and composed. It seemed like every time
| brought someone new in, they had to fight me, to seeif | wasfit to lead them. To test themsdlves againgt
me, preferably in full view of everyone else. Everyone dways wants to know if the legendary gundinger
redly is as fast as his legend. And | was getting pretty damned tired of it. If Maolly had been there, she
would have snorted loudly and said Men! Why don't you both just get them out and measure them?
inaloud and carrying voice.

But Mally wasn't there. She was off wandering the grounds again, communing with her inner sdif.
Whoever or whatever that might be these days.

"Of course" Giles sad eesly, "if youre too tired, Eddie, or dont fed up to it, I'd quite
understand. And so would everyone e

"That's quite enough of that," the Matriarch said briskly. She rose smartly up from her shoating
dick, leaving it danding there looking just alittle lost and abandoned. She advanced on the startled Giles,
fixing im with her cold stare. "I don't know how they run things in your time, Giles Desthstalker, but we
don't choose our leaders through right of chdlenge. Were dl warriors here. You have to be far more
than just afighter to lead the Droods. But if you're redly so desperate for a dud, I'll oblige you."

“You?' said Giles, not even bothering to hide his surprise. And then he smiled condescendingly at
her.

"Ohno," | sad quietly. "Don't amile”

"I'm sure you were quite the warrior woman, in your day," sad Giles, and Martha cut him off
right there.

"I am the Drood Matriarch,” she said, every word chipped out of ice. "And any Drood is a maich



for some jumped-up future mercenary.”

Giles raised one hand in a conciliatory gesture. Martha grabbed hisarm, spun him around into an
am lock, and then dammed him face-first down onto the grass. He hit hard enough to force a groan out
of him. And then she kicked him so hard in the ribs that people twenty feet away winced. Giles
scrambled away from her and rose quickly to his feet. He wasn't amiling anymore. He started to say
something, and then broke off as Martha advanced purposefully. He took up a standard defensive pose,
and ahdl of alot of good it did him. Martha beat the crap out of him, parrying his increesingly desperate
blows with casud kill, threw him this way and that, and made the whole thing look easy. All of it without
ever once having to armour up.

Giles redly should have known better. You don't get to be Matriarch of the Droods just by
inheriting it. Martha taught unarmed combet for thirty years, and only gave up because she findly found
someone better at it than she was.

Gileswasn't stupid. Once it became clear he couldn't hope to beat her, or even hold his own, he
surrendered. Marthaimmediaidy stepped back and alowed him to rise painfully to his feet.

"I take your point, Matriarch," said Giles, wiping blood from his mouth with the back of his hand.
"I'm impressed.”

“You should be," Martha said coldly. "I do hope we don't have to do this again. And Giles, if you
were entertaining any ambitions, you could never hope to lead us. Y ou're not family."

She turned her back on him, dismissng him, and he was smart enough to accept it. He ydled a
everyone watching to get back to their training, and they did. Martha retrieved her shooting stick and
looked a me congderingly.

"I defeated three dgters to dam my pogtion as Matriarch. You run things because | dlow it.
Don't you ever forget that, Eddie.

"Of course, Grandmother,” | said, and she strode off back to the Hdl. | watched her go, and
when | was sure she was out of earshot | said, "There are more ways of fighting and winning than just
throwing people around, Grandmother."

"I heard that!" she said, not looking back.

"Yes, Grandmother.”

The organised mayhem resumed, with Giles barking his orders perhaps just a little more loudly
then before, but | fdt I'd earned mysdf arest. | raided the abandoned picnic hamper for some caviar and
toast, and wandered off to find a little peace and quiet. | ended up back in the old chape again. Quiet
and peaceful, and dill no 9gn of the ghost Jacob. | was beginning to worry about that. He was up to
something. | sat down in his grest cracked leather chair and fished the Merlin Glass out of my pocket.
Usng the thing to see what was going on around me, and find out things | wasn't supposed to know, was
becoming just a bit addictive. But they were dways things | needed to know, for the good of the family,
90 ... | commanded the Glass to show me the present, and reved wha Mally was doing. | wanted to
trugt her, to bdieve in her indincts and sdf-control, but she wasn't jus Mally any more. There was
something e se ingde her now, something dive, and enemy. | had to be sure of her. For dl our sakes.

Evenin the few hours since yesterday, 1'd noticed physicd and menta changes in Mally, amost
despite mysdf. She looked tdler, stronger, her movements somehow stranger...though that could dl just
have been my imaginaion. But there was no denying she held hersdf differently, and now and then |
caught her slanding unnaturdly dill, blank-faced, as though ligening to some inner voice. She said she
was getting glimpses of the Loathly Ones massmind, on the edge of her thoughts. It was Hill mosly a
gabble, she said, but she was garting to understand parts of it. She began identifying specific locations for
Loahly Ones nests, induding some we'd never even suspected before. | passed these new coordinates
on to the War Room, and they quickly confirmed them and told me to press Mally for more. (1 told them
she was finding these nests through her magics, and with her reputation they had no trouble bdieving it.)
And every time Mally found a new nest she would look at me dmost chdlengingly, as though to say See?
I'm still me. Sill Molly. Sill on your side. And what could | do but nod and smile and congratulate her,



even as it proved that her mind was changing, to understand more and more of the dien gabble of the
massmind.

She was having serious mood swings too, but | didn't know if | could blame that on the infection.

The Merlin Glass showed her to me, sanding in a smdl copse of trees looking out a the old
abandoned waterwhed on the far Sde of the lake. Her face was drawn and thoughtful, her dark eyes far
away, ignoring the swans that circled hopefully before her on the dill waters of the lake, hoping for bread
crumbs. | looked at her for along time. She il looked like Mally. My Mally. But | had to wonder how
long that would last. How long before the inner Mally changed so much that she couldn't pass for the red
thing any more. | fdt so helpless. Sick with it. Here | was, leader of the most powerful family in dl the
world, and there wasn't a 9ngle damned thing | could do to save the woman | loved. Except lead her into
battle, and hope she died honourably.

So | wouldn't have to kill her mysdlf, when she turned. Could | do that? | thought so. It was what
she wanted, what she'd asked me to do. And besides, 1'd done worse, inmy time, for the family.

As| watched, Harry Drood and Roger Morningstar wandered dong the bank of the lake to join
her. Harry was amiling cheerfully, as though he was just out for a groll, and had just happened to bump
into Molly. Roger amiled meaninglesdy, his eyes dark and watchful as aways. The grass scorched and
blackened where he put his feet, and the swans headed hurriedly away. A bird flying overhead fell
suddenly dead out of the ar and landed at his feet. Roger picked it up and bit into it thoughtfully, as
though it was just another snack. Blood ran down his chin. Harry looked at him reproachfully, and Roger
immediady threw the dead bird asde. Mally had to know they were there, but she ignored them until
they were dmaogt upon her. And then she stopped them both in ther tracks with a Sngle hard 1ook.

Their voices came clearly to me, from far away.

It was clear to me, from the way she was looking at them, that she was wondering if they knew
about her. After dl, Roger had more than human senses, and Harry had years of experience as a fidd
agent. But she quickly decided they didn't and nodded briefly to Harry, ignoring Roger.

"Mdlly," said Harry, amiling easly. "Y ou're looking good.”

"What do you want, Harry?'

"What | dways want," said Harry, gill amiling, absently adjusting his wire-framed glasses. " want
what's best for the family. Which these days means my being in charge of things, and not Eddie. The
family needs my cdm, considered decisons, not Eddie's mad impulsveness. Hell screw it dl up, get us
dl killed. You mug know that, Mally; you know him better than any of us. Can you redly trust him to do
the right thing, under pressure? And if we go down...who's going to be left to save the world?!

"Wha do you want, Harry?' said Mally.

“You are our only means of getting to Eddie" sad Roger. "If we could win you over to our
cause, that is, Harry's redaming of the family leadership; we fed there's a very good chance Eddie would
just fdl apart without you."

Mally smiled suddenly. “You redly don't know Eddie a dl. HE's dways been stronger than
people think. He's had to be. He doesn't rly on me. He doesn't need me. And héll carry on jud fine
when I'm gone.”

Harry and Roger glanced quickly at each other. "Are you...planning on leaving us, Mally?' said
Harry.

"Dont say you've findly had enough of Eddie's goody-goody ways" said Roger. "Wadl, it's about
time You and | were close once, but | never did understand what you saw in him."

“You and | were never that close” said Mally.

"How can you say that?' said Roger, pouting playfully. "'l took it ever so badly when you waked
out on me. Took me weeks to get over you."

"I walked out on you because you tried to sacrifice my soul to Hdl!"

"Dealls, details. We dl have our little family obligations”

Mally sniffed. "So, you're with Harry now. Bit of a surprise; you were dways such a mgor tit
men. Am | to take it you're gay now?'

Roger shrugged. "I'm haf demon. | don't accept any humen limitations, least of dl in my sexudity.



| want totryitdl... and modly | do.”

Mally looked a Harry. "And you're not in the least jealous of what Roger and | used to have?’

"All you ever had in common was a bed,” said Harry. "Roger and | areinlove”

"Love?' Mdlly said increduloudly. "He's a hdlgpawn! A thing of the Pit, dedicated to dragging al
humanity down into eternd damnation!™

"Critidam?' said Roger. "From the infamous Molly Metcalf? The woman who once lay down
with demons in the Courts of Hell, to buy power she couldn't acquire any other way? Does Eddie know
about that? Have you told him all the things you used to do, oh wild and wicked witch of the woods? Do
you redly think he'd fed the same way about you if he did know?"

Madlly met his gaze squardly, chin dightly lifted. "I was a different person, then. | had sworn
vendetta againg the Droods for the murder of my parents. | needed dl the power | could get, to take
them on. But...that was then, and thisis now, time changes dl things...pick whichever diché you prefer.
I'm not at dl the person | used to be."

“You think Eddie will care about that?" said Roger. "I think youll find he's dill very traditiond,
very old-fashioned, about certain things™

"He doesn't have to know what we know about you,” said Harry. "We don't have to tdl him.
Not if you could find it in your heart to hdp us out, just alittle”

"Inreturn for your guaranteed dlence?' said Mally.

"Exactly," sad Roger. "All we ask is that you speak on our behdf. Support our postion. Help
persuade Eddie that it isin everyone's best interests for him to step down and dlow Harry to replace him
asfamily leader. No big speeches, no big dedl. Just aword in his ear, & the right moments”

And then he broke off, because Mally was amiling a him, and it redly wasn't a very nice amile
Mally took a step forward, and Roger fdl back a pace. Harry moved quickly to put himsdf between the
two of them.

"Once" said Mally, "it might have mattered to me, what you might say to Eddie. But things have
changed. Tdl him anything. | don't care, and | don't believe he will, either. Nether of us are concerned
with the past anymore, only the future. But even so, Harry, Roger, I'd be very careful about doing
anything that Eddie might percelve as a threat to me. He's become very protective of me, the swestie.
And you redly don't want him to kick your arsein front of everyone again, do you, Harry?'

"Weé're going to war!" said Harry. "The family needs me as leader!”

"No," said Mally. "You had your chance, and you blew it. You let things get this bad. If | were
Eddie, I'd kill you for what you've done to the family. And you know what? | might just kill you both
anyway. On generd principles. | could use something to cheer me up.”

She amiled brightly at Harry and Roger, and then turned and waked away. They watched her
go.

"Women," said Roger, and Harry nodded.

| closed down the lakeside scene, but | wasn't finished with the Merlin Glass just yet. Part of me
wanted to go and find Mally, and hold her to me, and tdl her...nothing mattered. Nothing mattered to
me, except her. But | dill had respongibilities to the family, and there were things | needed to know. So |
told the Glass to show me where Mr. Stab was, and what he was doing, right now. | should have
remembered that not only do eavesdroppers rardly hear good of themsdves, they dso rady hear
anything good about anyone else.

To my surprise, the Merlin Glass showed me Mr. Stab stting at his ease among the towering
book stacks of the old library, while the under-librarian Rafe served him tea. Mr. Stab had changed out
of the casud suit held been wearing the last time | saw him. Presumably because it was dill soaked with
Penny's blood. Instead, he was back in the forma dress of hisorigind Victorian times He sat quietly and
cdmly as Rafe added milk but no sugar, and then handed him the delicate china cup. Mr. Stab blew
gngerly on the teato coal it, but his eyes never |eft Rafe's face as the young librarian sat down opposite
him.



“You're not drinking your tea, Rafe," said Mr. Stab.

"Il let it cool a it fird. You go right ahead.”

Mr. Stab looked at Rafe dmost sadly, and then took along drink from his cup. He made a dight
moue of dvilised distaste and put the cup down on a bookshdf beside him.

"If you're going to work with poison, Rafe, you need to make the tea a lot stronger, to disguise
the taste. And you put enough srychnine in that cup to see off a dozen norma men. But | haven't been
that easy to kill for a long time now. Poison is as mother's milk to such as . Why, Rafe? Is it Penny?
Was she afriend of yours? Or perhaps something more?'

Refe stood up abruptly, throwing his cup asde. He stood towering over Mr. Stab for a long
moment, his hands clenched into fids at his Sdes. Mr. Stab rose eedly to his feet to face him. Rafe
couldn't get the words out a first, he was bresthing so hard. His face was twisted with hatred and
loathing.

"We were never close” Rafe said hoarsdly. "But we might have been. She never knew | cared
about her. And now, thanks to you, she never will. Damn your soul to Hell."

"Alreedy done" said Mr. Stab.

Rafe attacked him, throwing himsdf at the cddm and unmoving immortal. He besat a Mr. Stab
with hisfigts, while hot tears ran down his face, and Mr. Stab just stood there and took it. Rafe armoured
up, and his golden figs hammered a Mr. Stab's impassve face. The armoured strength behind the blows
mug have been hideous, but Mr. Stab took no obvious damage from them. And if he fdt any pain, he
didn't show it. In the end, Rafe stood before Mr. Stab with his arms hanging heavily, armoured down, his
face wet with swesat and tears. Mr. Stab looked a him.

"Cry, boy," he said. "It'sdl right. | would too, if | could.”

William Drood came dong then, to see what dl the noise was about, and took in the scenein a
moment. He looked fiercdly at Mr. Stab, who immediatdy stepped back, and William came forward and
took Rafe away. Mr. Stab stood very 4ill, not even looking around him, until William returned on his
own. | watched Mr. Stab's face dl the time. It never changed once. | had no idea at dl what he was
thinking, or feding. If he fdt anything at al. There were times...when | wished | could be like that, and
not have to fed dl the things that hurt me so. William gestured for Mr. Stab to St down, and he did so.
William sat opposite him. He looked sadly at the discarded tea things

"Dont drink the tea," Mr. Stab said camly.

"So | gather,” William said dryly. "Sorry about that. He's young. They take things so persondly,
a that age. Stll, nothing you haven't encountered and deserved before, | expect. What do you want
here?'

"Mally Metcdf sad | might find answers here" sad Mr. Stab. They might have been discussing
the weather. "Old knowledge, unavalable anywhere dse. Perhaps even the means to a cure for my
condition. Or a leadt, to amdiorate certain aspects of it."

William consgidered him thoughtfully. "You chose to make yoursdf what you are. Have you now
come to regret it?'

“You know thislibrary better than anyone” said Mr. Stab. "Can you hdp me?'

"Why should 17" William said bluntly. "After dl youve done, why shouldnt | ddight in the
prospect of your inevitable descent into Hell?*

"To save future lives?' Mr. Stab said cadmly. "So that there might be no more Pennys, and no
more Rafes.”

William sniffed. "I suppose there might be something here. We have books on every subject
under severa suns, from the unusud to the improbable, the unlikdy to the downright impossble. I'm
pretty sure you're in there somewhere. It depends ... on exactly what it is you want me to find."

"I made mysdf what | am," said Mr. Stab. "Everything | am and everything | have ever done ...
ismy responghbility. But for the firgt time...1 wish to change things"

"That would depend on who or what you made your origind ded with," William said carefully.
"Some dedls can be ... renegotiated. Do you wish to become human agan?'

"I've dways been human," said Mr. Stab. "That's the problem. | want...something ese. | want to



find a way to bring back my victims All of them. To raise from the dead dl the woman | have
daughtered, down the many years, and give them life again. Right back to those five poor women who
mede it dl possble, back in that unseasonably hot autumn of 1888."

"I'm sorry,” said William. "Bt it can't be done."

Mr. Stab surged forward impossibly quickly, along, gleaming blade suddenly in his hand. Before
William could even react, the razor-sharp edge was pressed agang his throat, just above his Adam's
apple. Mr. Stab stared coldly into William's face, his cold breath beeting on William's wide-open eyes.
The blade pressed againg the skin of his throat, and a Sngle dow trickle of blood ran down his neck as
the skin parted jugt alittle under the sharp edge. William sat very ill.

"Thet is not the answer | wanted to hear," said Mr. Stab.

"We dl have things in our life that we would wish undone” William said carefully. He dearly
wanted very much to swallow, but didn't dare. "But Sns can never be undone. Only pardoned.”

"It's not enough,”" said Mr. Stab.

"I know," said William. He kept looking right into Mr. Stab's unwavering gaze, unnerving as that
was, because it was better than looking down at the blade at his throat. "But there's nothing here in this
library, no book or knowledge, that will let you bring the dead back to life. Only one man could ever do
that, and | think we can definitdy agree that you're not him. | could help you raise the spirits of those
poor unfortunate women, so you could commune with them, or raise up their bodies as zombies, but that
it what you want. What you need.”

Mr. Stab thought about that for a long moment, while William scarcely breathed, and then he
stepped back abruptly and made hislong blade disappear again. William put a hesitant hand to his throat,
and breathed alittle more easily as he only saw afew drops of blood on his fingertips

"Wha d<e is there?' said Mr. Stab. He wasn't looking anywhere in particular, and William
dearly wondered if Mr. Stab was 4ill talking to him.

"Hs=?' said William.

"I can't undo what | did, can't stop being who | am. Can't even stop or escape through death.
What does that leave?'

"Therés aways aonement,” said William. "Perform enough good deeds to balance out your
ans”

Mr. Stab considered that. "Would killing in a good cause count?'

"I would say 0, yes" Mr. Stab amiled for the firg time. "Good thing there's a war on, then." He
turned and walked away. William watched him go, and then looked again at the blood on his fingertips

Sometime later | stood in the rose-coloured glow of the Sanctity with the Matriarch a my Sde,
waiting for the others | had summoned to arive. | didnt know whether it was me, or the times, but
Strange's ruddy glow no longer cdmed or comforted as it once had. Strange himsdf was very quiet.
Perhaps he didn't approve of the things | was having the family do, with the asamour and power he so
sdflesdy provided. | couldn't dlow mysdf to care. | had awar to win. I'd care later, if | was dill dive.

Or at least | hoped | would.

"It's never essy," Martha sad suddenly, her harsh, cold voice echoing in the great empty
chamber. "Never easy, sending agents out into the fidd, possibly or even quite probably to ther deaths.
We do it because it's necessary, for the good of the family and the world. But it never gets any essier.”

"Thanks for the thought,” | said. "But knowing that doesn't hdp.”

"It will," said Martha. "In time. I'm glad you came home, Edwin. Who could have known wed
have so much in common?’

"Eddie" Strange said abruptly. "Sorry to intrude, but your meding will have to wait. I've just
been informed by the security people at the holding cells that Sebastian has been murdered.”

"Wha?' said the Matriarch. "That's impossible! Not under our security!”

"What happened?' | said, cutting across the Matriarch. "Did he try to escape?”’

"No," said Strange. "He was just found dead in his cdl.”



"How could this have happened?' sad the Matriarch. She sounded honestly outraged. "Our
security isthe best in the world. It has to be."

"Ddails are dill coming through,” said Strange. He sounded subdued, amost distant. Not at dll
his usud exuberant sdf. | suppose a congtant supply of bad news will do that. And | couldnt hep
thinking that our materid world must have been such a disgppointment to him. | made mysdf concentrate
on what Strange was saying. "At firg the guards thought it might be suicide. Until they got insde the
isolation tank, and discovered the extent of his wounds, which were...extensve. It seems held been cut
open, from throat to crotch. But there's no record of anyone entering the tank. No sgn tha anyone
entered or |eft. The security cameras show nothing. Which | gather is supposed to be impossible”

"Keep us updated on the investigation,” | said after a moment. "And double the number of guards
a the doors of dl the holding tanks."

"That'sit?' said Martha. "Edwin, we need to go down there and see thisfor ourselved”

"Nowedont," | said. "Wed jugt be in the way. Let security get on with their job. They're very
good & it."

"But..."

"They dready know how impossble it is. They don't need us looking over ther shoulders. We
have to concentrate on what's redly important, not let oursdves be distracted. That could be why
Sebastian was killed now, to distract us on the eve of launching our attack. After dl; why kill Sebastian?
What could he possibly have told us?'

"The identity of the long-term traitor in the family,” said Martha. "Only one of us could have
evaded our security. Someone who knew it, ingde and out. But you're right, Edwin. We can't let
oursalves be distracted from what redly matters.”

Oneof us. Yes. | wanted it to be one of us, bad as that was. Because it could have been Mally. |
didn't want to think that, but I couldn't stop mysdf. Mally could have got to Sebastian, usng her magics.
She wanted him dead, because of what he did to her. Or ... could the thing indde her have influenced
her thoughts, and had her kill im for the Loathly Ones own purposes?

"Strange,” | said. "Where's Mally, right now?"

"I'm afraid I've no idea, Eddie)" sad Strange after a pause. "l don't seem able to locate her
anywhere. Whichis odd..."

"It doesn't matter,” | said. "It's not important. I'll talk to her later.”

The mesting findly got under way, as the various necessary people arived. Giles Deathstalker
was fird, of course, with a soldier's sense of punctudity. He looked cam and rdaxed and incredibly
dangerous, as dways. He bowed to me and to the Matriarch, and it would have been hard to say which
was the more respectful nod. | was beginning to think that maybe | should have duelled with him after dl.
Soldiers only respect strength. But if 1'd logt....1'd seen Gilesfight, and he redlly was very good indeed.

Next to arrive were Harry and Roger, both amiling easly and innocently, as though they hadn't
just been trying to persuade my Mally to betray me. The Matriarch glared daggers a them both, but
restricted her acid tongue for the good of the family. | could think of lots of things | wanted to say, but |
restricted mysdf to a polite nod. | needed Harry and Roger. The family needed them.

Mr. Stab drolled in, accompanied by the Sarjeant-at-Arms, and it fdt like the temperature in the
Sanctity dropped severd degrees. We dl looked a him, but none of us had anything to say. Mr. Stab
amiled codlly back at us, as though he was used to awkward Stuations like this. He had volunteered for
the misson | was putting together as soon as | explained it to him, and | was glad to have him on board.
Aslong as the Sarjeant-at-Arms was there to keep an eye on him.

The next to arrive was another volunteer, the Blue Fairy. Who might have agreed in order to
make up for his plan to sted a torc, but Hill didnt have the grace to look in any way guilty. He was
dressed in his best, dl flashing colours and eaborate cuts, and he had a amile for everyone. It was hard
to didike the man, but worth the effort.

The Armourer wandered in and stood off to one side, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of



his charred and stained lab coat, fidgeting and avoiding eye contact with anyone. He knew the misson |
planned was dependant on the new weapon held devised, and dearly resented spending time here
explaning it to the meeting when he could have been working to perfect it. Ever since he retired from
fidd work, Unde Jack had not so much logt his people skills as thrown them away.

And the lagt to arrive, as dways, was Cdlan Drood. For him, showing up on time was something
other people did. He wore a long leather duster and a floppy wide-brimmed hat, and looked like hed
come draight from a cattle roundup. Calan dways liked to give the impression that you'd just dragged
him away from something far more important, that he couldn't wait to get back to.

"Right," | said loudly, once they were dl assembled. "Thisis it. The big attack, the big push, to
stop the Loathly Onesin ther tracks and prevent them from bringing the Invaders through into our redlity.
Intdlligence has findly pinpointed the location of every nest throughout the world, with Mally's help. We
have to hit them dl, and destroy them and their towers. And we have to get this right first time, people,
because the odds are we won't get a second chance. You will be leading carefully selected drike forces
of our best fighters againgt the biggest and most important ghoulvilles those whose towers intdligence
believes are closest to completion. Once they're wiped out, we will proceed from ghoulville to ghoulville,
nest to nest, wiping them out in order of importance. Until they're dl gone. Not one nest, not one tower,
not one drone can be alowed to survive. And we have to do this fast, people. Once we begin, the news
will flash from nest to nest, tranamitted through the Loathly Ones massmind, and after that theyll be
expecting us. Unde Jack, tdl the nice people about the nasty new thing you've developed for them to
play with."

The Armourer stepped forward, scowling. HEd done everything he could to try to persuade me
to let im lead one of the Strike forces, but for dl hisfidd agent experience he was just too vauable now
to put at risk. He didn't take at dl kindly to me pointing this out, and had used language quite unbefitting a
mean of his age and position.

"I have developed anew kind of bomb," he said flatly. "A whole new kind, that bascaly turns a
tower's other-dimengona energies agang itsdf. The result is a massve explosion that destroys the tower
completdy, and every living thing within a hundred-mile radius. So make damn sure you're dl outside the
ghoulville before it detonates. All you have to do is set the bomb at the base of the tower, set the timer,
and run like hell. Be sure to guard every way in and out of the ghoulville we can't let any drones escape.
I'm sorry, Eddie. | know you were il hoping | could come up with some way of curing the infected, but
there's nothing | can do. Nothing anyone could do. Once someone is infected, they're logt to us. To
humenity. We dl know the drones are the innocent vicims in dl of this, but we have to concentrate our
efforts on saving those we can; the rest of the world."

| didnt say anything. | didn't want to bdieve wha he was saying. Didnt want to bdieve my
Mally was hopelesdy logt. But for now | just nodded and went along. What else could | do?

"Your job isto cut a path through the drones to the tower, and activate the bomb,” | sad to the
others. "Don't get distracted. Don't waste time killing drones when you should be getting to the tower.
Thisis about destroying whole nests, not individud drones.”

"No need to rub it in," said Harry. "Were not stupid. | notice you aren't down to lead one of
these strike forces, Eddie. Why isthat?'

"Because he's needed here" the Matriarch sad flatly. "As an |. Someone has to take the
overview. Something, | am told, you were dways remarkably bad a."

"Of course" murmured Harry. "I knew it would be something like that."

And then we dl looked round sharply as Subway Sue burdt into the Sanctity. It had been so long
ance I'd last seen her I'd actudly forgotten about her. She looked even more of a mess than usud, which
took some doing. Her long flgppy coat was torn and tattered and covered with assorted filth, and her
long har was a mess of greasy drings. But her mouth was firm and her eyes burned fiercdy. She
marched right up to me and planted hersdf in front of me.

"I've been searching for something useful to contribute” she said in her rough, scratchy voice.
"Something to judtify Moally's faith in me, and my presence here. And | think I've found it. | know more
about hidden ways than anyone ese. All the secret paths, dimensond shortcuts, and forbidden doors. In



my various lives as luck vampire, subterranean, and down and out, I've had occasion to use most of them
more than once. But I've found you something new, or a least, something so old and disused it's new
agan.

"It's taken me some time, traveling through the darker regions, taking with old friends and
enemies and dlies, but I've found awhole new secret way for you to use. An approach your enemy will
never suspect, because no one's used it in ages. Mostly because it's too dangerous. But you're Droods;
you laugh at danger, right? You can use this way to get anywhere in the world, from anywhere in the
world, ariving entirdly undetected. It's the underside of the Rainbow Run; the Damnation Way."

Shefindly stopped for breath and looked at me expectantly.

"The name doesn't exactly fill me ful of confidence” | sad carefully. "Might there be a reason
why no one's used it for o long? Something. .. specific, that makes it so very dangerous?'

"No one knows for sure,”" said Subway Sue, doing her best not to sound defensive. "People just
stopped coming out the other end when they used it. The best bet seems to be that something lives there
now, and egts travellers. Something. ..redly bad.”

"Who's that trot-trotting across my bridge, said the trall,” murmured Harry.

Sue glared a him. "l will dgp you in aminute, and it will hurt.”

"Wadl, thank you for dl your time and efforts on our behdf, Sue" | said. "But we aready have
our own ingtantaneous, undetectable means of trangporting oursaves into the ghoulvilles But should any
problems arise, I'm sure well dl fed better knowing we have your Damnetion Way to fdl back on."

| was being kind, and everyone there knew it. Induding Subway Sue. She just nodded diffly,
turned her back on us, and stalked out of the Sanctity. | looked at the others.

"End of briefing. You dl know everything you need to know. Stop off a the Armoury and pick
up your bombs, and then get to know the people in your various grike forces, before reporting to the
War Room for the off."

"I have afew questions,” said Harry.

“Yes" | sad. "l thought you might have. What isit, Harry?"

"Wdl, to start with, where is the infamous Mally Metcaf? Shouldn't a witch of her undoubted
tadents be one of the lucky people leading a strike force?"

"Oh, she'saround,” | said. "Making hersdlf useful.”

Mally had wanted to go into the nests and work her infamous mayhem, but | had to say no. |
couldnt risk her infected nature suddenly surfacing, so close to a tower. She sad she understood. |
hadn't seen her snce.

"And this...remarkable new means of transport,” sad Harry. "Have you some new mirade
device, hidden in your pocket?'

| had to grin. "Funny you should say that, Harry..." Mally was waiting for usin the great stone
cavern of the War Room when the Matriarch and | findly arrived, some time later. She amiled at us, but
not with dl her attention, as though she was thinking of something else. | ddiberatdy looked away. The
War Room was pretty much deserted, by norma standards. | hardly recognised the place. Most of the
workgtations and display screens had been shut down so the War Room could operate on a skeleton
crew. It was strange to see dl the world maps without their usud glowing coloured lights, but we no
longer cared about what was going on in the rest of the world.

The Matriarch went sraight to her operations table, and was immediately surrounded by a dozen
runners bearing the latest reports and intelligence updates. | wandered round the room, checking out the
remaining communications gaff. We were down to the very basics there, too. Most of the War Room
g&f had joined the thousands of armoured figures waiting more or less patiently in the corridors outside,
preparing themselves for the battles to come. Normally every agent operating out in the fied could count
on having hundreds of people at the Hdl to back them up, ready to provide informetion, advice, or
support; but we couldn't afford that now. Everyone had to fight. This was to be dash and burn, cold
killing, butcher's work.

| circled the War Room and ended up back beside Mally. She looked...taut, under drain, like a
piece of wire stretched so thin it might break a any moment. | wanted to put my am around her, but |



knew she wouldn't want that. Mally aways had to appear hard and confident, in public. She would have
hated even the thought that anyone might see her as weak. So | just stood as close to her as | could, and
kept my voice calm and easy, as though we did thiswhole battle for the fate of all humanity bit every
day.

"S0," | sad. "Lookslikeit'sdl kicking off, a last. Marching into Hel for a Heavenly cause, and
dl that. Where have you been?"

"Out in the grounds,” she said. "It's very peaceful out there"

She didn't say anything about Harry and Roger, and | didn't fed like pressng her. But it did make
me wonder if she might be keeping other secrets from me too. She could have killed Sebastian, for dl
kinds of reasons. How could | protect her if | didn't know what to protect her from?

"Ligen," she said abruptly, Hill not actudly looking a me. "Don't get yoursdf killed, dl right?'

"I'm not going out with the strike forces,” | said. "I'll be running things from here. Safe and sound,
far from any harm.”

"I know you, Eddie. The firg time anything goes wrong, youll be off and running to play the hero
one more time. You can't hdp yoursdf. It's who you are. So ... watch yoursdf out there. Watch your
back. There are traitors everywhere, these days. And ... | don't know what 1'd do with mysdf if | didn't
have you anymore.”

"It'sdl going to be dl right,” | said. It didn't sound convincdng even as | sad it, but | didn't know
what else to say. | couldn't hold her in public, so | just took her hand in mine and squeezed it. She
squeezed back, dill not looking a me.

We stood together, watching the main display screens as they showed congantly shifting views of
the golden army continuing to assemble in the corridors outside, standing in their ranks for as far as the
eye could see. There was surprisingly little chatter; everyone seemed taken up with their own thoughts.
The old and the young stood watching in the background, no doubt slently wondering if they'd ever see
their loved ones again. | never got to see my parents off, on their last, fatd misson. Teacher wouldn't let
me out of class. By the time | managed to snesk off, it was too late; they'd dready gone. | never saw
them again.

It's mattered to me more and more of late, that | never got to say good-bye.

Anything, for the family. Damn the family. And damn the world that makes us necessary.

The various drike force leaders turned up, having checked their people, the stress and the drain
meking them act like exaggerated cartoons of themsdves. Giles Deathstalker strode in like the soldier he
was, and crashed to atention before the Matriarch's desk. She acknowledged him with a flick of an
eyebrow, and went back to work. Harry and Roger sauntered in, ostentatioudy hand in hand. The
Matriarch wouldn't even look in ther direction. | don't know quite when Mr. Stab arrived. | just looked
up and there he was, a Victorian anachronism amidst so much twenty-first-century technology. The
Sarjeant-at-Arms came rushing in a fev moments later, dearly annoyed a Mr. Stab having dipped his
leash. He glared hard at his dusve responshbility and moved forward to stand right beside him. Mr. Stab
just nodded politely.

The Armourer bustled in carrying a big bag full of useful bits and pieces, with haf a dozen lab
techs scurrying after him like eager puppies. And Cdlan Drood arrived late, of course, complaining
bitterly over something inappropriate with the Blue Fairy, who pretended politdy to be ligening.

And that was that. These people would lead the four man strike forces, deding with the most
dangerous Stuations, and the most nearly completed towers. All the other drike forces were being led by
our mogt experienced fidd agents. | should have been leading one of the forces. Preferably with Mally a
my sde. But | had taken on dl the duties of leadership when | took command of the family, and that
induded standing by and wetching helplesdy as others went off to fight and die a my command. Martha
sdd it never got any easier. Which made it a lot Smpler to understand how she'd ended up the way she
was.

Harry drolled over to join Mally and me, Roger close a his sde. Harry ostentatioudy ignored
Madlly to amileat me.

"Wdl now, Eddie" he said, making a brave stab a casud. "When are you going to whip your



latest miracle out of your hip pocket and amaze us dl? Just how are we going to burgt into dl these nests
and ghoulvilles without being detected? | know you love to save your brilliant save-the-day idess to the
very last moment, but we redlly are getting terribly close to the off.”

| grinned, took the Merlin Glass out of my pocket, and shook it up to full Sze. It stood on end in
the middle of the War Room, like a door to absolutdy everywhere. Which, technicaly speaking, it was.
Everyone crowded together before the Glass as | gave a brief rundown on its capabilities, and we dll
stared dubioudy at the frowning faces of our reflections. We didn't look much like the people who were
going to save the world.

"The Melin Glass sees the present,” | said. "Anywhere and everywhere. And it can function as a
gateway to anywhere it sees. That is going to be our way in, people. We tdl the Glass to tune in on a
nest, it shows usthe interior of the ghoulville, and then we, or rather you, go through the Glass with your
grike force and kick the shit out of the Loathly Ones. What could be smpler?”

The Armourer and his lab crew scurried around the base of the Melin Glass, connecting it up
with a whole mess of rainbow colour-coded cables to the communication desks and the display screens;
s0 we could follow what was going on in more than one nest a once. Mally hovered over them, beefing
up the connections with an overlay of magicd supports. Harry looked a me abruptly.

"Thisis how you knew about Mr. Stab and Penny, before anyone else. Y ou were watching. You
pervy little Peeping Tom, you. Who else have you been secretly observing dl thistime?!

"I lead the family," | said camly. "I waich everyone."

Harry looked a Mr. Stab, sanding off to one side. "Were going to have to do something about
him, Eddie."

"When you've worked out what, and how, let me know,” | said. "For now, we need him."

"We won't dways need him," said Harry.

"No," | said. "We wont."

"It'stime" said the Matriarch, and we dl turned to look a her. She stood tal and commanding
before us, every inch the gray-haired warrior queen. She fixed her cold gaze on me. "All the troops are
assembled and ready to begin. All preparations have been made. Give the word, Edwin.”

“Yes" | said. | turned to the Melin Glass. "Show me the present,” | said. "Show me the interior
aof the ghoulville with the most nearly completed tower."

Our reflections disappeared from the mirror in a moment, replaced by swirling patterns of energy
that hurt the eye to look at, and then the Merlin Glass punched through the dimensiond barrier separating
the Loathly Ones nest from the rest of the world, and there the infected town was, dearly vishble through
the Glass. I'd never seen one before, only heard descriptions and read reports. It wasn't enough to
prepare you for the red thing. For what had once been a human town, a human place, but wasn't
anymore.

The lignt in the ghoulville was painfully bright, fierce, dmog intolerable to human eyes. It didnt
seem to bother any of the drones as they scurried and scuttled through the narrow streets. They didn't
tak to each other, or even look at each other. They didn't need to. All their thoughts originated in the nest
hive mind, the masamind. They didn't look human any more, didn't move in human ways. Either because
they didn't need to pretend, away from outsde eyes, or because they'd forgotten how to. Even the
buildings of the ghoulville looked dien, infected. They dumped at odd angles, the wood and stone and
brick looked rotten, diseased, cravling with their own purulent life. Strange lights blazed in the windows,
unhedthy lights, and dien slhouettes did awful, dien things

"The gravity fluctuates too," said Cdlan, danding besde me. For the fird time he sounded
subdued, dmost unnerved. "Up and down, left and right, can snap back and forth without any warning.
Directions mean nothing. Streets writhe and twist with a life of their own, and suddenly turn around and
dump you right back where you started. Doesn't affect the drones. Probably because they don't think like
usany more. Theair ... isbarely breathable, even when filtered through the golden mask, and it stinks of
blood and offd and decay. All the drones here are dead or dying, burnt up by the energies within them.
When | findly die and go to Hel, for dl the terrible things I've done for this family, at least itll look
familiar.”



“You haven't been taking your medication again, have you, Cdlan?' said the Blue Fairy. "Have
some of mine, dear. Peps you up nicdy.”

"There's nothing wrong with mel" Calan said angrily. "It's the ghoulvilles that are wrong! And you
have to be prepared for them, for everything they can throw a you. Or youll never get to the bloody
towers"

"The armour will help," the Armourer said gruffly, having finished his work with the Merlin Glass.
"Trugt in the armour, and your training, and youll dl do fine. Nerves are normd before a misson. Back
when | was afidd agent, | used to puke my guts up every time | had to go over the Berlin Wall into East
Germany. | swear | looked down once and saw one of my kidneys flogting in the toilet bowl."

"Thank you, Unde Jack," | said.

"Integting, | thought, that can't redly be intestine, can it?'

"Thank you, Unde Jack!"

He siiffed and looked the Merlin Glass over with professond approvad. "Whatever dse you
might say about Merlin Satanspawn, and whole books have been written on the subject, he did do good
work."

"The drones can't see or hear us?' said Mr. Stab. "They have no idea we're watching?'

"None a dl," the Armourer said cheerfully. "I have given you the perfect dement of surprise.
Don't wasteit."

Giles Deathstalker drew his great sword, and dmaost unconscioudy everyone fdl back a little to
give him more room.

"Itstime” he sad. "Let'sdo it."

"Not exactly H Cid, ishe?' said the Blue Fairy. "Whatever happened to inspirationd speeches? |
very definitdy fed | could do with alittle ingpiring, right now."

Gileslooked at him. "Don't screw this up, or I'll have you flayed."

"He'saDrood,” sad the Blue Fairy.

| commanded the Merlin Glass to open a gateway into the four main nests, and one by one the
great display screens flared into life, showing views indde the ghoulvilles The Armourer's connections
were working. | looked around once, slently saying Good-bye and Godspeed, and then Giles walked
draght into the Melin Glass and through into the ghoulville beyond. Two hundred golden figures
followed him through, filing quickly through the War Room, and then Harry and Roger went through,
followed by their gtrike force, and so on and so on. It didn't take nearly as long as | thought to send dl
the leaders and ther gtrike forces through, though my voice went harsh ydling commands to the Melin
Glass to lock onto new locations. The samp and clater of armoured feet was desfening in the War
Room, and | had to shout above it to be heard. All the display screens were up and running now,
showing dtrike force after strike force damming into unsuspecting drones. And then the last Drood went
through, and there was nothing more to be done except watch.

All the various attacks on the nests happened smultaneoudy, spread over dl the display screens.
You couldn't watch them dl if you tried. Too much was happening dl a once. But this is how it
happened, battle by battle, backed up by survivors taes.

The firg thing the Armourer did was to hdp Madlly sed off the Merlin Glass, so that Droods
could dill pass through, but no drones could get out. We couldnt dlow any of the Loathly Ones to
escape. They dl had to die. Even though what happened to the drones wasn't ther fault. They didn't ask
to be infected. No, it was our fault, the Droods fault, for bringing the Loathly Ones through into our
redlity in the first place. Our mess, for us to clean up.

Giles Deathgtalker's ghoulville used to be asmdl town in New Zedand, called Heron's Reach. A
vay andl town, surrounded by sheep country, so far off the beaten track no one had even noticed it was
missng yet. We knew. Were Droods. We know everything. It looked like it might have been a nice



place, origindly. Now infected drones streamed through its narrow streets like maggots in a wound,
under an dien light so harsh it blasted away any trace of a shadow. Many of the drones were maformed,
twisted and turned by the other-dimensiona forces burning within their flesh, and they moved with eerie
syncopation, like flocking birds.

They dl stopped what they were doing the moment Giles and his Strike force appeared out of
nowhere, damming into the nearest drones and cuiting them down without a moment's hestation or
mercy. The drones surged forward as one, throwing themsdves at the invading force. Some had claws,
or barbed hands. Some had tools or axes to use as weapons. They dl had the same horrid dien look on
their faces as they swarmed dl over the golden armoured figures, trying to drag them down through sheer
force of numbers,

Giles led from the front, svinging his long sword with impressve kill and strength. The heavy
blade cut off heads, burst in chests, diced through flesh and bone without even dowing. He cut down
drones or swept them aside, dways pressng forward, trampling bodies under his bloody boots. Golden
armoured men and women urged forward after him, griking down drones with heavy fids, or extruded
golden blades. Blood flew on the air, offd splashed in the streets. The drones didn't scream as they fdll,
or beg for mercy. They just kept coming until their bodies falled them, and even then they tried to dutch
a golden legs or feet until they died. Giles hacked and diced and stabbed, swinging his heavy sword in
long deadly arcs as though it was weghtless. He laughed and cried out hgppily as he killed, and blood
soaked his armour and spattered his grinning face. The Deathstalker was a warrior, doing what he was
born to do, and loving every minute of it.

Not dl his strike force felt the same. Though most fought on with the professond ill of their
training, concentrating on the god of their misson...some just couldn't do it. They Smply weren't killers,
and no amount of traning could make them one. They did what they could, and then turned away from
the daughter and came home. No one said anything as they lurched back through the Glass. Medica gtaff
were there, to lead them off to the infirmary. We understood.

Some didn't make it. Drones swarmed dl over them the moment they left the man force and
buried them under sheer numbers, begting on their golden armour with misshapen fids.

The drike force couldn't turn back to rescue them. Speed was of the essence in this operation.
They had to reach the tower and take it out with the Armourer's new bomb, before the drones could
come up with some new dien weapon to stop them, as they had on the Nazca Plain. So get in, do the
job, and get out. Nothing else could be dlowed to matter. The Droods pressed forward, killing
evarything that wasn't them, guarding each other's sdes and backs.

We could see the tower, on the far edge of town. A hundred feet tdl and more, jagged and
asymmetrical, built to dien specifications from strange technologies and organic components. It stood tal
and arrogantly proud againgt an incandescent sky, blazing with unneturd lights. It looked dive and aware,
as though it knew we were coming and was sruggling to perform itsawful function before we could stop
it. To bring the Hungry Gods through, just to spite us.

The Loathly Ones drones were dogging the streets now, packing them shoulder to shoulder as
they surged forward to attack the Droods. Giles and his people were having to cut and hack a path
through them, like forging a path through thick jungle. Blood and bodies covered the ground, and dowed
the dtrike force's advance even further. But dill Giles led the way, something dmost inhumen in his fierce
refusa to be stopped. He encouraged his people on with far-future battle cries that meant nothing to
them, but stirred their blood anyway. They stuck right behind him, striking down the enemy with dogged
determination.

The drones fought us with every weapon they had, from tools and axes they just picked up, to
clawed and barbed distorted hands, to a handful of rifles and shotguns. None of them were any use
agang Drood armour, and Giles was just too good at what he did to be hurt. Blades couldn't cut the
gold, bullets were absorbed by it, and clawed hands scrabbled usdesdy at golden face masks. But when
Gilesfindly camein sght of the base of the tower, dl that changed.

Up close, the tower seemed to be coming dive, like some great beast weking from a long
dumber with murder on its mind. Powerful energies coalesced around it, as though other-dimensiond



aspects of the congruct were imprining themsdves on our redity from outsde. The tower
looked...reder than its surroundings. Reder than the Droods. Severd of the golden figures had to turn
away, unable to face wha was happening. Giles stood firm. Nathing in the ghoulville had phased him so
far, even though he had none of the armour's built-in protections. | had to wonder if the Deathstalker had
far-future technology implanted within him, that he hadn't got around to tdling us about.

Giles glared up & the tower, reached indde his armoured jerkin, and brought out the bomb the
Armourer had created for him. It didn't look like much, just a sted box with a Smple timer built into the
lid. Giles brandished the box at the tower, shaking it fiercdly as though to taunt it, and everyone in the
War Room winced. It was never wise to shake things the Armourer had built. But even as Giles bent
down to place the bomb in position, he had to sraghten up suddenly as a whole amy of new drones
came rushing out of an opening in the base of the tower that hadn't been there a moment before.

There was something new and different about these drones. They were dl dearly dead, flesh
rotting and fdling away as they strode jerkily forward, only driven on by the dien will working within
them. Ther faces were eaten away and some of them didn't even have eyes anymore, but they dl headed
unaringly towards Giles and his people. Each of the drones was carying a rough sword of some
unfamiliar metd that glowed disturbingly even in the harsh ghoulville light.

"Were getting long-range readings on the swords," said the communicaions officer. "They're
gving off massve amounts of radiaion, but nothing we can eesly identify. Best guess is, the metd for
those swords comes from the same dimengon as the Invaders. The radiaion levd is rigng dramaticaly;
just being so close to the swords is egting the drone bodies up.”

"Wl the armour protect our people?' said the Matriarch, to the point as dways.

"Unknown, Matriarch. Technicdly, snce the drange maiter of the new armour is adso
other-dimensond in origin ..."

"If you don't know, you're dlowed to say s0," said the Matriarch, not unkindly.

"We dont know," sad the communications officer. "But the Deathstalker hasn't got any
protection. We should pull him out...."

"No," sad the Matriarch immediady. "He has to plant the bomb. He knew the risks when he
went in."

"And it's not asif he's family," muttered Mally.

We watched the display screens. The whole strike force had come forward to stand between the
Deathgtdker and the drones so he could concentrate on planting the bomb and sdtting the timer. The firg
drone to reach a Drood swung his glowing sword around in a rough, unpractised arc. The Drood put up
agolden arm to block the blow, and the glowing blade sheared right through the arm. The armour didn't
even dow it. The Drood screamed ghrilly as his severed arm fdl to the ground at his feet. Blood spurted
from the sump for a moment, before the armour closed automaticaly over it, seding off the wound. The
Drood staggered backwards, moaning incoherently, and the drones pressed forward.

The Droods tried fencing with their extruded golden blades, but the glowing swords cut right
through them. The Droods adapted quickly, usng ther superior strength and speed to avoid the sword
blows, and closed in to wrestle with the drones. They ripped arms off, and heads, but more and more
armed drones came sreaming out of the opening at the base of the tower, overwhdming the strike force,
and one by one the Droods fdl, cut down by dead men with dien swords.

Giles worked as fast as he could, but he kept having to leave his work on the bomb to defend
himsdlf. His ill with his long sword was enough to keep the drones a arm's length, but it was clear he
was getting tired. For dl his kill, he was just a man, without our armour to support him. He was dowing
down, mising opportunities, and it was clear from his gnm expression that he knew it. And dl around
him, the Droods were dying.

A few broke, and tried to run. The dronesin the town swarmed dl over them and dragged them
down, holding them to the ground until the armed drones could reach them.

The lagt hdf dozen Droods, the Sx It dive out of the two hundred who had followed the
Deathgtdker in, formed atight circle around him, and ydled a him to finish working on the bomb while
they held back the drones. Giles nodded reluctantly, sheathed his sword, and knelt down beside the



bomb, concentrating on the timer. The Droods fought fiercdy, holding the armed drones at bay through
sheer strength and speed, but we dl knew the armour couldn't support thet leve of exertion for long.

"He's not going to make it," said the Matriarch. "Theyll get to him before he can finish. Armourer,
can we detonate the bomb from here?"

"Of course," said the Armourer. "But he dill has a chance. Don't write him off yet. We have to
gvehim every chance..."

| started towards the Merlin Glass. This had dl been my idea, my plan. | couldnt leave Giles to
die when there was il a chance | could save him. But even as | started moving, Mally sprinted past me
and threw hersdf through the Melin Glass gateway. | cried out, but she was dready gone. She
reappeared on the digolay screens, deep within the New Zedand ghoulville, flying through the bright,
unbearable ar with dazzling speed. She shot over the town in a moment and dropped out of the
overbearing sky like an avenging angdl, and the impact of her landing broke apart the ground before the
tower. Hundreds of dronesfdl thisway and that. She rose up, lightning swirling and snapping around her
hands, and blasted away every drone she could see. They exploded where the lightning touched them,
scattering rotting flesh and body parts in a hundred different directions. The beleaguered Droods raised a
ragged cheer for her, and she grinned fiercdly.

Giles stood up abruptly. "It's done! We have ten minutes to get the hdll out of here.”

"Allow me" sad Mally. She picked up Giles and the Sx remaning Droods with her magic, and
flew them dl away through the panfully bright air, towards the Melin Glass gateway.

Behind them, drones fdl upon the bomb and tried to tear it apart, but the Armourer's work
defeated them. They beat at it with ther rotting fiss, and cut at it with their glowing swords, but the
Armourer dways did good work. On the top of the box, bright red numbers counted inexorably down to
zero.

Madlly flev Giles Desthstalker and the sx Droods back over the ghoulville her face a mask of
desperate concentration. She dropped down to where the gateway hung unsupported on the open air,
and flew them dI through and into the War Room. | moved quickly to sed off the gateway to tha
particular location. Mally touched softly down beside me and looked proudly, dmaost triumphantly, a
me, as though to say, See? I'm ill me, still on the side of the angels. You can till trust me. | smiled
resssuringly back at her. What else could | do? Even though her time in the ghoulville hadn't affected her
a dl. Even though she didn't even narrow her eyes againg the unbearable light, or so much as cough a
the unbreethable air.

The communications officer shouted that the bomb had exploded and the Heron's Reach
ghoulville was destroyed, and we dl raised some kind of cheer. It didn't fed like a victory with so many
Droods dead.

Doctors and nurses rushed the Sx survivors away to the waiting emergency wards, to treat them
for shock and check them for radiation damage. A couple tried to say they were ready to fight on, in
other nests, but you could see thair hearts weren't init. The Matriarch ordered them to stand down, and |
think they were secretly grateful. | knew how they fdt. | remembered the carnage on the Nazca Plan. It's
hard to fight an inhuman foe with only human resources.

Of course, | could dmost hear Martha say. If it was easy, everyone would be doing it, and
the world wouldn't need Droods.

Harry Drood and Roger Morningstar took their two hundred armoured Droods and went to
Sberia Tunguska, to be exact, where something crashed into the Earth in 1908. The impact was so
devadtating it flattened trees for hundreds of milesin every direction, and the light generated by the impact
was s0 bright that Londoners could read a newspaper in the streets at midnight. There are lots of theories
about what it was that hit Tunguska dl those years ago, everything from a meteor to a crashing dien ship
to a miniature black hole...but no one knows anything for sure. Except us. We know. We know
everything, remember?

Asfa as we knew, the Loathly Ones presence in Tunguska was just a coincidence. They had no



ideawhat was dill desping there, deep and deep under the permafrogt, and we were dl happy for things
to stay that way. What if the drones should wake it up by accident? Mdly had asked. Then we'd
really bein trouble, | said.

The Loathly Ones had taken over a secret Soviet science city, X37, one of the highly classfied
research communities set up to run the kind of experiments the USSR just knew the rest of the world
wouldn't approve of. That's why they set this one up in Siberia, so that, if things did go very badly wrong,
theréd be hardly anyone around to object. X37 wasn't on any officdd map, then or now, and had been
pretty much deserted in recent years by the stientists and their families after the funding dried up. When
the drones came, there was just a Sngle troop of Russan soldiers, guarding a handful of scientists
working on a new kind of food flavouring. They never stood a chance. X37 became a ghoulville, and no
one even noticed. Except us.

Harry and Roger and their strike force passed through the Melin Glass and arived in a great
open sguare in the middle of the secret city. The surrounding buildings seemed to have evolved,
transformed themsdves, in digurbingly organic ways. Wires and cables wriggled through the wals,
threading through brick and stone like pulsng veins. More cables hung across the streets like spiders
webs, or exposed nerve structures, pulang dowly on the bright ar. Strange combinations of technology
and living things protruded from burst-out doorways and shattered windows, as though the buildings
inddes had grown too big for them. And, everywhere, the stark fierce light, and ar so thick with
unbreathable dements that it looked like the whole city was underwater. The armour protected Harry
and the Droods; Roger didn't seem to noticeit at al.

They could see the tower from where they were, sanding tal and grotesque and defiant above
the blunt utilitarianism of the old Soviet architecture. Strange energies were crackling up and down the
length of the tower, as though it were trying to force itsdf awake.

Harry and Roger looked quickly about them as a horde of demons came running right at them
from every direction a once. They'd been derted by the attack on the New Zedand ghoulville, and they
were ready. But here, in this nest, dl the drones were freaks and mongters. Whether it was a legacy of
the old forbidden sciences practiced in X37 during the Cold War, or strange emanaions from wheat lay
degping under the permafrogt, every drone here was oversized and monstrous. Terribly misshapen, with
huge bones and long strings of muscle, stretched faces with dit mouths full of shark teeth, clusters of eyes,
and even waving barbed antennae. ..they might have been human once, but they had left dl that behind.
The drones surged forward with fangs and claws, and improvised weapons, and Harry and Roger and
the Droods went forward to meet them.

Fang and claw were no match for golden armour, and the Droods enhanced strength and speed
made them a match for any mongter. Harry wore the gold and fought alongside his people, striking down
his enemies with brutal efficency. Roger hung back from the main fighting, watching carefully. He was
waiting. And when the firg drones appeared with glowing swords clutched awvkwardly in maformed
hands, he was ready for them. He pointed a finger, and they exploded. He looked at them in a certain
way, and blood burst from their mouths and eyes and ears. He spoke certain Words, and ther rotting
flesh mdted and ran away down their bodies. Roger Morningstar wore his Inferna aspect openly, and
even Harry couldn't bear to look at him directly anymore.

For dl the drones overwheming numbers, without the radioactive swords they were no match
for Drood armour and Hell magic. Harry and Roger took the point, and dowly but inexorably they fought
their way out of the open square and headed for the tower. Every drone in the nest came running or
diding or hopping through the dity streets, pressng together in the narrow intersections to block off the
way to the tower, and it didn't even dow the drike force down. They cut and hacked and hammered
thar way through the drones, killing everything that wasn't them.

Harry stayed right a the head of his people, proving himsdf a magnificent fighter. The golden
bladesin his hands swept back and forth with supernatural speed, too fast for the unaided human eye to
follow. Blood gushed over his geaming chest and sprayed across his golden face mask, and just ran
away, unable to get a grip. Drones attacked him angly and en masse, and never even dowed his
advance. He had learned everything the Deathstalker could teach him about fighting with blades, and



nothing could stop him now.

Roger strode dong beside him, embracing his Infernd aspect, and the drones fdl dead just for
Qgetting too close to him. Roger looked at last what he redly was, a thing from the Pit waking arrogant
and unleashed in the world of men, and poisoning it just by his presence. Wherever he looked, bodies
exploded or burgt into flames. Some he turned ingde out and I€ft to liein the gutters. When he spoke,
drones turned on themselves and tore each other apart.

He amiled a devilish amile home at lagt.

The Droods forced their way adong behind their leaders and killed everything that came within
reach. The tower loomed up before them, a door opened a the base, and a whole new army of drones
came staggering and lurching out, bearing hundreds of the glowing swords. Roger spoke a sngle dreadful
Word, and they dl exploded into flames, bright crimson fires that stank of blood and brimstone, and
consumed the drones as fast as they could appear.

Harry put the bomb in place, set the timer for a comfortable margin, and then he and Roger led
the way back through the ghoulville to the Merin Glass. They dl trooped through into the War Room,
and | shut down the gateway. The bomb went off, X37 was destroyed, and everyone in the room went
med dl over again. Harry and Roger hugged each other, Roger's aspect now safely suppressed again.
The Droods armoured down and clapped each other on the shoulder and on the back, and there were
even some tears and kisses.

Victory can fed oh so fine Whileit lasts.

Mr. Stab and the Sarjeant-at-Arms led their dtrike force into the Punjab, in India A narrow
fertile valey surrounded by mountains, supporting a smdl population; a perfect target for the Loahly
Ones. The quiet settlement became a ghoulville and no one noticed. It was, after dl, the kind of place
where one tribe wouldn't lower themsdlves to speak to another, and none of them would speak to
outsiders because authority was never to be trusted. They might want you to pay taxes.

When the drike force passed through the Melin Glass, the ghoulville turned out to be a
collection of squat stone houses, hdf overgrown with dowly girring vegetation, strangely mutated by the
town's other-dimensond energies. There were cracks in the bare stone ground that seemed to fdl away
forever, and the light was o bright it seemed to wash dl the details out of everything.

It was a scene out of some bare, abstract hdll, and Mr. Stab seemed quite a home there.

The drones were waiting again, but this time when they came surging forward to attack the
invading force, the crowd seemed to Solit apart a the last moment, broken in two by an immovable
object. They surged around this object, and did ther best not to touch it, though they fdl on the
Sarjeant-at-Arms and the other Droods with dl their usud ferocity. But they couldn't touch Mr. Stab.
Something about his no-longer-human nature actively appalled them. They couldn't bear to be close to
him.

So he just walked graight forward into the railing mob and began killing with an eegant grace,
usng along, shiny knife that just appeared in his hand out of nowhere. He waked unopposed through the
aurging drones and did awful, terrible things to them, and they couldn't even touch him. Mr. Stab smiled
dightly, possibly remembering other times...

The Sarjeant-at-Arms moved quickly in behind Mr. Stab, backing him up, and the drike force
followed. The Sarjeant had never been one for swords and blades, he preferred to use the aspect
granted him by the family to summon weapons into his waiting hands. All he had to do was gesture in a
certain way, and a gun would pop into his hand, fully loaded. And the Sarjeant used these guns to shoot
down any drone who showed up with a glowing sword, long before they could get close enough to do
any damage. When agun ran out of bullets, he just tossed it asde and summoned another. The rejected
gun would disappear in midair, and there was never any shortage of replacements.

Mr. Stab diced up the drones, and the Sarjeant mowed them down, and the drike force moved
inexorably forward, towards the tower on the horizon. They dmost made it look easy. Mr. Stab danced
through the daughter, killing with a touch, the Sarjeant emptied gun after gun, and the armoured Droods



struck down anything that came within reach. They soon came to the base of the tower, and more drones
appeared from within, bearing an assortment of entirdy unfamiliar wegpons. The Sarjeant-at-Arms took
no chances and shot them dl down from a distance. The few that couldn't be stopped by bullets,
protected by strange, glowing armours or energy fieds, proved no problem for the amiling Mr. Stab.

The Sarjeant planted the bomb, set the timer, and then led his people safdy back home. Another
nest destroyed, another tower gone, with no losses or casudties. | started to relax. We'd just had a bad
beginning. It looked like we were garting to get the hang of things now. Maybe we could pull this off. |
sad as much to Mally, and she nodded, amiling. I should have known better.

Cdlan and the Blue Fary took ther drike force into a smdl settlement just north of San
Francisco. Offiddly, the Blue Fairy was there as a volunteer to support Calan and watch his back. In
practice, I'd had a quiet word with Cdlan and told him to watch the Blue Fairy. | sill wasn't ready to
trust Blue yet.

Ther ghoulville had once been an integrd part of the Summer of Love in the sixties, a centrd
point for more sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll magic than any redity could comfortably bear. In these
more hard-headed, materididic days, the smdl town of Lud's Drum was just a haven for shaggy old
hippy types, burnt-out casudties of the drugs war, and awhole industry had grown up devoted to trading
on the town's disreputable past. Only people like us 4ill kept a watchful eye on Lud's Drum, because
dimendond barriers in and around the town had been dangeroudy weak ever snce Timathy Leary
dropped a heroic dose of LSD and peyote there and tried to perform a remote exorcism on the
Pentagon. As a reault, the Loathly Ones took the town with hardly an effort. Lud's Drum was one of the
few places where drones could walk around openly without being suspected. Now Lud's Drum was a
ghoulville, and one of the last remnants of the Sixties dream was now aliving nightmare,

Cdlan led his gtrike force through the harshly lit streets, cutting down drones with cold, amost
dinicd precison. He didn't dlow himsdf to be distracted by the crumbling candy-coloured houses, the
soft undulating streets, or the endless waves of drones that fdl upon his people with vicious, maevolent
glee He cut a path right through them, heading with stern resolve sraight for the nearly completed tower
in the very centre of the town. Cdlan might have a smart mouth and an irreverent attitude when deding
with authority figures, but nothing distracted him from his focus when he was out in the fidd.

The Blue Fairy stuck close to him, guarding Calan's back with surprising skill and purpose. He
didn't have a sword, or a gun; just a dender wand that hed produced out of nowhere. Oh, this old
thing, he sad arily. Been in the family for ages. In the ghoulville he produced a series of amdl but
aurprigngly effective magics that kept the drones a arm's length. 1t shouldn't redly have surprised me that
Blue knew how to fight. He couldn't have lasted dl these years, with the kind of enemies hed made,
without having developed some survivd Kills.

Cdlan led his people by example, dways pushing forward, not dlowing himsdf to be stopped or
even dowed by anything the demons could throw a him. His golden blades rose and fdl, and blood flew
on the air. Always moving doggedly forward, he brought them closer and closer to the tower through
sheer matia expertise and an dmog brutd determination. Waiching hm made me fed proud to be a
Drood. This was what we were for; to fight the good fight, to strike down the bad guys, in humanity's
name.

The drones had their glowing swords, and other equaly awful weapons, but the Blue Fairy saw
to it that they never got close enough to do the Droods any harm. He stabbed the ar with his wand, a
dender length of bone carved with dven glyphs, and wherever he pointed it, things went wrong for the
drones. Over and over again. Blue scowled fiercdy as he concentrated, skipping this way and that to
enaure he never even came close to being in danger himsdlf, but | got the feding he was enjoying himsdf,
nonetheless.

He was hdf df, after dl, with an df'singrained taent for desth and destruction.

They made it dl the way to the base of the tower before everything went wrong. The tower rose
up before them, like a jagged lightning bolt of dien technology and organic components driven into the



ground with godly force. Its shape made no sense, as though it had more spatid dimengons than the
human mind could cope with, and once again there was a definite sense that the thing was in some way
dive and aware, and knew they were there. Cdlan planted the bomb at the base of the tower, with the
Blue Fairy looking over his shoulder, while armoured troops formed a barrier to hold back the swarming
drones.

Cdlan et the timer, stood up, and nodded to the Blue Fairy, and then every sngle member of
the drike force diffened suddenly and crashed to the ground, and lay dill. No warning, no obvious
reason, no drone with a new weapon. Just two hundred armoured Droods lying motionless on the
ground. | couldnt even tdl whether they were dead or dive. Cdlan glared about him, sweeping his
golden blades thisway and that. And then the Blue Fairy degantly tapped Cdlan on the shoulder with his
wand, and Cdlan fel to his knees.

"Sorry, old thing," said the Blue Fairy. "But | never was very good a playing with others. And
you have something | need.”

We dl watched helplesdy as Blue put his wand to Cdlan's neck, and then somehow...whipped
the torc away from Cdlan. His mouth stretched wide in a scream, but no sound came out of it. He was
dill knedling, but now he was just a man again, ripped from his armour. The Blue Fairy looked at the torc
in his hand, tumning it back and forth, and then he looked out of the display screen right at us, amiling
amogt sadly.

"I know, Eddie" he said. “You trusted me. Which was very nice, and dl that, but this torc will
buy me entry into the Fae Court. | told you; in the end, it's dways about family. And never, ever, trust an
df. We dways have an agenda.”

He turned sideways, and kept on turning, until he had disappeared from sght. All the Droods
snapped back to life again, save for Calan, who collapsed, twitching on the ground. The drones surged
forward.

Somehow the Droods got Calan out of there. They battled their way out of Lud's Drum, with the
drones meking them fight for every yard. And dl the time the bomb was ticking. They came sreaming
back through the Merlin Glass, carrying an unconscious Cdlan, and | dammed the doorway shut just as
the bomb went off. There was a moment of light so bright | could fed it, and the whole War Room
shook, but the gateway closed in time to protect us. Lud's Drum was gone, and with it the nest and its
tower.

They took Cdlan away to the infirmary. Shock, they said. God knows what having his torc
ripped from him fdt like. | asked Strange if the eves could make the torc work for them, and he sad,
What are elves? Which didn't exactly hep matters. We would be revenged on the Blue Fairy later. No
one gtedls from the Droods and livesto boast of it.

After dl that drama, everything else went pretty much as planned. The gtrike forces went into
ghoulville after ghoulville, usng the tactics we'd developed, and nest after nest was destroyed, dong with
thar towers. The Armourer's bombs never faled, and we didn't lose one more Drood to the drones. No
more nasty surprises, no more gppaling new weapons, just Droods doing ther job, making the world
safe. The hours trudged dowly by, with golden figures congtantly coming and going through the Merlin
Glass. The drones il fought savagdy, making us work for every victory. But dill, step by step, we were
winning. Fresh men and women came forward to replace those Droods exhausted by too many raids,
and the work went on. The whole family was ready to fight, if need be. The infirmary coped wel.
Overdl, losses were actudly less than expected and planned for. We actudly had the end in sght when it
dl went to rat shit again.

A communications officer stood up abruptly to shout his new information to the Matriarch, and
the whole War Room went quiet to hear it.

"It's Trumen!" he shouted. "All this time he's had Loathly One drones in his new underground
base, building a tower, hidden behind his protective screend It must be dmost complete, because its
presence just punched right through the screend It's so powerful Truman can't hide it any longer. It's



amaod ready to open a door and bring the Invaders through! This has dl been for nathing!”

"Be cdm, man!" snapped the Matriarch. "l will not have emationd displays in my War Room.
Someone St that man down and get him a strong cup of tea. Edwin, which of our mgor players are dill
capable of leading a srike force?!

| checked. The Sarjeant-at-Arms and Mr. Stab were dill dearing out a nest in northern China
Cdlan was 4ill in the infirmary. And Giles Desthstalker, having persondly led over thirty missons, was
lying on a cot right beside Cdlan, too exhausted to go on, though he'd never admit it. That just left Harry,
and Roger Morningstar. They were catching a quick break between missons, and awing the younger
Droods with exaggerated taes of ther exploits. | had them brought back to the War Room and
explained the dtuation. Harry looked very much like he wanted to spit.

"Jug once, 1'd like things to go the way they're supposed to.”

"Areyou up for this?' | said.

"Not like I have much of a choice, isit?' said Harry. "Okay, put together a trike force out of the
best welve got thet are dill on ther feet, and I'll lead it in" He looked drawn and tired, but his back was
dill graight and his eyes were ill sharp. He dug Roger in the ribs with his ebow. "Who would have
thought it, eh? Family pariah Harry Drood, stepping up to save the day. Would you have bet on that,
Grandmother?"

Martha looked at him steedily. "Of course. Y ou're Jamess son.”

Harry deliberately turned his back on her and grinned a Roger. "How about it, love? You up for
one last misson, to save the world?'

"I'm not sure my mother's Sde of the family would approve, but what the Hell...Why not? Can't
let you do this on your own. Y ou never did learn to watch your back properly.”

| wasn't so sure Roger's going was a good idea. Badicdly, he looked like shit. With so much of
hismagic exhausted on earlier raids, alot of his glamour was gone, and he looked...more of a man.

Harry made a point of looking down his nose a me. "Wel, Eddie, aren't you coming dong on
this little jaunt? You know how you love to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, a the very last
minute..."

"I'm dill needed here" | said camly. "Someone's got to feed you the necessary information, and
point you in the right direction. But, if it should al go horribly wrong, I'm your backup.”

"And me" said Mally, digging me sharply in the ribs with her elbow.

"Of course" | said, "If you fed you can't do it without me..."

"We can handleit," Harry said immediatdly.

"Damn right, lover," said Roger Morningdar.

The Melin Glass locked on to Truman's new base of operations easlly enough; the dmost
complete tower was dominging the aether. But for some reason the Glass couldn't seem to show us a
view of the base's interior. Just a field, overlooking Stonehenge, with the ancient Stones looming tal and
dramatic againg the lowering evening sky. Harry pressed in close beside me, scowling.

"The Stones look to be dmog hdf amile away; is that redly the closest you can get us?'

"Thisisnt a nest, as such,” | said. "Not a ghoulville Just an underground base surrounded by
layer upon layer of the best scientific and magicd protections money can buy. We wouldn't even know it
was there if the tower wasn't poking out of it, so to speak. Youll have to sneak up on them. Unless
you've changed your mind about going..."

"Of course | havent! It'sjud... | don't likethis It fedslike a trap.”

"I wouldn't be surprised,” | said. "But what kind of trap could Manifest Dedtiny put together that
could hold Hary Drood, Roger Morningstar, and two hundred good men and women in golden
amour?'

Harry amiled dightly. “You redly suck at the ingpiraiond thing, you know that?' He looked a
Roger. "Let's go, bro."

"Oh please,” said Roger. “You know | don't do that macho Suff.”



Harry and Roger led ther gtrike force through the Merlin Glass, and | immediately closed the
gateway behind them. Truman was a snesky bastard, and | wouldn't put anything past him, induding
ddiberately reveding his tower's presence as a way of tricking us into opening a gateway he could then
take advantage of. Buit... it dl seemed quiet enough. Mally took my arm and hugged it tightly to her sde
as we watched Harry hiss orders to his gtrike force to spread out across the open, grassy fidd, to as not
to make a dngle target. Ther golden armour gleamed dully in the sparse evening light. As far as the
digolay screens could tel, they were done in the fidd. Everything was gill and quiet. And then Roger's
head snapped up and he pointed off into the gloom. And dl around the scattered drike force, dark
figures appeared from every direction at once, moving a impossible speeds.

Thefigures were human, but moving supernaturaly quickly, impossbly fast, stresking across the
open fidd a a pace even armoured Droods couldn't have matched. The Droods turned to face them,
lifting their weapons, but they dmost seemed to be moving in dow moation compared to ther attackers.
As the figures closed in, their every movement was so fast as to make them just a blur on the display
screens. Even thar faces were unclear. They were just shapes, flashing through the evening gloom.

They swarmed dl over the Droods, attacking and fdling back amogt before the armoured
Droods could react. The attackers didn't seem to possess any weapons, they just beat repeatedly at the
golden armour with their bare hands. When that didn't work, glowing knives appeared in their hands, and
they struck again. And thistime Droods went down as glowing blades diced right through their armour to
the men and women beneath. The gtrike force fel, one by one, unable to match ther attackers speed
even for amoment. Harry cdled his people back to make a defensive circle, but by the time held finished
gpesking hdf of them were aready dead.

There was a clamour of raised voices in the War Room as everyone tried to come up with an
explandion or atheory a once. Communications ydled at intelligence, who yelled at information, who
ydled a records...and that was where the answer findly came from. Droods know everything, but
sometimes it takes us a while to find it. Turned out there had been a report filed about the possibility of
these people, from a file Cdlan found in Truman's old deserted underground base. The Accderated
Men. Surgicdly dtered, technologicdly enhanced, and drugged to the eyebals, they were fanatics,
burning up alifetimes energy to feed their unnatura speed. Dying to be fast. But then, Manifest Destiny
has never been short of fandtics.

Giles Deathsta ker arrived in the War Room, looking haf dead but Hill determined, and had to be
amaog physcaly prevented from going in to help. | decided that. No point in throwing away more lives
till we had some idea of what we were facing. Giles watched the display screens with avid interest. |
amaos expected him to take notes. 1t seemed held findly found something he hadn't seen before, that he
thought he could take back to his future time.

On the fidd overlooking Stonehenge, Harry's remaining people had retreated to form atight ring
around Harry and Roger. Standing shoulder to shoulder, they were better able to defend themsdlves, and
pushing their armour's speed to its limit meant they could take out the occasond Accelerated Man with a
vidous sword thrust. When these human lightning bolts crashed to the ground, dead a last, they looked
like old men, ther faces blasted by aterrible strain. The Droods fought on, ill losing a man or woman
here or there, the defendve cirde dowly grinking...Until suddenly the Accelerated Men began to
sumble and fdl, and collgpse on the ground. At firgt | thought Roger had findly got some of his magic
working, but it soon became clear that the Accelerated Men had just used up dl ther lives They ran
themsdlves to desth.

Harry and Roger and the dozen or so remaining Droods looked dowly about them. Piled up
around them lay dozens of old men with time-ravaged faces. They could never have been intended to last
long. They were just a means to an end; to foraing the Droods back into one essy target. A terrible blast
of light dammed aside the darkness, alight so strong and fierce it had presence and impact. The Droods
started to scream. Roger dung onto Harry, shouting Words of Power that were dmost washed away by
the terrible light. And then, just like that, the light snapped off. Evening returned, but dl the Droods were



gone. Only Harry and Roger were left, dinging to each other. Harry was holding Roger up. The
helspawn was dmost out on his feet, exhausted of strength and magic.

Only two men left, to save the world.

The War Room went mad again. It took a bit longer to get the answer this time, but it was no
less disurbing when the Armourer findly supplied it. He admitted he was guessng, but it rang true.
Truman had set up his new base under Stonehenge in order to seize control of the Soul of Albion, that
impossbly powerful scrap of sarstuff that fdl out of the sky millennia ago. Truman had taken it for his
own and used Loathly One technology to turn it into a weapon, a Soul Gun. He'd found a way to release
its energy in short bursts, and anything bathed in the angry light of the Soul was banished, blasted right
out of thisredity.

The Droods we'd logt wouldn't be coming back.

Harry and Roger were cdling desperately for help. It dowly went quiet in the War Room as
everyone looked to the Matriarch, and then to me, for orders. Martha stood very ill, wringing her hands
together, saring at the display screens. | thought hard. And while I was thinking, the Soul Gun fired
agan.

Roger must have sensed it coming, because he straightened up abruptly and pushed Harry behind
him. The terrible light flared up, destroying the night, an illumination so overpowering it was beyond
colour; something you experienced with your mind and soul rather than your eyes. But Roger stood up to
the light and faced it down, standing between the light and the man he loved, defying the light of the Soul
Gun with every lagt thing he had in him. The Soul Gun blazed, and Roger met its awful power with
unflinching will.

Surviva couldn't have done it, or fear or anger, but this was love. And in the end the Soul Gun
faded fird.

Thelight snapped off, and Roger fdl to the ground like a dead man. Harry put his ams around
the unresponsive body and rocked him back and forth, crooning like a child. In the War Room, everyone
looked a me. | took a deep breath.

"Giles, Mally, you're with me. Martha, locate Mr. Stab and the Sarjeant-at-Arms and get them
here. And someone find me Subway Sue. We're going into Truman's bunker to take out the tower, and
for that we need the Damnation Way."

CHAPTER FIFTEEN Journeys End in Enemies Mesting

And it was dl going so wdll...rdatively spesking. Now it looked like dl our previous successes
had been for nothing, and | was going to have to pull off one of my last-minute, odds-defying,
race-against-time-and-save-the-bloody-day miracles. | don't think people appreciate jus how much
those things take out of me. On the big main display screen, Harry Drood was heping a dazed and
shaken Roger Morningdtar to his feet. Roger had just saved Harry's life at the risk of his own, and it was
hard to tdl which of them looked the most surprised or shocked. They leaned on each other tiredly and
spoke for a while, but we couldn't hear what they were saying. The communications people worked
franticdly to try to restore sound, urged on by the Matriarch's unwavering glare, but without success.
Apparently when the Soul Gun went off it supersaturated the aether with other-dimensond energies. We
were lucky we were dill getting a picture, though the communications officer had enough sense to imply
that rather than State it openly to the Matriarch. On the display screen, Roger and Harry headed
uncertainly across the grassy fidd towards Stonehenge, presumably in search of an entrance to Truman's
underground bunker.

Jugt the two of them, againgt Truman and dl his armies. | suppose people can aways surprise
you, especidly if one of them isa hdf demon.

| did try to cal them back, tdl them reinforcements were on ther way, but they couldn't hear me.
| even tried contacting them through Strange, but he couldn't hep ether.



"It's the tower," he said, sounding strangdy subdued. "It's complete, Eddie, and dmost ready to
activate. It's dive and aware, though not in any way you would recognise, and | can hear it thinking. It
knows I'm watching. It comes from a stranger place than | do, an even higher dimenson... The sheer
power locked up in thisthing is frightening. The Invaders, the Many-Angled Ones, the Hungry Gods are
coming...and I'm scared, Eddie.”

"You could leave" | said. "Get out of our world, withdraw to your own dimension.”

"And leave you and your family defenceless? No. That's not the kind of other-dimensiond
presence | am. | like this world, and you people, and your weird way of doing things. You're fun. The
Hungry Gods would just eat you dl up, and never even know what it was they were destroying. They're
vidious, evil, and bascdly quite supid gods, when you get right down to it. | won't desert you and your
family, Eddie. Some things deserve to be fought, just on generd principles.”

"Thank you, Ethd," | said.

"Ahhdl," said Strange. "Whét are friends for?'

And that was when Subway Sue scurried into the War Room. She'd made an effort to dean
hersdf up, induding a new set of clothes that had clearly been intended for a rather larger person, but she
dill looked like sheld come to sted something, and stress and strain had put twenty years into her furtive
face. To her credit, she was dso trying hard not to look too smug a being proved right and necessary
after dl.

"Got the feding you were looking for me" she said, "So here | am. Would | be right in assuming
that dl your plans have gone tits up, and usng the Damnation Way has become the only viable option?”

"Gotitinone" sad Mally.

"Damn," said Subway Sue. "Then we redly are in deep shit.”

Moally took Sue over to one side to bring her up to date on what had been hgppening, and just
how deep in it we redly were, and | took the moment to think about exactly who | was going to take
with us. Mally, of course, for awhole bunch of reasons. Not the Armourer; Unde Jack would be needed
hereif we screwed this up. Giles Deathstalker, because he was the most impressive fighting men 1'd ever
met. And Mr. Stab, because he was...what he was, and because he was so bloody hard to kill. I would
have liked Cdlan, but he was ill out of it. So the find member of this little death-or-glory team would
have to be the Sarjeant-at-Arms. Partly because | wanted someone with me | could trust to follow
orders, and partly because | needed someone | could depend on to fight to the last drop of his blood, for
the family. Someone...expendable.

| never used to think things like that, before | became head of the family.

| looked over & Mally and Subway Sue, chatting and gigdling together like the old girlfriends
they were, and it was a nice touch of normdity in a severely strained world. It gave my heart abit of alift,
to see that such amdl happinesses were dill possible. But | ill wasn't too sure what to make of Sue's
Damnation Way. The name redly didn't inspire confidence. But, if it could drop us off right indde
Truman's bunker . ..one forceful preemptive strike could ill take out the tower and put an end to dl this
No more nests, no more towers, no more Loahly Ones.

Except for the one remaning insgde Mally. Still eding into her body, her mind, her soul. What
good to save the world, if | couldnt save the woman | loved? With Madlly gone, dl | would have Ieft
would be the family, and a lifetimée's cold duties and responsibilities. There had to be a way to save her.
There had to be. Because | didn't want to livein aworld without Mally.

She looked around, saw me looking at her, and amiled brightly. | smiled back. She hugged Sue
quickly and came back to join me. She hugged me, and | held her close. | didn't want to ever let her go,
but | did. I couldn't have her sugpecting what 1'd been thinking.

“You looked like you needed a hug,” Mdlly said briskly. "Hel, practicaly everyone here does.
But I'm not that sort of girl. These days. I've been tadking to Sue; she says she can summon up an
entrance point to the Damnation Way any time you're ready, but...she's exhausted, Eddie. | meaen, redly
out on her feet. It's only guts and determination that's holding her up. | don't know where she went, or
who she had to ded with, to obtain the secrets of the Damnation Way, but she paid ahigh price."

"Then we need to get thismoving as soon as possible” | said. "Mally, | need Subway Sue to go



with us. Is she up to that?'

"She says she is" Mally scowled and shrugged. "I can't tdl her no. And you wouldn't, would
you, Eddie?!

"We need her," | said steadily. "The world needs her."

"Funny,” said Mally. "It never needed her before” She looked a me thoughtfully. "And what
about me? Do you need me with you, on this? Can you trus me so close to a tower, given
my...condition?"

| amiled &t her. "I'll dways need you, Mally. Do you redly think 1'd go anywhere without you?"

"You dways were a big softy, Eddie Drood." And she kissed me hard, right there in front of
everyone. Some clapped, afew cheered. Madlly findly let go of me and amiled sweetly around her.

Luckily Mr. Stab arrived a that point, srolling casudly into the War Room like an unexploded
bomb, with the Sarjeant-at-Arms marching right beside him. The Sarjeant had a gun in one hand and his
gaze fixed firmly on Mr. Stab, who politely pretended not to notice. After his many exertions in the fidd,
the Sarjeant looked battered and bruised, and somewhat bulkily bandaged here and there, but his back
was dill sraight and his head erect. For him, weakness would aways be something that happened to
other people. And to be fair, he gill looked like he could take on a whole amy single-handed and send
the survivors running home arying to their mothers. Mr. Stab, it should be said, looked...exactly as he
adways had. Cdm, cold, and completely unruffled. Not a spot of blood on him, or the dightest tear in his
Victorian evening wear. Even his top hat gleamed with a amug and civilised air.

| ft like throwing something at it, on generd principles.

Instead, | beckoned them both over and explained the Stuation to them. Mr. Stab frowned
dightly at mention of the Damnation Way, as though the name rang a bell with him, but he had nothing to
say. The Sarjeant-at-Arms dl but crashed to attention before me, his eyes brightening at the prospect of
further mayhem.

"Anything, for the family!" he said. "And | have to say, the family's been so much more fun since
you got back, boy."

He may be a psychopath, | thought, but he's our psychopath.

"Thisnew misson,” said Mr. Stab. "Will | get to kill more people?*

"Almog certainly,” | said.

"And is there a good chance that | might be killed?'

"Almogt certainly."

"Even better," said Mr. Stab. "Count mein."

"Incoming!"

The shout cut across dl the War Room chatter, and we dl looked around sharply to see where it
was coming from. One of the communication saff was sanding over his workstation and pointing at it
with a trembling finger. The communications officer was quickly at his sde, danming him back into his
seet, and then scowling over the man's shoulder at the information flashing across his screen. All the other
communications aff were franticaly checking their computers, crystd bdls, and scrying pools, and
chattering excitedly to each other. A walling darm suddenly went off, and the Matrirach immediatey
ordered it shut down.

"Can't hear mydf think,” she said sharply. "Ah, that's better. Now, what's happening? Talk to
me, people! What exactly isit that's incoming?"

"Isthe Hal under threat?' | said.

"Looks likeit," said the communications officer. It was Howard Drood, efficent as dways, come
over from Operations to head the War Room during the attacks on the nests. "Something is trying to
force itsway into our redlity, right here, pushing past dl the Hdl's defensive shidlds. Which | would have
sad was impossible except for the fact that something is doing it.”

"Could it be Truman, or the Invaders?' | said. "Launching a preemptive srike againg us?'

"Yes No. Maybe. | don't know! The screens can't make head or tal of what's hgppening.”
Howard's habitud scowl deepened as he studied the monitor screens. "I've never seen readings like
these...Whatever thisis, it's coming at us like a bat out of hell. It's dready punched through the outer



defences, and it's heading Sraight for us™

| flashed back to the old attacks on the Hall, when the Heart was 4ill in residence. We never did
find out for sure who was behind them. Had they chosen this moment to attack us again, while we were
a our weakest and mogt vulnerable?

"Strange," | said. "Tak to me. Do you know who or what thisis?'

"No, Eddie." Hisvoiceinmy head was surprisngly tentative. "It's coming from a direction | don't
recognise. From outside everything | understand as redlity. It's not very large, but it does seem to be very
determined. And no, Eddie, | can't keep it out."

Giles Deathstdlker had his long sword out, and was looking around for an enemy. Not to be
outdone, the Sarjeant cdled up agunin each hand.

"Put those away!" the Matriarch snapped immediatdly. “You cant have weapons in the War
Room! Y ou might damage the equipment.”

Giles sheathed his sword and bowed. The Sarjeant-at-Arms made his guns disappear again, and
folded his arms tightly with a definite Look at me I'm not sulking even though | have cause expresson
on hisface. The Matriarch sghed audibly.

"Dont just stand there, Sarjeant! Armour up! Everyone, armour up!”

She had a point. We dl subvocalised the activating Words, and just like that the War Room was
full of gleaming golden figures. It fdt good to be back in the gold again, to fed strong and fast and sharp.
Sometimes putting on the armour is like snapping fuly awake from a long doze. Everyone not
preoccupied a aworkstation peered suspicioudy about them, ready for action, golden blades and other
wegpons extruding dlently from golden figs. There was ariang tenson in the War Room, a strong feding
of something coming, pressing inexorably closer. We could dl fed it, pressng in on us from dl sdes at
once. Mally stood close beside me, her arms lifted in the stance of summoning, ready to throw serioudy
nasy magics at anything even remotely threstening. Mr. Stab looked...politdy interested. And the
Armourer, not surprisngly, had pulled a redly powerful-looking weapon out of nowhere and was
anvivdling it back and forth in search of a target, while everyone ese hurried to get out of hisway.

Heaven hdp anyone who dares to face the Droods on their own territory.

A risgng babble of voicesfilled the War Room as the various technicians struggled to understand
what was happening. Whatever was coming dammed through layer after layer of protections, and the
tengon in the ar was amog physcaly panful. Martha Drood, back in armour for the firg time | could
remember, moved from gtation to station, peering over shoulders and digpensng a cautionary word or a
bracing murmur, as required. If she was reduced to ralying the troops, we redly werein trouble. A risng
tone rang out on the air, sharp and digtinct, as though approaching from somewhere inconceivably far
away. "It's herd" Howard shouted. "It's materidiang!™

"Where?' said Martha. "Where exactly in the Hdll?'

"Here!" screamed Howard. "Right here in the bloody War Room!™ The risng note peaked, a
shuddering vibration thet reverberated insde dl our heads, despite the shidding armour. We dl clapped
usdess hands over our ears and staggered back and forth, and then we dl flinched back as the world
itdf solit apart in the very centre of the War Room...and Janissary Jane came through. She threw hersdf
through the gap, her combat fatigues blackened and scorched and actudly on fire in places. Explosons
and brilliant lights and raised angry voices spilled out of the split in the air, and then dl of it was cut off as
the split dammed together again. The tengon in the ar was gone in a moment, and we dl armoured down
just a litle shegpishly as Janissary Jane stood sheking and breathless before us. She was wesping
vidently, and looked like she'd fought her way through Hell itsdf to get back to us. She raised a bruised
face, sniffed back tears, and glared a me triumphantly, and then she sat down suddenly on the floor, as
though the lagt of the strength had just gone out of her legs.

"All right!" | yelled, glaring about me. "Everyone cdm down! The emergency is over. | know who
thisis. Concentrate dl your attention on reingtating our defences, and making sure no one followed her
from...wherever the hdl that was" | moved forward and knelt down beside Janissary Jane. She was
shuddering violently now, and breathing hard. Her eyes weren't tracking properly. "Jane?' | said. "lt's me,
Eddie. Areyou dl right?'



She did look pretty bad, up close. Her army faigues had been burned away in places, and were
soaked with blood from a dozen nasty-looking wounds. Parts of her battle asmour looked to be hdf
melted. Her face kept going dack, as pain and stress and exhaugtion caught up with her. When the lagt of
the adrendine coursing through her ran out, she was going to crash, and hard. | needed to get answers
out of her now, while | gill could. | grabbed her by the shoulders, made her look a me, and said her
name again, and her head jerked up as though I'd pulled her out of a deep deep.

"Eddie. | made it back. Damn..."

"I saw the note you left pinned to your door with aknife | said, trying for a light touch. "So, did
you find us some redly big guns?'

"The biggest," sad Janissary Jane, trying for a amile and not quite bringing it off. "Remember,
Eddie, | told you about the last demon war | fought in? The one where some damned fools accidentaly
opened a hdlgate, and an amy of demons came flooding out?"

“Yes" | sad, my heart suddenly snking. | redly didnt like where this was going. "In the end,
things got so bad you had to use a superwespon to destroy the whole universe, so the demons couldn't
useit as a base to invade other universes. | remember. | ill have nightmares™

"Thisisit," said Janissary Jane. "The superweapon. The last resort. The Deplorable End.”

She hed it out to me on the pam of a surprisngly steady hand. The weapon didn't actudly look
like much, but then, the redly nasty ones often don't. The Deplorable End was just a flat slver box, dull
and lifdess, with a red button on top. It bardly filled Jane's pam, but there was 4ill...something about it.
Themore | looked at it, the more uneasy | fdt, as though a large and dangerous animd had just entered
the room. | studied the box carefully, and had enough sense not to try to touch it. The Armourer had
come forward and was peering over my shoulder at it, breething hard in his excitemen.

"Now that isimpressive,” he said. "You don't see craft and workmanship like that often, these
days. How many spatid dimensons hasit got? | keep losng count. And the energy sgnatures are off the
scae...You have got to let me get that down to the Armoury and take it apart.”

"No, Unde Jack," | sad firmly.

"Oh come on, I've got thisredlly cool hyper-hammer I've being dying to try out..."

"No, Unde Jack! Have you stopped taking your medication again? Jane, what is that, exactly?
What does it do?'

"Smple to operate,” she said, her voice dull and lifdess. Her eyes were drooping shut again as
the lagt of her strength went out of her. 'Just press the button, and...Boom."

"No more tower?' | said hopefully.

"No more anything,” said Jane, blinking owlishly. "No more universe. And no, you don't get a
timer. The Deplorable End is a one-time-only ded. What I've got here is the origind device, the
prototype. We used a somewhat improved verson to put an end to the demon war. What 1've brought
you is, therefore, technicaly spesking, untested. But it should work. No reason | know of why it
shouldn't." She dowly lowered her hand, as though the awful thing sguatting on her padm were getting
heavier. "I gole this, from the Multiversal Mercenaries Black Museum. | had to kill alot of people to get
thisto you, Eddie. Some of them were friends, once. But now | have closed the book and burned al my
boats ... | can never go back. So don't you ever give me cause to regret this, Drood.”

"How does it work?" | said, because you have to say something.

"Like you'd understand, evenif | could explainit,” said Janissary Jane, with some of her old force
inher voice. "l don't need to know how wesgpons work. I'm a mercenary, not a mechanic. But I'm told
it's alargdy conceptua weapon. What weve got here is a hyperspatid key, activating the red weapon,
which is hidden away in some other dimensond fold, just waiting to be unleashed. When pressed, the
button on the box gives the wegpon the target coordinates and...Boom! There you have it. Or rather,
there you suddenly don't. One less universe to trouble the gaze of God. The Deplorable End, for
everyone and everything.”

"But, basicdly, it's jus an untested prototype” | sad carefully. "So there is a andl but
nonetheless definite chance that it might not, actudly, work? As such?"

"It's alagt resort,” Janissary Jane said tiredly. "When you've tried absolutely everything, and the



Hungry Gods are coming through to eat dl there is that lives...then the Deplorable End is your last
chance for revenge. Away to take the bastards down with you, and to make sure no other universes will
have to face the horrors we did."

Her eyes fluttered closed as exhaudtion findly took her. | gingerly took the gleeming meta box
from her hand and had her taken away to the infirmary to get some rest. By the time she woke up, |
hoped, it would dl be over, one way or another. Though, if things went redlly bad, it might be a mercy if
she never woke up ...

| held the end of the world on my pam. It hardly weighed a thing. The Armourer peered closgly
a it, but didn't attempt to touch it.

"I wonder who made it?' he said, dmost wigtfully.

"Armourer!" said the Matriarch, and the sharp authority in her voice snapped his head around
immediatdly. He moved quickly over to join her and she fixed him with a cold, implacable dare.
"Armourer, | hereby authorise you to open the Armageddon Codex. We have need of the forbidden
wespons. Bring out Sunwrack, the Time Hammer, the Juggernaut Jumpsuit, and Winter's Sorrow, and
ready them for use."

"No!" | said immediaely, and my voice cracked so sharply across the Matriarch's that everyone
inthe War Room stopped what they were doing to look at both of us. | went over to join the Armourer
and the Matriarch, carefully not hurrying. | stared directly into Marthas cold eyes, not flinching one little
bit. "Not yet, Grandmother. We can't use any of the forbidden weapons againg the Invaders until they're
actudly in our redity, and a dash of such powerful forces would dmost certainly tear our world apart.
With no guarantee the weapons would destroy the Hungry Gods anyway. We save the Armageddon
Codex for when dl our plans have falled. And I'm not out of plans yet."

"The Deplorable End would destroy the whole universe, not just this world," said the Matriarch,
not giving an inch.

"Trug me" | said. "I have no intention of blowing up the universe. I've got a much better idea. If |
should fal in my misson...then it's up to you. But for now, trust me...Grandmother.”

"Wdl," said the Matriarch after a moment. "Jugt this once, Edwin.”

She actudly managed a amdl amile for me, and | amiled back. And then, as if things weren't
dready complicated enough, the ghost of Jacob Drood and the living Jay Drood decided it was time they
made their appearance. All the time | was taking with the Matriarch 1 had the feding someone was
watching me. | findly looked around, and my gaze fdl on the Merlin Glass, currently showing a reflection
of the War Room. But there was something wrong with the image in the mirror, and when | strode over
to dudy it, | redised there were too many people in it. In the mirror's reflection, Jacob and Jay were
ganding behind me, grinning a me over my shoulder. | looked behind me, but there was no one there. |
looked back at the mirror, and there they were. It gave me the shivers. Especidly when the two of them
shouldered past my reflected image, strode forward, and stepped out of the mirror into the War Room. |
had to backpedd fast to get out of ther way. People jumped and ydled and even screamed, and Jacob
and Jay grinned and sniggered and elbowed each other as though they'd just pulled off a particularly
clever and childish trick. | had to take a deep breath just to get my heartbeat back to something like
normdl.

Jacob was now wearing an old-fashioned bottle green engine driver's uniform, complete with
peaked cap, with the front of his slver-buttoned jacket hanging open to reved a T-shirt bearing the
legend Engineers Get You There Quicker. He looked very sharp and focused, with hardly any
blue-gray trails of ectoplasm fallowing him when he moved. Jay was back in the full finery of his origind
period and looked dmogt as excited as his future ghogtly sdif, but there was something in his eyes ... |
folded my arms across my chest and gave them both my best hard Stare.

"Nicetrick," | said coldly. "I'll bear it in mind for if we ever need to give someone a coronary. |
didn't know you could do that, Jacob."

“Youd be surprised at what you can do when you're dead, boy,” Jacob said cheafully. "It's
redly very liberating."

Jay looked severdy at his future sdf. "I'm boasting again and | do wish | wouldn't. We have a



plan to save the day, Eddie

"Of course" | said. "Doesnt everyone? Does your plan by any chance involve blowing up the
whole damned universe?

"Wadl, no," sad Jay. "Not as such.”

"I likeit dready,” | said.

"Oh, you tdl him, Jacob," said Jay. “You know you're dying to, and youll only butt in and
interrupt if | try. | gpparently become very grumpy after my deeth.”

"Try hanging around this family for centuries™ Jacob growled. "They could make a pope Swear
and throw things. Ligten, Eddie, we have a way to stop the Invaders in ther tracks. We're going to use
the Time Tran."

“Youve only just started describing your plan, and dready | hate it | said. "Going back in time
to undo present events never works. Never never never. It dways ends up causng more problems than it
lves”

"Do cdm down, Eddie" said Jay. “Y our face has gone a very funny colour, and it redly can't be
good for you."

"We are not going back in time to stop the Invaders before they start their plans agangt us”
Jacob sad patiently. "I know enough about time travel to know that wouldn't work. | watch televison.
No, weve got a much better idea. We're going to use the Time Train to sneak up on the Invaders home
dimengon, and attack them from the one direction they won't be expecting: the past!"

"Runthat by meagain," | said. "l think | fel off at the corner.”

"It'sredly very smple” said Jay.

"Noitisnt," | said. "No explanation that begins that way ever is"

"Look," said Jacob, prodding me firmly in the chest with a surprisngly solid finger. "The Invaders
come from a higher dimengion than ours, right? That means to them, timeis just another direction to move
in. We can use the Time Tran to access their dimenson and attack their homeworld from the past!
They'll never see us coming!”

"They're bound to have hidden ther homeworld,” said Jay, "indde some pocket universe or
dimendgond fold, confident no lesser beings from some lower dimension could ever find it. But Jacob is
dead, while I'm dill dive, and together we can see things no one ese can.”

"Only we could hope to survive the stresses of a time journey like this™ said Jacob. "Because
we're the same person in two different states of existence. It has to be us, Eddie. Tony's dready
reworked the engine so it will soak up time energies as it travels. So that when we findly get to the
Invaders homeworld...we can drive the Train into it at ful speed and release dl the time energies at
once, blowing the whole nasty place apart like a firecracker in a rotten gpple!”

"End of homeworld, end of Invaders” said Jay.

"Aninteregting plan,” | had to admit. "Even if my mind does seem to just dide off the edges when
| try to grasp it. But are you sure you can find the Hungry Gods homeworld?!

“You can't hide things from the dead,” said Jacob. He looked a Mally and then at me, and didn't
sgy anything.

"You haveto let ustry," said Jay. "This ... is how | die. Jacob findly remembered. | don't mind,
redly. It's ... a good death. Spitting in the face of the enemy, saving the innocent; for the family. A
Drood's death.”

"And thisiswhét I've waited for, dl thistime" said Jacob. "Thisis my end, a last. None of you
here could hope to do this. Only me, and me. Jay dies griking down our enemies, and somehow ends up
here, in the past, as the family ghost, watting to do it again. And 1... findly get to go on, to whatever's
next. I'm quite looking forward to it. I've grown awfully thin, down the centuries, and I'm redly very
tired.”"

"Goforit" | sad. "The Time Tranisdl yours™

"You dill have to keep the Invaders occupied, distracted, so they won't think to look for us
coming," sad Jay.

"I think we can do thet," | said.



Martha surprised me then, by stepping forward to face Jacob. "Go with God, Jacob,” she said. "I
ghdl missyou.”

He ginned  crookedly. "Then you  chould am  better. Good-bye,
great-great-great-great-granddaughter.” He looked around the War Room. “You are dl my children, my
descendents, and | have dways been so very proud of you."

He and Jay turned as one and strode back into the reflection in the Merlin Glass. For a moment
they moved egrily among our watching reflections, and then the image in the Glass changed to show them
waking through the old hangar at the back of the Hal. They dimbed up into the gleaming black cab of
the Time Engine and waved good-bye to Tony, who waved back with tears in his eyes, knowing hed
never see his beoved Ivor again. Jacob manipulated the controls with professond kill, while Jay
shoveled crystdlised tachyons into the boiler with fierce nervous energy. He was going to his death, and
he knew it; and knowing he was coming back as Jacob probably didn't help.

Ivor lurched suddenly forward. The time pressure peaked and Jacob put the hammer down. The
Time Train accelerated forward, disappearing a speed in a direction no human eye could fallow; and just
like that, they were gone.

| waited for a moment, looking around me, but nothing changed. So | just got on with my own
plan. What ese could | do?

Mally and Subway Sue took my smdl group off to ardaively quiet corner of the War Room so0
they could explain the Damnation Way to us. There was a certain amount of disagreement between them
over detalls, the two of them dmaost coming to blows over certain obscure references and sources until |
separated them, but they seemed firm enough on the main outline. They started at the beginning, which
turned out not to be the Damnation Way itsdlf.

“You see” sad Subway Sue, "in order to understand that, you have to understand the Rainbow

"The Rainbow Run is an expression, or manifestaion, of the old Wild Magic," said Mally. "A
race againg time and degtiny, to save the day. It's not given to many to attempt it, and even fewer survive
to see it through successfully to the end. | don't know anyone who's even tried snce Arthurian times. But
itissad...that anyone who can run the hidden way, follow the Rainbow to its End, will find ther heart's
desire. If they're strong enough, in heart and soul and will."

"It's not how fast you run," said Subway Sue. "It's how badly you need it. How much you're
prepared to endure ... to run down the Rainbow is not given to everyone. And there are those who say
that what you find at the Rainbow's End isn't necessarily what you want, but what you need.”

"The Rainbow Run is an ancient ritud,” said Mally. "Older than higtory.”

"Older than the family?' | said.

"Older than humanity, probably,” sad Mdlly. "It's ... an archetype, a primd thing, panning
redities. A thing of dreams and glories, grall quests and honour satisfied. One last chance to defy the
Dark, and snatch victory for the Light. Or so they say."

"Who crested it?" | said.

"Who knows?' said Subway Sue. "This is the old Wild Magic were taking about. Some
things...just are. Because they're needed.”

"S0...why can't we use the Rainbow Run, instead of the Damnation Way?' | said.

Mally and Subway Sue looked at each other. "Because we don't know how to find it Mally
sad quietly. "We're not...good enough, pure enough.”

"The Damnation Way is the undersde, the dark reflection of the Rainbow Run,” said Subway
Sue. "The other face of some unimaginable coin.”

"Look," said Mally. "Forget the spiritud crap, and keep it mple. The Many-Angled Ones, the
Hungry Gods, come from a higher dimengion, right? Well, if there are higher dimensions than ours, then it
gtands to reason that there mugt aso be lesser, lower dimensons The broken universes, where natura
laws never redly got ther act together. The Damnation Way can take us through one such world. And



you don't run there, you walk. For aslong asit takes. Thisisn't about speed, it's about Samina.”

| could fed mysdf scowling. No one else was saying anything. They were dl looking & me. "We
redly don't have alot of time”" | said. "Truman's tower is pretty much complete, and probably activaing
even as we speak. The Hungry Gods could come through any time now.”

"And you have no other means of getting into Truman's base," said Mally. "His defences will
keep out anything, except the Damnation Way."

"Time means something different in the lower universes” said Subway Sue. "Theoreticdly, we
should emerge ingde Truman's base at exactly the same moment as we leave here.”

| could fed my scowl deegpening. "Y eah, that worked out redly wdl with the Time Train ...."

"That was science; thisismagic," Maly said quickly. "The Damnation Way follows ancient laws,
written into the bedrock of redity itsdf.”

"Oh...what the hdl,” | said. | had to stop scowling because it was meking my head hurt. "We
have to get to the tower, and | don't see any other way." | looked a the others Mr. Stab and the
Sarjeant-at-Arms and Giles Deathstalker. "Given the...uncertain nature of what were about to do, |
don't fed right about ordering you to join me. | wouldn't be gaing if | didn't think | had to. So thisis
drictly volunteers only. Anyone wants to say no, or even Hell no, | quite understand.” | looked from face
to face, but they dl stared camly back. Giles looked ready for action, as aways, the Sarjeant looked
ready for afight, and Mr. Stab...looked like he aways |ooked.

"Let'sgo," | sad. "Timeto save the world, agan."

To enter the Damnation Way, it turned out, you have to go down. All the way down. Mally and
Subway Sue worked old magic together, swaying and chanting in tongues indde a chaked circle. The
Armourer watched closdly, fascinated. Giles Desthstalker watched with a curled lip, as though he didn't
redly expect anything to happen. | wasn't sure what to expect, but even so | was dartled when a
standard, very ordinary elevator rose camly up out of the floor in front of Sue and Mally. The thing
pinged importantly to announce its arriva, and then the doors did open, reveding a standard eevator
interior. | walked around the door a few times. From the front; a waiting elevator. From the back; it
wasn't there. Giles walked around it a few times too, muttering about subspace engineering and pocket
dimensons. Whatever kept him happy.

Martha glared at the devator that had just appeared ingde her nice normd War Room. "Why
didn't thet...thing set off any of our darms?’

"Becauseit's not redly here, as such,” said Moally. "I mean, it'sa magicd congtruct that just looks
like an elevator because that's a concept our limited minds can cope with.”

“Your senses aren't equipped to recognise things like this” said Subway Sue. "So they show
you...the nearest equivdent.”

"Right!” said Madlly. "This is redlly old magic, remember, Wild Magic, from when we dl lived in
the forest.”

"I dill don't see why it has to look like an devator,” | said, just a bit sulkily, feding way out of my
depth.

"Group mind consensus,” Mally said briskly. "Be grateful. It could have come as an escalator.
Hate those things"

| Sghed, deeply and meaningfully, and stepped cautioudy insde the elevator. The sted floor was
firm under my feet, and the mirrored wals showed | was scowling again. | tried hard not to, in case it
upset the troops. They followed mein, with various amounts of confidence, and when we were dl in we
filled the damn thing from wall to wadl, with hardly any room to move, unless one of us breathed in to
make a bit of space. Mally made a point of pressing her breasts againg my chest, for which | was quietly
grateful. The doors closed unhurriedly, and without any indruction or warning, the eevator started down.

We seemed to descend for along, long time. | could fed the movement, sense it in my bones and
inmy water, even though the eevator made no sound and had no controls or indicators. It grew dowly
hotter ingde the eevator, until we were dl sweeting profusdy and trying unsuccessfully to back away
from each other. And then the heat just vanished, gonein a moment, and the temperature in the confined
space plummeted, growing colder and colder, until our breath steamed on the ar and we dl huddled



together to share our body warmth. And then that was gone too, and | fdt neither hot nor cold, as though
we had left such things behind us.

Then, the sounds. From outside the sted wadls came noises, from far away at fird, then drawing
inexorably closer. Roars of rage, howls and screams, and something very like laughter, but not quite.
Badic, primd emotions given voice, without the burden or restraint of conscious thought. The horrid
empty voices we hear in childhood nightmares, from things we know would hurt us, if they could only find
us ... The voices sank into words, and that was worse, as though plague or fate or evil had learned to
tak. They cirded the descending eevator, coming a us from this Sde and that, rushing in and fdling
back, threatening and pleading, mocking and begging, trying to persuade us to open the eevator doors
and let themin. | can't remember exactly what they said, and I'm glad.

Some of ustried putting our hands over our ears, to keep the voices out, but it didnt work. We
weren't hearing them with our ears.

We |€eft the voices behind, ther cheated screams receding into the distance, and after that there
was only slence, and the descent, and the feding of something redly bad drawing dowly closer. At the
end, there was no sensation of stopping. The eevator doors just did open, without cause or warning, and
the standard colourless light spilled out onto a terrible darkling plain. None of us moved. It didn't fed
safe. What we could see of the world outside was dark and dismd, the only light a deep dull purple, like
abruise. | moved rductantly forward, stepping out of the eevator, and one by one the others followed
me A terrible, grinding oppression fdl across me the moment | |eft the comfortingly normd light of the
elevator, as though | was suddenly carrying dl the troubles of the world on my shoulders. There was no
sound anywhere, as such, but something like an unending roll of thunder growled in the air, like a long
bass note you could only hear with your soul, like a threstened storm you somehow knew had been on
itsway forever.

We dl stood together, keeping close just for the comfort of living company in the face of this
dead or dying world. We didn't belong in a place like this, and we dl knew it. And then the eevator
doors did shut, cutting off the bright, hedthy light, and we dl soun around just in time to see the devator
disappearing down into the cracked stone ground; leaving us done in the avful place it had brought us to.
A purple stained plain that seemed to stretch away forever in whatever direction | looked.

It felt...like the end of the world. A darkling plan under an endless night. Up above, a bloodred
moon hung low in the sky, where one by one the stars were going out. Already there were great dark
gaps in the unfamiliar congtellations. The endless plain was bare stone, marked here and there with huge
craters, long jagged cracks, and deep crevices. Like the bottom of the ocean, after dl the seas have
boiled away. There was a crevice nearby, along jagged line with crumbling edges. | moved over to it and
stared down into the gap. It seemed to just fdl away forever. | made some kind of sound, and Mally was
quickly there to take my arm and pull me back from the edge. As though the sound of my voice had
triggered something, strange twisting vegetation, rough creepers with huge dark leaves covered with
pulsng red veins, curled dowly up out of the crevice. Mally and | backed away, and the twitching plants
tried to follow us, but dready they were rotting and fdling apart. Alive and dying & the same time, as
though they hadn't devel oped enough to hold a form properly.

Other cracks and crevices held crimson magma, seething duggishly, but even though they weren't
that deep, the magma's heet didn't rise up to the surface, as though the heet lacked the strength to travel
that far. The ar itsdf was thin, and disurbingly lacking in any smdl. | clapped my hands sharply, and
there was no echo. | was pretty sure the sound wouldnt travel far either. We dl stuck close together,
looking around us, because we were the only living thingsin this running-down world.

"Thisis the place where questsfall," Subway Sue sad quietly. "Where love is dways unrequited,
promises are broken, and only bad dreams come true.”

"Then how the hdl are we supposed to succeed in our misson?' said the Sarjeant-at-Arms. He
sounded like he wanted to be angry, but it was just too much of an effort.

"We brought something of our own universe with us”" said Mally. "Enough to give us a fighting
chance. But the longer we say here, the sooner that insulaion will wear avay. We redly need to get
moving."



"This is the broken world,” sad Subway Sue, dmost hypnotised. "The shoddy lands, the
abandoned territory ..."

"All right,” 1 said. “Y ou're Sarting to get on my nerves now, Sue. Thisisa bad place; got it. Now
oet over it, and tdl me where the hdl we're supposed to head for.”

She looked at me with big, unfocused eyes. "Say the name, Eddie Drood. Say the name of
where you want to get to."

"Jug do it, Eddie" Molly murmured in my ear. " She's more in tune with this place than | am. She
understands the hidden ways, they tak to her."

"We need to get ingde Truman's base under Stonehenge,” | announced, spesking dearly and
diginctly into the slence, and feding just a bit slly. My words didn't echo. They seemed to fdl flat and
lifdess on the dill air.

"There" said Subway Sue, pointing off to one Sde with a sharp finger. "Thereis our detination.”

Far off in the distance, a beam of light stabbed up into the dying sky like a beacon. It was bright
and clear and glorious, very ddfinitdy not a naurd part of this world. It shone like hope, like a
promise...like away out.

"Thisisadying world," Giles Deathstalker said unexpectedly. "Where entropy isking.”

"Dont you gtart,” | sad firmly.

| have no idea how long we walked, under that bloody moon and the disgppearing stars, across
that sere and blasted plain. The night never ended, landmarks were few and far between, and we soon
discovered none of our watches worked. Bt it fdt like forever. | did my best to set a steady pace,
leading from the front, drding around the deep craters and jumping across the cracks and crevices. The
ground was hard-packed and unyidding under my feet, but srangdy there was hardly any impact, no
matter how hard | stamped. We made no sound as we walked, and our few conversations seemed to
judt trall away to nothing, until even the impulse to tak faded away, set againg such an overwheming
dlence. So we trudged on across the endless plain, while the grinding silence wore away at our thoughts
and emations and plans. Until only dow, dogged determination kept me moving, a Smple refusd to be
besten by thisawful place.

At some point, we passed a long row of overpoweringly huge stone structures that might have
been buildings Tdl as skyscrapers, fashioned from some fantly shimmering, unfamiliar stone. They
towered over us like brooding giants, strange, disturbing shapes with deep-set caverns up the sides like
0 many dark, watchful eyes. The lower reaches were covered with long curling displays of unreadable
glyphs Thrests, or warnings, or perhaps just Do not forget us. We lived here and built these things,
despite the nature of our world.

And yet somehow these solid Sgns of life gave no comfort; there was in the end a feding of cold
medlice about them, as though whatever ugly things had lived in these ugly shapes would have resented our
presence, our purpose, our life. We kept waking, and eventudly we |eft the stone structures behind us.

"Isthiswhat Hel islike?' | said to Madlly at some point.

"No," she said. "Hdl is more dive than this"

As though encouraged by the sound of voices, Mr. Stab abruptly announced, "Something is
watching us™"

| stopped, and the others stopped with me. We looked around. Just cracks and crevices and
craters.

"Areyou sure?' said Mally, frowning.

"No, he's right," said the Sarjeant-at-Arms. The more we dl taked, the less of an effort it was.
"I've been feding watching eyes on us for ages. Haven't seen anything, though.”

"We are definitdly being observed,” sad Mr. Stab. His voice was entirdy cdm and easy, as
though proposing tea on the lawvn.

“Yes" sad Subway Sue. "Theré's something here with us. | can fed it... | told you something
hed come to live here, and prey on travellers. That's why people stopped usng the Damnation Way."

"Maybe you should have just changed the name" | said. "Advertisng is everything these days."

"Not now, Eddie" said Mally.



Giles Deathstaker drew his long sword and turned dowly around in aful circle. "They're here.
Close. Close and deadly."”

"But who the hdl would want to livein a place like this?* said Mally.

We moved to form a circle, shoulder to shoulder, facing outwards. | fdt suddenly more awake
and dert, as though sheking off along doze. | glared out across the endless plain, the dull and sullen
purple stone, but nothing moved anywhere. Whatever was here had to be pretty powerful, and decidedly
dangerous. From what Subway Sue had said, some fairly mgor players had used this route, and never
showed up &t the other end. | was looking for something big and impressive and obvioudy deedly; |
should have known better.

This was a dying world, after dl. And what do dead and dying bodies attract? Scavengers,
parasites, carrion eaters.

They came up out of the cracks and craters, crawling and cregping, on two legs and four,
svarming across the dead ground towards us. They were dl around us, running and legping, wave after
wave of them, seething like maggots in an open wound. | didn't know if they originated in this place, or
came here from somewhere ese, but the nature of this place had got to them. They looked like they were
agpiring to be human, but fdling short. They looked rough, unfinished, the details of their bodies blurred
or corrupted or missng. They didnt even have faces, just phosphorescent, rotting eyes and
sharp-toothed circular mouths, like lampreys.

They surged forward from every side, and there seemed no end to their numbers. | subvocalised
my activating Words, but nothing happened. | tried them again, but my armour didn't respond. | looked
a the Sarjeant-at-Arms, and the shock in his face told me dl | needed to know. He made grasping
motions with his hands, trying to summon the guns that came to him by right, and nothing happened.
Moally raised her armsin the stance of summoning, and then looked a me blankly as nothing happened.

"It's this place)" sad Subway Sue. "Complicated magics cant work here. Or complicated
sciences. The disntegrating laws of redity can't support them. That's why so many mgor players never
made it out of here. We're helpless. Defenceless”

"Speak for yoursdf," sad Giles Deathstalker. He swept his long sword back and forth before
him."A strong right arm, a good blade, and a forthright heart dways work."

"Indeed," said Mr. Stab, hislong blade suddenly in his hand.

Mally reached down into the tops of her boots and pulled out two dender Siver blades.
"Arthames” she said crigply. "Witch daggers. | mogtly use them for ceremonid work, but they're no less
sharp and nagty for that.”

She handed one to me It fdt surprisngly heavy for such a ddicate-looking thing. The
Sarjeant-at-Arms pulled along blade with jagged edges out of his deeve,

"Albanian punch dagger,” he said. "Always a good idea to have a little surprise in reserve. For
when you absolutely have to kill every living thing that annoys you.”

"Kniveswon't work," said Subway Sue hollowly. "Swords won't work. Ther€'s just too many of
them. Were dl going to die here. Like everybody dse"

"I think this place is getting to you," said Moally. "Stay behind me and youll be fine

"Numbers are never any guarantee of success” sad Giles. "Any trained soldier knows thét.
Stand your ground, make every blow count, remember your training, and youll be fine. A trained soldier
with a blade is a match for any number of unarmed rabble.”

We stood shoulder to shoulder, our wegpons held out before us. Subway Sue sat down
suddenly insde the cirdle and covered her face with her hands. The scavengers were running towards us,
bounding across the broken ground, driving forward from every sde a once. Wave upon wave, in
numbers too greet to count. If thered been anywhere to run, I'd have run. But the bright pillar of light
seemed as far away as ever, and we were surrounded. So dl that was left was to stand and fight, and, if
need be, diewdl.

Hopefully, someone dse would find a way to get to the tower in time and stop it. |
wished...wdl. There were so many things | wished I'd done, or said. So many things | meant to do ...
but | suppose that's aways true, no matter when you die. | glanced a Moally, and we shared one last



swest, savage amile. And then the scavengers hit us.

They reached Giles fird, and he cut them down with effortless ease. His long blade swept back
and forth as though it was weightless, the incredibly keen edge didng through flesh and bone dike. Dark
blood spurted and the scavengers fdl, but they never made a sound. Giles laughed happily, doing what he
did best, and glorying iniit. Mr. Stab reached out casudly with his blade, cutting throats, piercing bellies,
stabbing eyes with graceful skill. He amiled too, but there was no human emation in his eyes, only a dark,
desperate need forever unsatified. The Sarjeant-at-Arms stamped and thrugt with bruta  efficiency,
killing everything that came within reach. He was frowning, as though engaged in necessary, distasteful
work.

Madlly and | fought sde by side, hacking and stabbing at the horribly unfinished creatures that
kept looming up before us. The scavengers had no sense of tactics, or even sdlf-preservation. They just
came a uswith clawed hands brittle as dead twigs, ther rotting eyes glowing, dark sdiva dripping from
their drcular mouths. There was nothing in them but the need to kill and feed. To drag us down and tear
us gpart, and never know or care who it was they were destroying.

The dead piled up around us, the flesh dready decaying, the dark blood eagerly soaked up by
the parched stone ground. My whole body ached from the srain of widding the sSlver blade without
pause or rest, of hacking and cutting through flesh like mud, that seemed to suck and catch at the blade. |
was bruised and cut, my clothes torn, sweat and blood running down my face. | could hear Mally
breething harshly beside me, and Giles snging some obscure battle song to my other side. There was
something dmogt inhumean about his chearful refusd to be stopped or even dowed by the impossible
numbers set before him. He killed and killed, and was dways ready for more, like a darving man a a
feadt. It crossed my mind then that, in some ways, Giles Deathstalker was even scarier than Mr. Stab.

And then suddenly, as though some unheard cry had been given, the scavengers retreated. One
moment they were attacking with dl their slent fury, and the next they were scrabbling away across the
dried-up plan, fdling back like a retreating tide. Giles flicked drops of black blood off hislong blade, and
then leaned on it. He looked around him, amiling at the piled-up bodies littered around us, and then
nodded briefly, as though contemplating a good day's work. Mally and | leaned on each other, breathing
hard.

"Theyll be back," Subway Sue said from behind us. | turned and glared at her.

"We have to get out of here. There must be away. Find it!"

"Yes" Sue sad dowly. "I have been communing with this place. It speaks to me. One of us mugt
make a stand here, so the others can get to the light.”

"Wha?' said Mally. "Where did that come from?*

Subway Sue looked at her tiredly. "l know the ways of hidden paths. | can see the rules here,
written into the dying world. If we dl stay, we dl die. One of us must make a stand, sacrifice themsdaves
for the sake of the others. So they can go."

"We should draw lots" said Giles.

"No," Sue said immediately. "It has to be awilling sacrifice. A positive act, set againg the entropy
of this place. It's not how far you walk, here. You could wak dl the days of your life, and never reach
the light. But you can draw it to you by a noble act. So which of us is ready to die, so the others can
live?"

"There has to be another way," sad Mally. "We don't abandon our own people. Tdl them,
Eddiel"

"Il gay," | sad.

"Wha?' Mally looked a me numbly.

"Il gay," | said. "Thiswas my misson, my idea. My responsibility.”

"Noitisnt!" Mally glared round &t the others. "Tdl him!"

"You can't day, Edwin,” said the Sarjeant-at-Arms cdmly. "The family needs you to take down
Truman and destroy the tower. Y ou're the man, these days. So I'll stay. | said anything for the family, and
the world, and | meant it. Y ou're dl going to be needed, where you're going. Y ou're specid. I'm not.”

"Sarjeant,” | said, but he cut me off with a look.



"Eddie, | want this. | want whet | do to matter, for once. To be the hero, not just the one who
trains them and sends them out. | dways dreamed of a last stand like this, defying impossible odds for a
noble cause. To save the family, and the world. So, get them out of here, Eddie. Take down Truman and
the tower. Make the family proud.”

He waked off without wating for an answer, heading draght for the nearest group of
scavengers. They watched him coming from their craters and crevices, and stirred uneedily. | gathered up
the others and we left him behind as we headed for the shining pillar of light, dready speeding towards
us | heard the scavengers scrabbling up out of their hiding places behind us, but | didn't look back. The
pillar of light swept through the surrounding scavengers, summoned by the price of awilling sacrifice. It
flared up before us, promisng hope and life and away out. But not for the Sarjeant-at-Arms. Mally and
Subway Sue plunged forward into the brilliant light and disappeared, followed by Giles and Mr. Stab.
And only | paused to look back and see the Sarjeant sanding firm againg a living tide of flaling, dawing
scavengers. He cut savagdy about him, throwing bodies to every side with the force of his blows. He
stood firm right up to the moment when they swarmed dl over him and dragged him down, and he
disappeared from sght. He never cried out once. And only then did | step into the light.

And that was how Cyril Drood died, fighting his enemies to the end, dying as a Drood should.
For the family. And the whole, damned, uncaring world.

When the light died away, | was back in my own world. It was night, but the moon was bright
and full, and the sky was packed full of stars that might last for millennia yet. My wounds were heded,
and | fdt strong again. The ar was bracingly cool, rich with scents, a pleasure to breath. | stamped my
feet on the dewy grass, ddighting inits solid presence beneath me. The whole night fdt dive, and so did
l.

| looked around, and realised for the firg time that the others weren't even looking a me. They
were gathered around a body lying on the ground. | hurried over to them. Mally was kneding on the
grass beside Subway Sue, who was dead. No mark on her; the scavengers didn't get her. But dead, just
the same. Mally looked up a me.

"Sue didn't makeit," she said dully. "Too much grain, too much magic; she never was strong.”

"I'm sorry,” | said.

"Not your fault,” said Mally. "She volunteered." She rose awkwardly to her fegt. "Well come
back for you, Sue. Later. We have work to do."

"Shell befine here” | said, because you have to say something.

Mally looked a me sharply. " Sue was my friend. She wasn't dways like this. You never saw her
in her prime, rich and glamorous and a name to be reckoned with."

"I know," | sad.

"Shewas my friend," said Mally. "She only got involved in this because | asked her to."

"Yes" | sad. "Lot of that going around.”

"The Sarjeant was a good man," said Giles Deathstalker. "He knew his duty, and he stood his
ground."

"Of course" | said. "He was a Drood."

| looked around again. We werein a great grassy fidd looking out over Stonehenge, about hdf a
mile awvay. There was no Sgn of Harry or Roger, or any of Truman's Accelerated Men.

"We have arrived only a moment after we departed,” said Giles.

"How can you tdl?' said Moally. "Even | can't read the night sky that accurately.”

"I can tdl because the clock implanted in my head just tarted working again,” said Giles.

"Smat arse," said Mally. She looked a me. "l wonder how Jacob and Jay are getting on”?"

"I doubt well ever know," | said. "It was one hdl of along shot. Either way, we can't depend on
them to save the day; we're here, 0 it's up to us™

"There's an entrance to an underground bunker, not far away,” Mr. Stab announced suddenly.
He pointed confidently out into the gloom. He realised we were dl saring a him and amiled briefly. "I



have many dbilities™ he said camly. "I just don't choose to display them unnecessarily. Shdl we go?*

"By dl means” | said. "Lead the way."

He nodded and strode off across the great open fidd, and we dl followed. | was quite happy to
have him lead. With the Sarjeant gone, | didn't want Mr. Stab behind me. He might be a part of this
mission, but | was never going to trust him. Not after Penny. He stopped abruptly, staring down at a part
of the fidd that appeared no different than any other. And then he stamped twice, hard, and a large
section of grass lifted dowly upwards as he stepped back, reveding a dark tunnd leading down. Mr.
Stab started forward, but | stopped him and took back the lead, while giving Madlly a sgnificant look. If
thisredlly was away into Truman's bunker, | didnt want Mr. Stab up front, meking decisions for the rest
of us. Mally could keep an eye on him.

Electric lights came on as we entered the tunnd, triggered by some hidden sensor. The wals
were curving beaten stedl, gleaming dully. Truman had a thing about sted. Persondly, | figured he'd just
Seen too many James Bond movies. But then, so had |. We walked down the sted corridor, which gave
way to another, equaly stark and bare and unadorned. Our feet clattered loudly on the grilled floor, and |
haf expected armed guards to appear a any moment, but no one came to investigate. No darms, no
rased voices...nothing. The whole place was unnaturdly quiet. Mally pushed in beside me, glaring about
her, so close | could fed the tenson in her too.

"This isnt right," she sad quigtly. "Truman's last base was cranvling with people. Where is
everyone?'

"Good quedtion,” | said. "Bear in mind, this isn't just a Manifest Degtiny base; it's dso a Loahly
Ones nes."

She didn't look & me. She had to know what | was thinking. There was a Loathly One indde
her, growing and developing. Who knew what it might do, now it was among its own kind at lagt.

| hoped we'd come across some armed guards soon. | redly fdt like taking out my frudtrations
on awhole bunch of poor helpless armed guards.

But as we rounded the last stedl corner, and glimpsed at last the firgt open space of the bunker, a
huge metd dab dammed down from the celing, shutting off the corridor and blocking our way with two
tons of solid sted. It hit the floor with a hdll of a bang, so loud | actudly winced, but ill no darms
sounded, and 4ill there was no clamour of raised voices demanding to know what the hdl was going on.
Where had everyone gone? What was Truman doing down here?

| subvocdised my activating Words, and then punched the air with joy as the golden armour
flowed smoothly over me. It was good to have it back. Good to fed fast and strong and fully dive again.
| hit the sted dab, putting al my armoured srength into it. My golden fig sank a good three inches into
the sted, but that was dl. | had to jerk my hand back out, an inch a atime | crouched down and
dammed both hands into the bottom edge of the dab, forcing my golden fingers deep into the metd, and
then strained with dl my strength to lift the massve dab. It shook and groaned but hardly raised an inch
off thefloor. | just didn't have the leverage. My golden fingers dipped dowly through the solid tedl like
thick mud, unable to find a purchase. | pulled my hands out and stepped back to glare at the dab, baffled
and frustrated.

"I do have an energy gun,” Giles Deathstalker said diffidently.

"No," | said immediatdy. "There's no tdling what kind of defences or booby traps Truman might
have set up here. Let's not make things worse than they dready are.”

Mally sniffed and elbowed me aside. "Men," she said scathingly. "If you can't hit it or shoot it,
you'e logt for an dternative.”

She stabbed an imperious finger at the sted dab, said two very old and potent Words of Power,
and the dab actudly shook dl over before rductantly rigng back up into its dot in the caling. Mally
amiled condescendingly back at me and Giles, no doubt ready to say something extremely cutting, and
that was when the machine guns opened up. Giles grabbed Mally and threw her to the floor, covering her
body with his own, ignoring her startled curses. | moved quickly to block the way, shidding everyone
with my armoured form. Bullets sprayed the corridor, but my armour absorbed everything that hit it. |
didnt even fed the impact. | strode dowly forward into the hal of bullets, and dmost immediatey



redised there weren't any guards. Just two automated machine guns, set to cover the end of the corridor
with suppressing fire, svivdling dowly back and forth on their gimbas. It looked like they were amost
out of bullets, but | was in the mood to hit something, so | ripped them both off their supports and
crumpled them in my golden hands. They both made satisfying squedling noises, and | threw them aside.
A blessed slencefdl across the corridor, gpart from Mally cussng out Giles Deathstaker as he tried to
help her to her fedt.

"I can protect mysdf, thank you very much,” she snarled. "I do not need to be dammed into the
floor by an overanxious, overmuscled drama queen!™

"Hneby me" sad Giles. "I'l just leave you to die, next time."

"I should,” | said. "It's less trouble, in the long run.”

"I'mfine by the way," said Mr. Stab. "Never doubted it," | said, not looking around. We made
our way dowly and cautioudy through the guts of Truman's underground base. Everything was a mess.
furniture overturned, papers scattered, doors left open to secure areas. There were no people anywhere.
Jugt empty rooms and abandoned corridors. Hdf the lights weren't working, and srange shadows
loomed up everywhere. As we got deeper in, we found workgations where computers and other
technology had been ripped apart and gutted. Great rents began appearing in the sted walls, long and
jagged as though made by claws, with wiring and cables hanging out like entrails from open wounds. And
the only sounds we heard in the whole base were the ones we brought with us.

Fndly, as we neared the centre of operations, we started finding bodies piled up in caredless
heaps, as though they'd just been dragged there and dumped, out of the way. The were Sgns of sruggle
now, to show they hadn't gone quietly to their deaths. Bullet holes in the walls, scorch marks from
grenades, the remains of improvised barricades. They'd put up a fight, only to end up like their
computers, torn apart, gutted; harvested. Broken open for ther parts. Whole organs were missing, and
hands, and eyes. Blood and discarded offd lay dl around, dill eaming and ginking on the coal, ill air.

Mr. Stab checked the bodies for details. No one else wanted to get close enough.

"They did this to complete their tower," | said, because someone had to put it into words.
"Technology and...organic components, to finish the job. Because they were in a hurry. Because they
knew we were coming.”

"Dont you dare blame yoursdf,” Mally said immediatdly. "None of this is your fault. Manifest
Dedtiny brought this on itsdf by dlying with the Loathly Ones. Come on, let's find Truman.”

"How do you know he's dill dive?' sad Giles.

"Because rats like hm dways find a hole to hide in," said Mally.

It didn't take long to track him down. We just followed the Sgns on the walls to his private office,
and sure enough there were more dead men piled up outside the locked and no doubt barricaded door.
A green light showed above the door, indicating that the leader was IN. And a sngle security camera
swivdled back and forth, looking us over with itslittle red light. | pounded on the door with my fig.

“You know who this is Truman. Surprigngly enough, I'm not here to kill you. In fact, I'm
probably your best chance of getting out of this mess dive. Open up, so we can tak about the Loathly
Ones™

"Go away!" screamed a voice from ingde, dill and cracked. “You can't fool me! You're not
people! Not anymore!™

"Thisis Edwin Drood, Truman. Now let mein, or I'll rip the door clean off its hinges™

There was a long pause, followed by something that might have been a chuckle. "A Drood has
come to save me. That it should come to this..."

There was the sound of furniture being dragged away from the door, and then after a bit the door
unlocked itsdlf. | pushed it open, and we dl filed into Truman's office. Once it might have been luxurious
even impressive, but now it looked like a bolt hole. The place was a mess, and it stank of sweat and fear.
Truman was gtting Hiffly behind his desk, hdf a dozen guns set out before him, though he had the sense
to keep his hands wel away from them. He held his head erect, no doubt braced by implants, to support
what held done to himsdf, to his head and his brain. Truman believed in the gains to be made from
extengve trepanation, or the making of holes in the skull to dlow the brain to expand. So hed drilled a



dozen holes in his skull and then inserted long sted rods deep into his brain. The great sted spikes
protruded from his head, radiating in awide cirdle connected by a stedl hoop, like a metd hdo. This was
supposed to make him smarter than the average human, but | couldn't say I'd ever seen any evidence of
it. Truman looked pale and drawn, with eyes like a hunted animd. He managed a shaky amile for me and
Moally.

"Jug when | think things couldn't possibly get any worse, you two turn up.”

"Tdl us what happened,” Mally said flatly. "And then well decide whether your miserable arse is
worth saving. What have you done here, Truman?'

"I never wanted to dly Manifest Destiny with the Loathly Ones,” he said, looking at his hands so
he wouldn't have to look at us. "They are everything | hate and despise. But after you destroyed my old
organisation, | had to go underground, and my advisors inssted that we needed powerful support if we
were to protect oursaves while we rebuilt. And they came to me, the Loathly Ones, and said dl the right
things and promised me the world and everything iniit, if | would just let them build one of their damned
towers here. | knew the risks, can't say | didn't, but | was so sure | could control them, use them, and
then destroy the tower before they could do anything with it... | was afool. They infected my people one
by one, garting with my advisors, so | only heard what they wanted me to hear. The firs | knew
something was wrong was when the infected drones suddenly attacked the rest of my people, right here
inmy own base." He amiled suddenly, an odd, crooked amile. "They even infected me. Oh yes. One of
my oldest friends did it, putting their filthy presence ingde me. But | killed him, and then | killed it. Killed
it dead. My augmented brain was more than a match for the smal, weak thing they put in my head. | ate
it, and savoured its dying screamsin my mind."

He actudly laughed out loud then, enjoying the memory, and only sobered as he took in the
expressons on our faces. "Of course, by then it was too late. My people had been taken over or
butchered, my base had been torn apart to provide the find materid for their ginking tower. But | shall
dill have the last laugh! Oh yed! | have a secret weapon, secretly prepared for the day they might rise up
agang me. The Soul Gun...Only I have the access codes. No one ese can get to it, or fireit. Let them
activate ther tower! | shdl activate my Soul Gun, drain dl the power out of the Soul of Albion, and use it
to banish the Loathly Ones from thisworld forever!"

He glared around at us triumphantly, but Mally and | were dready sheking our heads.

"Wont work," | said. “Your trouble is, you never did take the trouble to work out what the Soul
of Albion redly is It's not just a thing, an object you can use. The Soul fdl to earth from a higher
dimenson, just like the Drood Heart. It might even be a splinter that broke off from the Heart during its
descent. Strictly speaking, the Soul is a baby crysd intdligence, only centuries old, too young to have
developed a full persondity. It protects England, because this is what it thinks of as home. You try and
drain its power, suck dl the life out of it, and itll just destroy you and your base, and go back to deep
agan."

"And even if you could make it work," said Mally, "do you redly think one baby crystd could
hope to hold back the Invaders, the Many-Angled Ones, the Hungry Gods? You do know that's whet
the tower is designed to bring here?'

"No," said Truman. "No, no ... You're just trying to frighten me..."

"Trug me" | sad. "Were dready scared enough. We have to destroy the tower before the
Invaders come through. Where isit?'

An darm went off, desfeningly loud in the amdl office. We dl jumped. Trumen stabbed at the
controls on his desktop, and a monitor screen flared into life on the wall, showing Harry Drood and
Roger Morningstar moving cautioudy through the underground base. They'd findly got here. | had to
gmile Harry would so hate coming second.

"Damn," said Mally. "In dl the excitement I'd forgotten about them."

"I haven't forgotten about dl the Droods they brought with them," | said. | fixed Truman with a
cold stare. “Your Acceerated Men, and your damned Soul Gun, killed hundreds of my family.”

He amiled spitefully a me. "I only wish it could have been more. Y ou brought me to this, brought
me so low | had to dly mysalf with alien scum! Everything that's happened here is your fault, Drood!"



"Oh, shut up, you wimp," said Mally, and the sheer distaste in her voice stopped him like a dap
inthe face. She moved around beside the desk, found the generd address, and cdled Harry and Roger
by name. They both looked up, startled, and Madlly grinned as she gave them directions to join usin
Truman's office,

"Excueme" Giles Deathstaker said quietly, "but what is that thing on his head?"

"Cutting-edge technology,” | said solemnly.

Gilesraised an eyebrow. "In my day we find it more ussful to put the technology indde the head.
Mind you, we aso find it useful to shoot overambitious idiots like this on 9ght.”

Harry and Roger findly found their way to Truman's office and barged right in without knocking.
Harry looked a me and sniffed loudly.

"Might have known you'd find away to be here for the end, and grab dl the glory for yoursdf."

"That'sright,” | said. "Because I'm <0 like you, Harry."

"Boys, boys" said Mally. "Put them away or I'll cut them off. We are on something of a deadline
here... Truman's going to take us to the tower."

“You do know he's infected?' said Roger.

"l used to be" Truman said haughtily. "I destroyed it with my augmented brain.”

"Actudly, no,” sad Roger, looking thoughtfully a Truman. "With my amazing demon X-ray
vison, | can Seeit'sdill in there. Hdll, | can practicdly amdl it, it's so advanced. It just et you think you'd
destroyed it, so it could grow and influence you undetected. Sorry. Ther€'s never any cure, once you're
infected.”

"Never?' said Mally.

"Not a chancein Hdl," said Roger, 4ill looking a Truman.

Trumen started to say something, and then stopped. He looked distracted, as though ligening to
someinner voice. And then he looked at us, looking a him, and his face firmed.

"Kill me" he said. "I will die a human being, and mysdf; not some damned dien thing. Kill me”

"Glad to," said Roger Morningdtar.

He leaned over the desk, grabbed the sted hdo connecting Truman's implanted spikes, and
ripped it away. Truman screamed piteoudy, in pain and shock. Roger grabbed the spikes and pulled
them, out one by one. They came out in sudden jerks, inch by inch, under his demonic strength,
accompanied by gouting blood and bits of brain, and the sound of cracking, splintering bone. Truman
was screaming congtantly by now, an dmost animd-like sound, his arms flalling helplesdy, but none of us
moved forward to stop Roger. | wanted to look away, but | made mysdf wetch it dl as punishment. By
the time it was over, Truman was dumped forward over his desk, his head torn apart, twitching dowly as
the lagt of his life went out of him. Roger studied the last spike closdy, as though it might hold secrets,
then just shrugged and tossed it aside.

Harry glared a him. "There was no need for it to be that bruta!”

"Oh, no need," sad Roger. "But it was fun" He amiled a& me “You can't tdl us you never
dreamed of doing that, Eddie.”

"No," | said. "l never dreamed of doing anything like that, hellspawn."

"Ohwadl," said Roger. "No point crying over spilled brains”

"I could kill the hdlgpawn for you, if you like" said Mr. Stab.

He might have been discussang the weeather. Roger started to say something, looked a Mr. Stab,
and thought better of it.

"Thanks for the thought,” | said. "But no."

"We have to get to the tower," said Mally, her voice cold and focused. "It's not far. | can fed its
presence with my magics™

"Then leed the way," | said.

We followed Mally through the maze of sted corridors, and down into the deepest part of the
underground bunker, until we were in a greet sted-walled chamber directly under the standing Stones of
Stonehenge. And there it was, sunk deep into a pit hollowed out of the bare earth; tdl and complex and
unneturdly shaped, the last tower of the Loathly Ones. There wasn't room to build it high, so they'd sunk



it deep. We could only see the top twenty feet or so, a jagged structure of dien technology combined
with flesh and blood. Metd and crystd seamlesdy fused with living parts. We dl circled dowly around
the exposed top of the tower, our feet Snking into the wet earth. This close, there was no doubt the thing
was dive, inits own awful way. It was dive and it was aware. It knew we were there...and it didn't care.
It was complete and it was activated, We'd arrived too late.

Already a gateway was forming, an opening to another place. | couldn't see or heer it, but | could
fed it on some deeper, primd leve: like a great eye watching me, like a wound in the world, like a door
into Hell. Like a great cold wind blowing right a me from a direction | couldn't name, chilling me down to
the soul. Sowly | became aware of sounds too. | don't think | was hearing them with my ears. Voices,
howling, screaming, laughing, coupled with the sounds of tearing flesh and great Sege engines damming
together forever. All the sounds of Hel on earth.

Moally grabbed me by the am and shook me fiercdy, and | came to mysdf again. Harry and
Roger and Giles and even Mr. Stab were dill garing wide-eyed and entranced at the forming gateway,
as strange energies swirled and coa esced around the tower.

"Weve got to do something!” said Mally. "The gateway's opening! They're coming!"

"I guess Jacob and Jay never got through after dl,” | said numbly.

"Eddie... !"

"I know," | said. "l know." | looked at her. "How do you fed, Mally?'

"I'mdill me" she said, medting my gaze squardly. "But | don't know for how much longer.”

"Then let's do it | said. | reached into my jacket pocket and brought out Janissary Jane's
wegpon of lagt resort, the Deplorable End. It dill didn't look like much.

"Do we have the right to destroy our whole universe, just to wipe out the Hungry Gods?' sad
Molly.

"Hdl no," said Roger unexpectedly. He'd torn his atention away from the tower and was now
looking at the thing squatting on my pam. "Is that what | think it is? Eddie, you can't use it. Not while
theres dill a chance, any chance..."

| had to smile. "A demon who dill believesin hope. Now I've seen everything.”

"I believe in him," said Roger, looking a Harry. "l have to hope...that we can find a way to be
together. Not even ahdf demon is automaticaly damned for dl time. Y ou have to save the world, Eddie,
S0 we can have a place to grow old in."

"If the Hungry Gods come through, they'll destroy this world and everything in it," said Molly.
"And then move on, from world to world, urtil there isn'tt aliving thing left anywhere. That's what they do.
Cogmic locugts.”

"I have no intention of destroying this universe, or this world," | said. "l never did. | think...I'l
wait till the gateway has opened enough, and then I'll go through it into their universe, their world; and
blow it dl to shit before they can come through.”

“You're not going in there done" Mally said immediatdy. “Youll need my magics just to survive
intheir world long enough to press the button. | won't let you die done.”

"Madly..."

"What reason have | got to live without you?' said Molly. "What reason have | got to live, as |
an?'

"And you're going to need me" sad Giles Deathstdker. He had Harry and Mr. Stab by the
ams, pulling them away from the tower. They were both shaking ther heads, coming to themsdves
agan. Giles looked a me cdmly. "Youll need me to hep you survive and operate in an dien
environment. You're not used to that. | am."

"Hneby me" said Harry, blinking his eyes hard, careful not to look directly at the tower. "Roger
and | and Mr. Stab will stay here, and...guard the Stuation.”

"Quiteright,” said Mr. Stab. "'l know my limitations" He nodded brigfly to me. “You, of course,
are a Drood, and therefore have no limitations. Everyone knows that.”

| looked at Giles. "I didn't bring you here, across thousands of years, jus so you could die
fighting for someone else's cause.”



He shrugged eeslly. "I am a warrior. Fghting is what | do. And besides, this is about family as
wdl as saving humanity. Y ou took mein, made me fed like one of you. | never knew that before. Never
redly had a family, before. You taught me the worth of duty and honour and responghility. You have
shown me what it redly isto be aman. To be a Drood, and a Deathstalker. So | will fight, and if need be
die, for what you gave me. Anything, for the family.”

Roger looked around sharply, gaing at the tower. "It knows we're planning something. It's just
put out some kind of cal, or darm...summoning something.”

We dl looked around sharply as, from back ingde the bunker, we heard something moving. The
sound of bodies rigng up, and dow dragging feet...and | just knew what it had to be. All the dead
bodiesin Truman's base, raised up by the tower's power, and summoned to defend it in its time of need.
The dead, cdled to strike down the living. | grinned at Harry.

"Looks like you're going to have to guard the Stuation after dl. Hold your ground, keep those
things back, for aslong as you can. Just in case the three of us can find a way to come home. You never
know."

"Il hold this ground till you return, or Hdll freezes over,” said Harry. "'l may be a bit of a bastard,
but I'm Hill a Drood. Aslong as there's afragment of hope left, I'll wait here for you to return.”

The gateway opened around the tower, unfolding and unfolding like some monstrous dien flower.
Its shape made no sense a dl, but | could sense something behind and beyond it. Something becoming
reder by the moment. | walked forward into the cascading energies, with Mally Metcaf on one side and
Giles Deathsta ker on the other, and the world fdl away behind us.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN High Tenson

The new place hit melike a hammer, driving me to my knees. Just the weight of the world was so
much more than | could stand. It was like being ingde a ghoulville, only much more and far worse. The
sky blazed with a fierce light, blindingly bright, as though the whole sky was a sun. The air was packed
with a hundred scents, so rich and foul and intense that they fought to fill my head. Sounds everywhere,
sharp and cuiting, deep and disturbing, shuddering through my flesh and reverberating in my bones, as
though someone was scraping their nails down my soul. | hugged mysdf tightly to keep from flying apart.
| looked down to save mysdf from the incandescent sky, and the ground beneath me heaved and
squirmed, covered with overcomplicated shapes that might have been vegetation or insects or something
ese entirdy. There was so much detall my eyes watered, trying to cope with it dl. Everything in this new
world beat with life, asif even the ground and the stones were dive and aware, everything pulsating with
an gppdling aggressive vitdity. There was movement dl around me, swift and sharp, as though nothing
here ever rested, even for a moment.

Wecome to the higher dimension. Welcome to the greater world. Welcome to the home of the
Hungry Gods. It wasdl | could do not to puke.

| felt as much as saw Mally fal to her knees beside me, shaking and shuddering from the shock
of the trangition. | grabbed blindly for her, and she grabbed me, and we dung tightly together for comfort.
Overpowered by a redity and a world we were never equipped to ded with. In this higher dimension,
everything was just too hig, too red, too insandy complicated. We'd have been log if it hadn't been for
Giles Deathgtalker. Just as held said, his experience of surviving dien worlds gave him enough of an edge
to help him cope. He crouched beside us, spesking cdmly and soothingly, his voice coming dearly to us
as the only sane and normd thing in this new existence.

"It's just another place" he said. "The details change, but that's dl. You can cope. You can
adapt. Because you're human, and that's what humans do. We rall with the punch, and we come back
fighting. If you can't cope with what you're seeing, let your mind trandate it into something you can cope
with. You're stronger than you think, Eddie, Molly. No matter how weird things get here, remember; it's
just another place.”



Hisvoice, his cdm sanity, were alifdine | could ding to, something | could use to ground mysdif.
Sowly | built a shdl of defiance around me, refusng to be beaten down by the sheer loudness of the
place, and bit by bit | got control of my senses. Until findly | was able to get to my feet again, and Mally
with me. We were both breathing hard, and ill dinging to each other for mutud support, but we were
back in the game. It might be a very smdl thing to be human, in this largest of worlds, but even the
gmdles insect can pack adeadly ing. A deplorable ging.

"Aslong as the gateway remains open, and we gtick close to it, we bring some of our world here
with us" said Mally. "Jugt like on the Damnation Way. It... insulates us, from the ful force of the
experience.”

"Wl thank the good God for that," | said. "l redly don't think | could cope with the full-on
experience. It's like everything here has been cranked up to deven.”

“Itisabit of agran," sad Giles "And I've been around.”

"We need to do what we came here to do, whilewe dill can,” | said. "Madlly, | think...Madlly?'

"Oh hit," said Mally.

| forced mysdf to raise my eyes from the ground and looked where she was looking. | heard
Giles gasp as he saw them too. They were dl around us. The Invaders, the Many-Angled Ones, the
Hungry Gods. Huge and vadt, living things big as mountains. They existed in more than just three physicd
dimengons a once, so my mind interpreted their appearance as a series of overlapping images, dways
aubtly shifting, never quite the same twice. Ther aspect strobed in my head, as much an impresson as an
image. There were circles of them, rank upon rank, impossble numbers, stretching as far away into the
distance as | could bear to look. Waiting.

They rose up into the sky, dl of them moving dowly but inexorably forward. Towards the
gateway, dill pulsating and unfolding behind us. Looking up at them gave me vertigo, as though | might
suddenly be plucked off my feet and sent hurtling up into the unbearable sky. | couldn't tdl what the living
mountains were made of; only that it was vile and awful, like sentient cancers, with implications my mind
didn't dare consider. They had no obvious limbs, or sense organs, but | knew they knew we were there.
Smdl as we were in comparison, they saw us, and knew us, and hated us.

There was so much more to them than my limited human mind could cope with, more than | was
capable of comprehending. | knew that. | made mysdf concentrate on what my eyes were showing me.
They were vast and they were ancient and they were mongters. Their nature blazed forth from them,
unhidden by any trace of self-deception. They knew whet they were, what they had made of themsdves,
and they gloried init. They were evil, evil as an dmost pure concept, hating everything that wasn't them.
Because the only thing they wouldn't or couldn't feed on was each other. They ate life, and not just for
sustenance, but for the sheer joy of destroying it. Antigods, concerned only with consuming cregtion.

"How do we fight...that?" | said.

“You dont,” said Mally.

| looked quickly around a her, disturbed a something in her voice, and saw something else
looking back at me through Moally's eyes. She looked...different, her whole face suffused with a new
persondity. She even hdd hersdf differently, as though new things were forming ingde her, changing her
shape and her balance. Giles swore softly beside me and reached for his sword. | gestured urgently for
him to stop, and then gave the new Mally my ful atention. 1 knew what had happened. The Loathly
Ones were only ever extengons of the Hungry Gods, and this close to the red thing, the drone insde
Mally had awakened and taken control.

"That's right," said Mally. It didn't sound like her a dl. She amiled in a way Mally never would
have, her gaze full of hate and spite. "I'min the driving seat now. Mally's having a little ngp while | tak to
you. I've done this before, you know, when | killed Subway Sue. Oh yes, that was me. So smple and
easy, and no one even noticed. Didn' it strike you as just a bit suspicious, her dying so suddenly? For no
good reason? No? Wdl, you musin't blame yoursdlf, Eddie. Y ou've had alot on your mind."

She dtretched dowly, luxurioudy, in a not entirdy humen way. "It's good to be out in the open,
instead of trapped indde such a amdl and limited thing, watching the world from behind her eyes and
meking my plans. I'm not strong enough to take over yet, to subsume her mind and soul in mine. I'm



more...potentid, than actua. But you should never have brought me here, Eddie. You never should have
brought me home"

"How long have you been...switching her off, and taking over?' | said. My mouth was dry, but |
fought to keep my voice steady.

"Not long. It hasn't been easy, corrupting Mally from within, protected as she is by her magics
and the terms of the various unpleasant bargains she made in return for power. You wouldn't believe
some of the things she's done, and some of the things she had to promise, so she could become the wild
witch of the woods. | think you suspected me, didn't you, Eddie, but you never asked because you didntt
want to know. Still, no need to worry about that now; | will become her, and she will be just another
drone sarving the Masters, for aslong as she lasts.”

"Why kill Subway Sue?' | said. "She was your friend."

"Not my friend, Eddie. Dear Sue had to go, because she might eventudly have redised you could
use the Damnation Way to access the higher redms. And we don't like viditors here. We redly don't.”

"Why kill Sebagtian?' | said.

"That wasn't me, swedtie" said the thing insgde Mally. "Why would | kill one of us? Now, hand
over the wesgpon. The box. The Deplorable End. Your quest is over, your misson a falure, your war at
anend.”

"I can't do that," | said. "Mdlly wouldn't want me to."

A dSlver blade appeared in Mally's hand, and she put the edge to her own throat. It was the
arthame, its supernaturdly sharp edge dready cutting the skin so that blood coursed down her neck.
Mally smiled, her eyes full of a vicious glee. "Do as you're told, little human, or I'll cut my throat. And
after she's dead, I'll take the box from you anyway."

"Youreredly ready to die?' sad Giles.

"l can't die. | am part of a grester thing. Y ou wouldn't understand. | exist only to serve a function.
Give me the box, Eddie, and you can have her back. For awhile™

"Sheld rather die" | said, "than become you. She'd die happily, if it meant she could take you and
your masters with her." 1 dowly raised my right hand to show her the flat slver box with itsred button. "If
| press this button, this whole place goes away, forever. A second Big Bang, to end a universe. No more
here, no more you, no more Hungry Gods. Mally would see her degth as a triumph, to bring that about.”

"Areyou sure?' sad the thing, in a voice so like the real Mally it cut me to the heart.

“Yes" | said. "I'm pretty sure she came here expecting to die. And | think perhaps | did too. We
never redly thought we'd find our way back again. And at least this way, we could go out together.”

"And just when were you planning on tdling me this?* said Giles

| looked a him. "You can dill get away. Gateway's dill there, ill open. You've done dl tha
could be asked of you, hdd Mally and me together long enough so that we can do what's necessary.”

"No," said Giles. "There's a better way. Give me the Deplorable End.”

"What?' | said.

"Il doit," sad Giles

"Excuse me" said the drone ingde Mally. "But | am 4ill holding a very sharp knife to my throat.”

"Take Mally back through the gateway," said Giles. "I'll do the business with the button, blow up
the Hungry Gods, bring down the curtain. With them destroyed, the Loathly Ones should dl perish too,
induding the one ingde your Mally. Y ou can both have alife together, Eddie. My gft to you." He amiled
briefly. "For showing me things | never would have believed possible. For taking me into your family.
And because...l have never had, never known, what you and Mally have and know."

"I thought....you said something about womean trouble, back in your time?' | said.

"Oh, there were dways women,” said Giles Deathgtalker. "Comes with the territory, when you're
Warrior Prime. But never anyone specia. Never anyone who mattered. So take your Mally and go. |
can do this. In fact, | have to do this. Someone has to shut the gateway from this side, to make sure the
universe-destroying energies don't blow back through the opening into your world. I've got some energy
grenades that should do the trick; disrupt the energy matrix and collapse the hole

"I didn't bring you back al these years just so you could die” | said.



"Maybe you did," sad Giles. "Who knows? Time plays strange tricks on dl of us"

"I have a dagger at my throat!" ydled Mally.

Giless am snapped out and he snatched the dagger right out of her hand. "No, you havent.
Now behave yoursdf."

Madlly glared a him, and then a me, her eyes darkening dangeroudy. “You redly think you can
thresten Gods with a mechanism? With your little box full of clockwork?”

"Only one way to find out,” said Giles. "Give me the box, Eddie.”

"It won't work," said Mally. "We won't et it work. Nothing happens here that we do not dlow.”

And then we dl looked up, artled, as a new sound entered the higher dimension; a triumphant
howl like a greaet seam whistle, Dopplering down from some unimaginable distance. The heavens Folit
apart, and the Time Train came thundering across the brilliant sky, hammering over the very tops of the
mountainous Hungry Gods. A big black beast of an old-fashioned steam train, its engine roaring, strange
energies sparking and cascading dl around it, marking itstrail across the sky with a rainbow of discarded
tachyons.

Jay and Jacob Drood, the living and dead man, had made it through after dl.

The Hungry Gods cried out, a terrible, unbearable sound, full of rage and mdice and spite,
outraged that something from a lower world should dare force its way into their hidden home. Ivor blew
his seam whidle defiantly, a sharp, clear sound. The Time Tran was fdling now, descending a a
controlled speed...and then it just stopped, hanging there, as time itsdf dammed to a hdt. Nothing
moved anywhere, everything was quiet, and suddenly the ghost of Jacob Drood was sanding right in
front of me, amiling his old crafty amile

He reached out sharply and prodded Mally on the forehead with his forefinger. She swayed
suddenly and shook her head.

"Wha?' she said. "Wha just happened? Eddie, why are you looking a melike that? And Jacab,
what are you doing here?'

"Saving the day!" Jacob said grandly. "I just hit your reset button. Don't know how long itll last,
S0 pay attention. | have things to tell you."

"What are you doing here?' | said. "I mean, why aren't you up in the Time Train?"

"I am," sad Jacob. "I'm up there and I'm down here. It's amazing what you can learn to do when
you're dead. Being in two places a the same timeis child's play when you don't have a materid body to
worry about. Well, | do now, but Jay'sin charge of that." His ancient face grew serious as he glanced up
a lvor the Time Engine, hanging suspended in the avful sky above the living mountains. "Ligten, time will
dart up agan any moment. Ivor can't hold this for long, not againgt the combined will of the Hungry
Gods, even with dl the extra power hel's accumulated during his long trip. Oh, the places weve been,
Eddie, and the things we've seen...It's amuch bigger universe than any of us ever expected. Now, when
time gtarts up again I'll be back aboard Ivor, and then Jay and | will steer the Time Train down to a
probably apocalyptic impact right in the midst of the Hungry Gods. And dl the tempora energies he's
holding will be discharged in one dmighty explosion. Not enough of a bang to destroy the Hungry Gods,
but quite enough to set off the Deplorable End, no matter how hard the Invaders try to suppress it. So,
you can't be here, Eddie”

"Butif the gateway's left open ..." said Giles.

"We can spare enough energy to close it, just before the crash," said Jacob. "Ivor's a remarkably
sophigticated machine, once you learn to speak his language. He's capable of far more than was ever
asked of him. He doesn't want to die...but he's a Drood, and he understands duty. He's very pragmatic,
for a steam engine. And, of course, | have to be here. Both of me. I've arranged things with Ivor so that
hewill use some of the time energies to ensure that my desth works out the way it should. On impact, Jay
will die but his spirit will be sent back in time, to become the family ghost. And I... will be st free at last.
Togoon ... and make trouble there, too. I'm quite looking forward to it."

"Doesit have to be thisway?' | said. "Aren't there any other options?"

"Werre lucky to have this one, Eddie" Jacob said kindly. "The Hungry Gods will be destroyed,
the world will be saved. We don't redly have aright to expect any more™" He looked a Giles. "Theres



even enough spare tempord energy to send you home, boy. All the way back to the future. Just stand by
the box, and trust me. Close your eyes, if it heps” He turned back to me. "Good-bye, Eddie. You
aways were a good friend. And the son | never had...Don't stop giving the family hell, just because I'm
not around to prompt you.”

"Good-bye, Jacob," | sad. "l wigh..."

"l know," he said.

He disappeared, and Ivor's defiant steam whigtle sounded again, griking right through the raised,
awvful damour of the Hungry Gods. The Time Train was plummeting through the incandescent sky, trailing
tachyon steam as it headed remorsdesdy for the living mountains. Giles hdd out his hand for the
Deplorable End, and | gave him the box. He hefted it once and smiled briefly.

"Good-bye, Eddie. Good-bye, Mdlly. I've enjoyed my time with you. It's been....interesting.”

"Good-bye, Giles™ | said. "And wherever you go, and wherever you end up, remember, you're
dill family.”

| took Mally by the am and headed for the gateway. It snapped shut before me, gone in a
moment. And Mally jerked her arm out of my hand. She laughed exultantly, her face and her body no
longer her own again.

“Youll never get out of here! We have shut down the gateway; you're trapped here with ud
Jacob will never destroy thisworld as long as you're dill here!™

"Of course hewill," | said. "He's a Drood.”

“Yes" sad Giles. "Nothing matters but family, honour, and duty. | understand that now."

The Time Tran was dropping fast, hammering towards the surface, accderating dl the while
Wild energies exploded around the steam engine as the living mountains struggled to dow or stop it. But
wherever Ivor had been, hed become so strong that even the Hungry Gods couldn't touch him. He
howled down out of the sky, and | swear | saw Jacob and Jay leaning out the black cab, laughing and
chearing like schoolboys.

There had to be away out of this. There had to be away. We couldn't have come thisfar, just to
die now. | pushed Mdlly into Giless ams, and he held her securely while she fought him and snarled
curses and threats. | searched my pockets with both hands, looking for something, anything, that could
hep. | was never short of gadgets, the Armourer saw to that. But nothing | had on me could help me
here. | should have asked Uncle Jack for something specia before | Ieft, but he was dways saying |
never used what he gave me anyway ...

| stopped, and looked a my wrist. And there was the teleport bracelet held given me, that 1'd
never got around to trying because | was dways too busy. Just a short-range jump, but if it could tap into
the remaining energies of the gateway ... | grabbed Mally out of Giless arms, ydled him a quick
good-bye, and then threw both Mally and me into the place where the gateway had been, while ydling
the Words that activated the bracelet. A very amdl space unfolded between us and swalowed us up.
Madlly diffened in my arms, her voice aoruptly shut off. | glanced back a Giles. He was waving
good-bye, the sted box in his hand.

Behind him, | saw Ivor the Time Train come crashing down into the midst of the living mountains,
his seam whidtle blowing defiantly to the last. There was a concerted scream from the Hungry Gods, and
then a great light and a greater sound, and a wave of energy blew me back through the gateway, with
Madlly inmy arms.

EPILOGUE

Arriving back in our own world was like coming home again, after long years away. Everything
fdt so right, so normd and so welcoming. Truman's underground base dammed into place around us,
and Madlly and | hit the ground hard, ralling dong in a flal of limbs, leaves blown on the wind of an



other-dimensond storm. We skidded to a hdlt right a the edge of the great pit Truman had dug to hide
his tower, and for atimewe just lay there together, battered and bruised and bresthing hard. Mally was
hersdf again, and she dung to me like shed never let me go. We were home again, back where we
belonged, and | fdt so good | would have laughed out loud if 1'd only had the energy.

Madlly and | dowly got to our feet, hdping each other, and only looked round vagudy & the
sound of approaching footsteps. Harry Drood and Roger Morningstar were running up the corridor.
They both looked happy to see us, which was a fird. They crashed to a hdt before us, and Harry
grabbed my hand and shook it hard in both of his “Y ou're back! Findly! Where the hdl have you been?’
sad Harry, dill pumping my hand. "Weve been waiting here for you for aged™

"We were beginning to wonder if you'd ever show up,” sad Roger. "Oh hdl," | sad. "Not
another time lapse. | should have expected it, if Ivor was involved...All right, how long have we been
away thistime?'

"Almost twelve hourd" said Harry.

"We were becoming quite concerned,” said Roger. "Well, | say we, but..."

"Twdve hours?' | said. "That's not bad, for Ivor. Tweve hours | can live with. Harry, I'd quite
like that hand back now, please. Thank you. | take it from that doppy grin on your face tha we
succeeded. What's been happening while we were avay?'

"Every Loahly One in the world is dead," sad Harry. "All gone, from every nest in every
country. It was clear you must have succeeded in your misson, and we were safe now from the Hungry
Gods, so we set up a detall here to wait for your return. | volunteered to take firg shot. The Matriarch
sad someone would be waiting here for you to come back, no matter how long it took."

"Forever, if necessary,” said Roger. "The Matriarch was mogt firm on the matter. Sentimentd old
thing."

"Grandmother dways did have a taste for the big gesture,” | said. | looked at the tower, inits pit.
Thething was obvioudy dead. It was dowly mdting, its sted and technology and living parts dl dipping
and diding away, rotting and fdling gpart. Sumping dowly back into the pit Truman had dug for it, and |
couldn't think of a better place to bury it.

"I fed like hdl," Mally said abruptly. She shook her head, as though to clean out the cobwebs,
and then winced. "Damn! 1t fedls like someone took a dump inmy head...Did | hear you right? We killed
the Hungry Gods? | can't seem to remember much about what happened on the other side..."

"Probably jugt the stress of dimensond trave,” | said quickly. "Bound to play hdl with the

"At least you aren't infected anymore™ said Roger. "The Loathly One that was growing insde
you is completdy gone."

Wedl looked a him. "Mally was infected?' said Harry.

"How long have you known?' | said.

"Almog from the beginning,” said Roger. “You can't hide something like that from my superior
half-demon senses.”

"Then why didn't you say anything?' said Molly.

"None of my busness" Roger sad eesly. “Your magics were doing a perfectly good job of
suppressing it, and it was clear Eddie knew about it... Besdes, | was interested to see wha would
happen.”

"And just when were you planning on tdl me?' said Harry. "No one ever tdls me anything..."

"SO I'm just me agan?' said Mally. She grinned suddenly. "Any more of this and Il dart
bdieving in happy endings”

"Where's Giles?' said Roger. "Didn't he make it?"

"Giles has gone home" | said. "l hope. Where is Mr. Stab?"

"Here" sad the cdm, cold voice of the immorta serid killer. He appeared from behind the
decaying tower, and nodded briefly to Mally and me. "I've been sudying the tower as it dies. Most
fascinating. I've cut out afew particularly interesting bits for souvenirs. The odd eyebdl and so on. | hope
no one objects.”



"Y ouve been doing that for twelve hours?' said Moally.

"Jud filling in time" said Mr. Stab. "I knew you'd be back. And | wanted to say good-bye,
before | left. | won't be going back to the Hal. Theré's nothing there for me now, with Penny dead, and
I'm sure mogt of the family will bear a grudge. Present company included.”

"I trusted you!" said Mally. "I vouched for you!"

“You redly should have known better,” said Mr. Stab. "The damned, above dl, mus be true to
their nature. If | thought anyone could actudly kill me, | might go back with you, but asitis ... | will go
back into the world again, and wak up and down in it, and do terrible things...because | must. Until
findly | do something so awful, youll have to find a way to destroy me. Good-bye, everyone. Until we
megt agan..."

He bowed briefly, turned, and walked away. We let im go. What ese could we do?

"At least Manifest Dedtiny is finished now," said Harry after a while. "Truman's dead, dong with
dl his people here, and the base is destroyed. One less evil in the world to worry about.”

"Dont be naive, Harry," Mally sad tiredly. "Manifest Dedtiny is an ides, a philosophy. It1l dways
be around, in some form or another. Ther€ll aways be smdl, bitter people ready to follow some
charigmatic leader who promises them peace and happiness through judtified violence and the killing of
scapegoats.”

"But that's a matter for another day,” | sad firmly. "Come on; let's go home."

The Melin Glass appeared abruptly before us, opening out onto the War Room. We filed
through, and everyone there burst into applause, cheering my name and Mally's. The Armourer was
waiting to greet us.

"Knew you'd be back," he said gruffly. "Never doubted it. What was the higher dimengion like?
What did the Hungry Gods look like? Did you bring me back any interesting souvenirs?'

"Hdlo, Unde Jack," | said. "Good to be back."

There had to be a great celebration, of course. The family has dways been big on ceremonies
and celebrations. So after Mally and | had gone straight to bed and dept the clock round, word was sent
that we were expected in the balroom. We dressed up in our best and went dong to find pretty much the
whole damned family gathered in one place, dancing and drinking and feedting, in jubilant celebration that
the world wasn't going to end &fter dl. They looked as though they'd been at it for some time, too. The
noise was deafening. Strange had manifested his rosy glow up by the high celing, and was broadcasting
dance music out of nowhere. People were dancing wildly, drinking fredy, and chattering loudly together
as they devoured the wide array of food lad out on buffet tables lining al four walls.

And then everything stopped as we entered, and everyone turned to cheer us, dapping their
hands and slamping their feet, and badcaly going out of their minds just a the sght of us. The sheer
volume and sentiment was so overwhelming, | practicaly blushed. | nodded diffly, amiled, and waved
tentatively. Mally smiled sweetly and basked init al. Mally had never been bashful in her entire life

We made our way into the ballroom, and everyone went sraight back to dancing and drinking
and egting. We've dways been a very pragmatic family. The Matriarch had wanted Mally and me to be
the guests of honour, with speeches and presentations and the like, but | had put my foot down. This was
a celebration by the family, of the family. We dl did our part. We dl did our duty.

Mdlly and | wandered adong a buffet table, trying a little of this and a little of that. Most of the
food on display was the usud party nibbles, family style. Mally loved the pate-stuffed baby mice on
cocktall sticks, and | was quite taken with the baby octopus stuffed with caviar. Then there was lemming
mousse, deviled brainsin a brimstone sauce, and any amount of roast swan. We dont like the lake to get
overcrowded. Her Mgesty the Queen had given us specid dispensation to eat swan. Asif we cared.

| was 4ill bone tired, despite many hours of deep and dreamless deep, and even Madlly lacked
some of her usud sparkle. So we just drolled around, saying hi to people and sheking hands, and
dlowing oursalves to be clapped on the shoulder, which actudly gets quite panful after a while, and just
generdly let everyone tdl us how marvdlous we were. Familiar faces popped up here and there. The



librarians William and Rafe nodded briefly to us in passing, intent on devouring everything on the buffet
tables that didn't actudly get up from its plate and run away. Harry and Roger saled past, dancing
together to the strains of a Strauss waltz, and very dashing they looked too. Young Freddie Drood was
dancing with the Matriarch, the pair of them saling smoathly and gracefully across the floor, and for just
for amoment | caught a glimpse of the magnificent woman Martha must have been in her prime.

Cdlan came limping over to join us, with a large drink in one hand and an even larger drumstick
inthe other. "Hi there! Welcome back! What the hdl did you think you were doing, going off to save the
world without me? | woke up in a hospitd bed and had to fight my way out with a sted bedpan and a
waking stick. Only to find you were dready gone! | dways miss out on the good Stuff..."

"Maybe next time" Madlly said kindly. "Did you see Janissary Jane in the infirmary?'

"Oh, sure. She's recovering. Sowly. Tough old bird." Cdlan took a deep breath and looked
suddenly subdued. "Lot of others didn't make it. The funerds done will take weeks to get through. The
family will be along time getting over this™

"All the more need for good people to step forward, and take up the drain,” | said. "I've aready
talked to the Matriarch about making you aful fidd agent.”

Cdlan grinned. "About time. I'll show you dl how it's done."

And off he went, to inflict his persondity on someone ese.

The Armourer wandered over, holding one of his specid long-ssemmed glasses, which he swore
were specidly designed to never sill a drop, no matter what you did with them. Judging by the wine
gansdl down the front of hislab coat, the mark fifteen was no more successful than any of the previous
modeds. The Armourer smiled vagudly at Mally and me, and then remembered why hed come over to
us, and launched into a briefing update. He never was much of a one for smdl talk.

"We knew the Hungry Gods were dead the moment it must have happened, because every
drone in every nest and dl over the world died or disappeared at the exact same moment. They even
vanished from indgde the poor possessed souls we were halding in the isolaion tanks. All trace of
infection gone, just like that. Most of the poor bastards are dill suffering from internd changes, and even
some brain damage, but there's a lot the medicd people can do. If not...well, the family will care for
them till the day they dig, if need be ... The important thing is, there's not a angle Loathly One I€ft in the
whole wide world! Hdl of an achievement, the pair of you!"

"Thank you, Undle Jack,” | said. “You know, we wouldnt have made it out if it wasn't for you.
Y our teleport bracelet came in handy after dl.”

"I knew it!" he said happily. "I'm glad you findly got around to testing it for me. | was dmost sure
it would work."

He wandered off again, before | could hit him. Almost sure? Mdly shuddered suddenly beside
me

"I don't remember much about how it fdt to be infected. To have tha thing indde me, eding
away a my mind and my soul. Probably just aswel.”

"Yes" | sad. | hadn't told her about the drone taking control of her body and using it to kill her
old friend Subway Sue. What good would it do? Sometimes love isin the things we don't tdl each other.

"Did they ever find out who killed Sebastian?' she said suddenly.

"Apparently not," 1 said. "Odds are he was killed by the origind traitor, the Drood who firgt
brought the Loathly Ones through into our world. Presumably Sebastian knew something, or the traitor
thought he did..."

"And you're not worried the bastard is gill here?

| had to amile. "If | could believe there was only one traitor Ieft in thisfamily, 1'd be a happy man.
Sooner or later, he or she will give him-or hersdlf away. Traitors dways do. But that... is a matter for
another day."

The Matriarch came over to join us, stiff-backed and regd as dways, and everyone ese hurried
to get out of her way.

"Wel-done," she sad, brisk as ever. "One crigs averted, so many more to go."

"Budness as usud, for the family,” | said.



"Quite" She considered me thoughtfully. "If you're willing, I'm quite prepared to continue running
the day-to-day business of the family, while leaving you to set policy and make operationd decisions.
You would gill bein charge...but thereés alot | could do for the family.”

"Of course there is”" | said. "'l can use your experience. But | don't plan to run things forever. |
have no wish to be Peatriarch. The sooner | can set up some kind of democratic system in the family, to
choose our leaders, the sooner | can get back to being afidd agent, where | belong.”

The Matriarch shrugged. "The family has tried pretty much every way thereis of running things, at
one time or another, but we aways come back to a Matriarch. Because that's what works. But you've
earned the right to your little experiment with democracy.”

"Thank you, Grandmother," | said dryly. “You do redise I'll have people waiching you like a
hawk dl the time, just in case?’

"Of course" she said. "I'd expect nothing less"" She paused, looking out over the great throng of
dancing couplesfilling the ballroom floor. "I do miss Cyril. He was dways such a good dancer, as a boy."

"Him?' | said. "The Sarjeant-at-Arms? The man was a thug and a bully!"

"That was just his job," said the Matriarch. "Cyril was aways so much more than that. He was
such a promisgng sudent... Tell me he died wdl, Edwin."

“Yes" | said. "He died well. He stood his ground againg overwheming odds, so thet the rest of
us could get away. He was a credit to the family.”

"Of course" said the Matriarch. "I'd expect nothing less. Well have to gppoint a new
Sarjeant-at-Arms as soon as possble. He represents discipling, and dedication to the family." She
looked a me gernly. "But whet in the good God's name were you thinking of, Edwin, in bringing a
haf-df into the Hal? Now the Fae Court have their very own golden torc! You have to get it back,
Edwin!”

"It'sright at the top of my lis of thingsto do,” | said.

"Good," said the Matriarch. She dlowed hersdf a smdl smile “You have done well, grandson.
Y ou've achieved what you set out to do, reestablishing the Droods as a power in the world, by samping
out the Loathly Ones once and for dl, and saved the whole world at the same time. Y ou have redeemed
the family’s honour, and proved our worth in the eyes of those who matter. Keep it up.”

And off she went, to circulate among the family, and make sure no one was having too much fun.

Harry and Roger came by, taking quietly but animatedly together. Mally and | traled dong
behind, shamdesdy eavesdropping.

"What do you mean, you were sent to seduce me?' said Harry.

"Jus what | said,” Roger said patiently. "l was set in place in that Parisan nightdub specidly to
bump into you and ensnare you with my charms. The idea was that if we became a couple, 1'd get you to
bring me here to meet the family, and then Hell would have its own agent and informer, right at the heart
of the Droods. The sheer amount of information | could have passed on, down the years...Hell dways
takes the long view."

"Buit...you risked your life to save mine, warding off the Soul Gun!" said Harry.

“Yes..." said Roger. "Wdl, it would appear even helgpawn can have their off days...Rdax,
swestie. I'm only tdling you this now to prove how much | trust you. Things have changed between us. A
fake reationship has become the red thing, much to my surprise. Who knew a hdf-demon could be
capable of love?'

“Yes" sad Harry. "Who knew?'

They walked on, amin arm, and Mally and | let them go.

"I think I'm insulted,” said Mally. "He and | were a couple for months, and he never fdl in love
with me"

"He was never worthy of you,” | said.

"W, of course,” said Mally. "Thet goes without saying.”

We looked out over the assembled family, filling the huge balroom from wall to wall, full of good
cheer and celebration.

"At least it'sdl over now,” said Mally.



“You know better than that,” | said. "It's never over. That's why the Droods are sO necessary.
Men are mortd, but demons are forever."

"Let's get out of here" said Mally. "Go back to bed."

"Feding tired?' | said. "No," said Mally, grinning.

"All right,” | said. "'l think they can manage here without us. Let's go. I've got something to show
you."

"Wadl, | should hope s0," said Mally.

Back in my room at the top of the Hal, | had my surprise dready inddled: the Melin Glass,
ganding upright and fixed firmly in place, at the back of the room. | said the Words, and our reflections
disappeared, replaced by a gateway into the wild wood that was Mally's home. She gasped and clapped
her hands ddightedly, and hugged me hard.

"A permanent doorway,” | said. "A direct link between my room and your beloved wood, so you
can come and go as you please, and never be more than a door away from me. The best of both worlds.
If thisiswhat you wart..."

"Oh, | want," said Mally, pushing me onto the bed. "I want."



