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 Prologue 
   
   
   
 The two old men ambling along the Marylebone pavement were not the kind of men to be easily surprised. Being ninety-one and eighty-nine years old, every one of their mornings started with a surprise when they actually woke up alive. After that, anything else they saw or experienced they were usually quite happy to take at face value. Everything that happened after they got out of bed they accepted as a pleasant bonus, with a sort of benign indifference that had come as a free gift when they had ushered in their eighth decades. 
 They, like all other humans, were essentially incapable of conceiving infinity, and yet they refused to accept the finite with particular belligerence. They wanted the adventure that was their day-to-day lives to go on without end. And, it seemed to them, that life was becoming more adventurous by the day.  
 The two old boys had long been used to seeing things that other people couldn’t or having chats with objects others didn’t tend to strike up conversations with—Reg, for instance, habitually engaged in deep and philosophical discussions with the pigeons of Portman Square. 
 Alfie, on the other hand, swore that over the past five or so years he’d kept running into his ex-wife Beryl. This wouldn’t have been a problem usually—Beryl had been far more glad to see the back of Alfie than she ever had been seeing the front of him—but the awful shrew had been dead for twelve years after falling off a cruise ship.  
 Alfie hadn’t been quite sure what to make of her appearances at first, so he had now accepted them phlegmatically and never failed to give the vinegary old bag the finger when she popped up. Seeing as no one else seemed to be able to see Beryl, this had landed Alfie in trouble on a number of occasions with London’s police force. 
 All of that went with the territory these days, along with the myriad freedoms to which the younger folk seemed oblivious. Freedoms like being able to wear your slippers wherever you liked, farting explosively and without apology on public transport, and taking five-hour naps in particularly cozy coffee shops or sunny pub window seats without fear of being woken up by the aggravated proprietors. 
 There was a lot that the youth of the day seemed to be unaware of, now that Reg came to think of it. Everything, really. They were too wrapped up in their smart computers and phone games to— 
 “Reg?” 
 Reg continued shuffling down the pavement for a few moments, trying to hold on to the tattered hem of his fraying thought.  
 “Reg?” 
 Reg looked up with a grunt and peered at Alfie through his thick spectacles. 
 “Blimey, you don’t get easier to look at, Alfie,” he said. 
 “Says the git who looks like his face caught fire and was put out by some do-gooder with a brick wrapped in sandpaper,” wheezed Alfie. 
 Reg flashed a smile that showed off his four remaining teeth. He’d given up wearing his dentures after Alfie had pointed out that people were less inclined to try and talk to you if you looked capable of inflicting a rabid bite.  
 “What’s up, Alf?” he asked. 
 “You know back there when we ducked off Wimpole Street so that we didn’t have to follow that young bloke with the ponytail?” Alf said. 
 “I’ve said it once and I’ll say it again, Alf,” Reg grumbled, “any geezer who walks around with his hair all long like that, you can bet a tenner that if you lift up his ponytail, there’ll be a horse’s ass underneath.” 
 “I know, I know. But you remember when we turned off and took the side street?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Well, have a look about, will you?” Alfie said in his wheezy voice. “Have we ever been here before?” 
 Reg peered about him. They were walking down a long street, which was far too quiet for this time of the morning in central London. Straining his rheumy eyes, Reg could just make out that the street finished at a dead-end. 
 “Nope, never,” he said. 
 “But we take this route every day, don’t we, Reg?” Alfie said. 
 “We do.” 
 “We’ve walked every street in Marylebone, but I ain’t never laid eyes on this one before.” 
 Reg considered this. 
 “It does seem a bit odd,” he conceded, taking off his tweed cap so that he could scratch at his bald head. 
 “That’s what I was thinking,” Alfie said. He wasn’t wearing a cap as he still had a full head of snow-white hair. The bastard. 
 “Only, there’s such a lot these days that seems odd, Alfie,” Reg said. 
 “You’re telling me, mate,” Alfie agreed. “But a whole street poppin’ up? That strikes me as odder than usual. And I didn’t even have whisky in my tea this morning.” 
 Reg gave his old friend a dubious look. 
 “Well,” Alfie said, “not as big a drop as I usually have.” 
 The two old boys kept moseying along. 
 “You want to stop and go back?” Reg asked. 
 “What? Stop? Bugger that, mate. Takes me too long to get going again if I stop.” Alfie fished a pipe out from the pocket of his woolen cardigan and stuck it in his mouth. He didn’t smoke anymore, but the habit of carrying his pipe everywhere with him would likely only die when he did.  
 They carried on, becoming more and more aware—despite their habitual state of perpetual fuddled impassiveness,—of the quiet of this strange road. The streets were lined on all sides by low brick walls with black iron railings set into them. The houses were all set back from the road and lay hidden behind overgrown gardens, but from the little flashes of chimneys and roofs that the two old boys could make out, they looked to be decent-sized. Marylebone was a tightly populated borough, and the plots of land these houses were set on didn’t seem to account for the lack of space. 
 “Here, Reg, look down there, will you? Looks like some people are moving in,” Alfie observed.  
 The two old-timers shuffled along, their carpet slippers moving as soundlessly as ninjas’ jika-tabi boots on the strangely pristine pavement. 
 Ahead of them, at the very end of the cul-de-sac, a large baby-blue moving van was parked. As they drew closer, Alfie nudged Reg and pointed out that it wasn’t a van but a cart. 
 “Reminds me of them things that my neighbors used to get about in when I was a kid,” Alfie said. “Some of the buggers nicked my bicycle and chucked it into the back of something just like that there wagon.” 
 Reg squinted thoughtfully at the cart as they slowed their already glacial approach. 
 “Where are the horses, d’you reckon?” he asked his friend. 
 “Eh?” Alfie said, sticking his little finger into his incredibly hairy ear and rotating it. 
 “Where are the horses, d’you reckon?” Reg repeated. “If it’s a cart, where are the horses to pull it?” 
 Alfie shrugged, peered with interest at the wodge of earwax stuck to the nail of his pinky, and then flicked it away. 
 The two old boys, who were easily distracted when it came to street theater, slowed and came to a full halt. Without speaking a word, they both parked up and leaned on a bit of wall under the shade of an oak tree hanging over the street from one of the gardens. 
 The cart was being unloaded by a tiny little woman dressed in the kind of maid outfit that was on the way out when Reg and Alfie were lads. She was staggering about under a load of boxes that were being passed out of the cart by someone the two old men couldn’t see. Around her, flapping his arms like an orchestra conductor, was a tall, spindly man wearing clothes that both Reg and Alfie would have lumped under the term ‘foreign’.  
 “Almost like them nice pajamas that the Japanese wear,” Reg observed. 
 “Aye,” Alfie agreed, his pipe wagging up and down as his mouth moved. “I always envied them for being able to walk about in their nightwear whenever they liked. The Old Bill had words with me when they caught me walking down to the Crossed Keys in my nightshirt.” 
 “Look at that cloak he’s wearing, though,” Reg grunted. 
 The old man had a beard that looked more like he’d stuck a stuffed skunk to his chin than anything else, but the strange cloak he was wearing around his shoulders was wonderful. Even from a distance, and with their sub-par eyesight, the two old geezers could tell it was a wondrous garment. 
 As they watched the tiny woman, who couldn’t have been more than three feet tall, and the spindly man unload the cart, the pile of boxes that the little maid was holding began to teeter. 
 “Here we go!” Alfie said softly, settling back more comfortably on the wall. “This should be worth a watch—” 
 The tower of boxes went over, and the little woman let out an exclamation. Then, there was a flash of cobalt-blue light, and the boxes, still in their teetering tower, floated off through the gates, down the garden path, and out of sight.    
 “Blimey! Did you just see that?” Alfie said, his sea-gray eyes wide as saucers. 
 “Yeah,” said Reg. 
 “How…? What…? What in the bloody hell do you think that was, then?”  
 “Must be one of those newfangled contraptions. One of them things—what’re they called?—drones.” 
 Alfie considered this. Like Reg, he had given up trying to keep pace with technology right around the time the fax machine had come out. 
 “A drone, you reckon?” he asked. 
 “Yeah. What else could it have been?” 
 They watched as the unseen figure in the back of the cart handed down some more boxes to the tiny maid. This time, the little woman trundled off before she got too overloaded, heading through the wrought iron gates and down the overgrown garden path.  
 “Well…” Alfie said slowly, his pipe moving from one side of his mouth to the other and back again. “I was thinking that it might’ve been magic, Reg.” 
 Reg snorted, and his nose hairs rippled in the blast.  
 “Magic?” he scoffed. 
 “That’s right.” 
 “Magic?” 
 “Yeah,” Alfie said.  
 “Ha, you silly old sod, Alf!” Reg said. “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 “What’s ridiculous about it?” Alfie asked blandly. “I saw you chatting away to a statue in Paddington Street Gardens the other day.” 
 “What’s that got to do with the price of fish?” Reg retorted. 
 “I’m just saying that people might think that’s a bit cracked,” Alfie said evenly, “so what’s so crazy about saying those boxes were saved from falling by magic? How do you explain the blue flash?” 
 “Phosphorescence,” Reg said promptly. He was going through one of his rare periods of relative lucidity, and he meant to make the most of it. “I saw plenty of that when I was sailing with the Navy in the Pacific.” 
  Silence fell. They watched the little maid do a few more trips while the old man with the outrageously unkempt beard played the role of supervisor. Occasionally, he would say something to the bloke in the back of the cart, and the unseen figure would hand down some small or oddly-shaped object, usually wrapped in cloth.  
 When this happened, the old man would hurry away toward the house that presumably lay at the end of the path that twisted out of sight beneath the green shadows cast by the trees in the garden. 
 “So, not magic, then?” Alfie asked after a good ten minutes. 
 “Nah. Can’t be,” Reg said. 
 “Why not?” 
 “Doesn’t exist, does it,” Reg said. “Everyone knows that.” 
 “Everyone knew the earth was the center of the bleedin’ universe before they found out it wasn’t,” Alfie pointed out. “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic, you know that. Just look at them Eye-pods that all the youth have jammed in their earholes now.” 
 “True,” Reg conceded. “But that was flashy magic, that was. That bright blue light and the way them boxes just floated off. That sort of thing don’t exist.” 
 “But we just saw it,” Alfie said. 
 “Aye. When was the last time you saw Beryl?” 
 “Blimey, don’t bring her up, Reg,” Alfie said fervently. “I was married to the old crone for twenty-two years. I did my time.” 
 “I’m just saying that there ain’t no such thing as magic,” Reg said. “Not magic magic. All the magic I’ve ever seen I had to make myself, and I ain’t no witch.” 
 “Well, no,” Alfie said, “you’d be a wizard.” 
 “What?” 
 “You’d be a wizard,” Alfie repeated. “You’re a bloke, and you have goolies; therefore, you’d be a wizard.” 
 Reg pondered this. 
 “Alf,” he said. 
 “Yes, mate?” 
 “We’ve been friends for… how long?” 
 “Too long,” Alfie said. 
 “Right,” Reg said. “So, I’m asking you a favor. Don’t you ever mention my goolies again, all right?” 
 “Righto, Reg.” 
 There was more silence. Overhead a flock of starlings moved and flashed like running mercury above the rooftops of England’s capital. 
 “Reg?” 
 “What, Alfie?” Reg snapped. 
 “If magic doesn’t exist, right...?” 
 “Right.” 
 “Then how do you explain that?” Alfie asked calmly. 
 He was pointing with the stem of his pipe at the third figure, who had finally hopped down from out of the back of the cart. 
 The figure was almost as tall as the old man it was chatting to but still gave the impression of extreme squatness. Its legs were stumpy and had no discernible knee joints, while its arms were long enough to stretch almost to its black-clawed toes. Neither Reg nor Alfie could make out its face, but even their old, crusted eyes could not fail to spot the enormous bat-like ears protruding from the sides of the thickset skull. It was covered all over in gray skin that conveyed the impression, even from a distance, that if it needed to be described in three words, one of those words would most assuredly be ‘textured’. 
 “Are those wings on that funny-looking one’s back, you reckon?” Reg asked. 
 “Those black things that look like a couple of big folded umbrellas?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Could be,” Alfie said as calmly as if he was answering a question on the weather. “Could very well be.” 
 The two men leaned on the wall for a few more seconds. They watched as the gray-skinned figure shifted a few more things out of the cart, then began gesticulating passionately in the old man’s face. 
 “What do you think it is, then?” Alfie asked. 
 “Well, that’s just one of those… Well, it’s one of them animatron thingies, innit? Like what they use in the dinosaur movies,” Reg said. 
 Alfie was impressed. He’d never known Reg to watch movies. 
 “Animatron?” Alfie asked. 
 “Yeah,” said Reg. 
 He paused, watching as the bulky gray figure unfurled a pair of leathery wings, scooped up a load of what looked like copper pots and pans, and took off into the air. Staying low, it vanished almost immediately out of sight, heading toward the rooftop of the house beyond the trees. 
 “Course,” Reg said grudgingly after a while, “it could always be bloody magic, couldn’t it?” 
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Six Years Later

   
 “Steady, Joe.” 
 “I am being steady, Uncle Steve. What d’you think I am, a gyroscope?” 
 The ladder wobbled a little as Joe turned back to the air-conditioning unit that he was currently in the process of de-cobwebbing. 
 “All right, all right, I just know what you young geezers are like,” Uncle Steve groused from the bottom of the ladder, one hand casually supporting one of the legs. That was one of the interesting things about Uncle Steve’s dichotomous personality and something that he shared with many middle-aged men, which had always intrigued Joe: the man was excellent at giving advice, yet he never actually followed any of the guidelines he laid down. 
 “Oh, yes, my lad,” Uncle Steve continued, slouching more heavily against the ladder so that he could more effectively scratch his backside, “I remember what it was like to be twenty-one. More to the point, I remember what it’s like to be a twenty-one-year-old Ramsey. Young, dumb, and…”  
 Joe zoned out of his uncle’s monologue. He’d heard it plenty of times before. He loved the man, of course. He was family, and more relevantly for one working for him, he was also a good bloke and a decent boss. He had taken Joe on as an apprentice at his small Hammersmith-based heating, ventilation, and air-conditioning firm, EZ-Breezy, when Joe had finished his heinous 13-year stint in the public school system. 
 Joe was no slouch academically, but he was also of the opinion that school rules were about as much use to him as a chocolate teapot. He had neither the time nor the patience for the protocols that came hand-in-hand with formal education. He had always viewed his teachers, well-intentioned as most of them had been, to have had their scope for life limited by the very rules and education they were paid to perpetuate. 
 Joe Ramsey believed that everyone, no matter what walk of life they came from, had the ability for greatness. Everybody had the ability to chase down whatever destiny they desired. Everyone had the ability to shrug off the mundane, however they might classify ‘mundane’, and pursue whatever wild and fanciful dream they might have.  
 It was a race that every single person on the planet was running. The race for fate and fortune. Some had longer legs, and others were given head starts through money or privilege, but everyone was in the race. 
 “Geniuses and visionaries from all walks of life have come before you and forged a trail for you to follow,” one of his teachers had once told his class. “Take their advice and use their knowledge. You can use the blueprints that already exist to help you make your mark on the world, to help you see into the future.” 
 No doubt she had meant well, but Joe had thought that Miss McCann had missed the point somewhat. To his mind, seeing into the future wasn’t the hard part. The real trick was changing it.  
 Joe’s unwillingness to walk in the well-trodden tracks of those who had come before had been one of the chief reasons he hadn’t gone on to further education. His teachers and the headmaster had cited a lack of flexibility to ‘toe the line’. He hadn’t been insulted or disappointed by this appraisal. On the contrary, it had reinforced his belief that ending his formal education there was the right thing to do. Who the heck wanted to toe the line anyway? What line? No one had ever mentioned who had drawn this mythical line. How did Joe know the line-drawer could be trusted or knew what they were doing? 
 Nah, better to draw his own line, he reckoned. After all, all those trailblazers he so admired, both in real life and in fiction, seemed to share one thing in common: they’d had no precedent to go off before achieving the great thing they had been remembered for. Joe didn’t want to copy anyone. He wanted to forge ahead, to go beyond everyone else to unknown and unexplored places.   
 As his uncle droned on with his working-class wisdom, Joe continued his excavation around the old air-con unit the pair of them had been called out to replace. As he worked, he felt a brief pang of guilt for the spiders who had clearly set up a thriving little community up there. Here he was, kicking them out and destroying their homes. Still, at least they’d known what it was like to feel at home. 
 Although Joe Ramsey had been born and raised in London, with the water of the Thames flowing through his veins, there was something inside of him that told him that there was more to life than a future as an air-conditioning engineer. It was like a persistent itch, which told him to keep searching—though searching for what he had not figured out as of yet.  
 “Come on, lad, are you still not done cleaning that unit yet?” Uncle Steve said from the bottom of the ladder, breaking into Joe’s musings. 
 Joe pushed his brown hair off his sweaty forehead and out of his strange blue-green eyes. It might have been autumn outside on the streets of London, but pressed up against the roof of that Soho apartment building, and dressed in the heavy practical overalls of his trade, it was more than a little warm. 
 “I thought you wanted me to go steady?” Joe said, glancing between his legs at the top of his lounging uncle’s balding pate. 
 “Are you being a smart-ass, mate?” his uncle replied. 
 “Would you rather me be a dumb-ass instead?” Joe said, squinting to keep the dust out of his eyes. 
 Uncle Steve chuckled. “Well, yeah, but there’s steady and then there’s farting around, mate,” he pointed out. 
 “Sounds to me like someone down there is hanging out for a bacon sandwich from that greasy spoon just around the corner,” Joe pointed out, grinning to himself. He had remembered, as soon as Uncle Steve had told him they’d be spending the morning working in Soho, that his boss would be wanting to swing by his favorite cafe. 
 “I might never have told you this, lad, but it’s an important bit of information for the hardworking tradesman,” his uncle nattered from the bottom of the ladder, getting even more comfortable so that it was hard to know whether the man was propping up the ladder or the ladder was propping up the man. “You should—” 
 “—Never underestimate how much reinforcement, how much pleasure, how much comfort, how much vitality, and how much simple magnificence there might be in a well-made bacon sarnie and a hot cuppa. I know, I know,” Joe said, laughing as he finished his uncle’s sentence. 
 “Too bloody right,” Uncle Steve said. “Speaking of which, let me just give ’em a tinkle and see if they’re open today.” 
 Joe was only half-listening. As his uncle let go of the ladder and pulled his phone from his pocket, Joe was stretching his cleaning brush up and around to the top of the air-con unit. With a simultaneous grunt of annoyance and realization that this was going to be no simple cleaning job but probably a full refit, Joe stretched on tip-toes to run his cleaning brush along the very back of the unit, straining to reach where it fitted flush to the wall. 
 Suddenly, the unattended ladder shifted beneath his feet, momentarily throwing Joe off-balance. Stomach lurching, he dropped his cleaning brush and made a grab at the air-con, hoping to steady himself. He only succeeded in dislodging the old unit and sending a cloud of dust blooming into his face. 
 “Oh, crap—” he said, then the ladder pirouetted on one leg and finally slipped out from under him. 
 It wasn’t a long drop, all things considered, but it was a hard landing. The breath whooshed out from Joe as he came down on his back, but that wasn’t the worst of it. The impact on the floor of the old Victorian tenement building caused the already loosened air-con unit to shift further. 
 Winded, Joe could only look up in mute dread as the one-hundred-and-twenty-pound air-con unit slid from the wall in a shower of ancient plaster dust. With the awful inevitability of an avalanche, it plummeted toward him. 
 Flat on his back, and without even enough breath to utter his swear word of choice, Joe Ramsey closed his eyes. 
 The splintering smash of the thing crashing into the floorboards a couple of inches to the right of his head was the first clue he was given that he might not be dying that day. Joe inched his eyes open, turned his head, and sucked in a much-needed lungful of air. The unit was half-buried in the old hardwood floorboards a hand’s span from his head. 
 Joe let out a sigh of relief and laid his head back on the floor. A second later, he heard the heavy footfalls of Uncle Steve hurrying as fast as his paunch would allow, followed by the man’s labored breathing as he crashed out of the corridor he had sauntered down a moment before. His phone hung limply from his hand. 
 “Blimey! What the bloody hell happened here, mate?” he asked, perspiration beading on his forehead as he looked wide-eyed at the scene in front of him. 
 “Ladder went for a walk,” Joe said. He kept the rancor in his voice to a minimum, knowing that his uncle would be taking a guilt trip without his help.  
 Uncle Steve’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “It’s made a mess of the floorboards,” he observed, “but it would’ve made a hell of a lot more of a mess of your melon.”  
 “That’s a comforting thought,” Joe said, sitting up with a little groan. 
 Uncle Steve held out a hand and helped Joe to his feet. With an almost paternal gruffness, he tried to brush the dust off his nephew until Joe stopped him. 
 “I’m all good, Uncle Steve,” he said. “I’m all good.” 
 “You’re bloody lucky is what you are, mate,” his uncle said, looking up at the hole in the wall where the air-conditioner had been. He whistled softly to himself and then looked down at where Joe had landed. “Honestly, lad, I can’t see how it didn’t land right on you. It’s a bleedin’ miracle. I’d go out and buy a lottery ticket after work if I were you.” 
 While his uncle began bustling around and hauling the air-con unit out of the hole in the floor, Joe looked down at where it had landed. His uncle had been right. It had been a miracle that it hadn’t landed on him and squashed his head like a pumpkin under a sledgehammer. He’d fallen smack-dab underneath it. What’s more, in the crystal-clear instant replay of his mind, Joe could have sworn that when it had begun to fall, the unit had been coming right for him…  
 “Right, lad,” his uncle said. “Near-death experience or no near-death experience, you best get up that ladder and finish what we were doing. Now the unit’s out, we may as well clean out the vent mouth so that we can just chuck the fresh one straight in.” 
 “Your sensitivity and understanding is, as usual, Uncle Steve, mind-boggling,” Joe said, grinning. 
 “Come off it, Joe, you know I’m not from this snowflake generation,” Uncle Steve said. “I’m afraid I ain’t shelling out for five sessions at the psychiatrist’s office, but I will shout you that bacon sarnie. Can’t say fairer than that, can you?”  
 “I might argue that it’s your turn to get your butt up that rickety bit of matchwood you call a ladder,” Joe countered. 
 “Ah, I see what’s happening here,” Uncle Steve replied, wagging a sausage-like finger in his nephew’s face. “Just because we’re family, you expect me to go all soft and marshmallowy and let you out of the dirty jobs, eh? All because a little faux pas at my end almost had your head spread across the floor like strawberry jam?”  
 “Uh, firstly, what’s all this about you getting all soft and marshmallowy?” Joe retorted, poking his uncle in his succulent midriff. “Secondly, I concede that you’re the boss and can do what you like. Maybe, though, seeing as it’s apparently my lucky day and all, you might consider humoring me flipping a coin to see who ascends the Ladder of Doom for round two?” 
 Uncle Steve snorted, ruffled Joe’s hair in the way that he had been doing ever since he could remember, and then said, “Go on, then, you cheeky beggar, I’ll flip you for it. Heads or tails?” 
 “Heads,” Joe said promptly. “Seeing as I’m lucky to still have mine.” 
 Uncle Steve rolled his eyes, pulled a fifty pence piece from his pocket, and flipped it. He caught the coin and slapped it onto the back of his beefy hand. With slow ceremony, he uncovered it. 
 “Hello, Your Majesty,” Joe said, looking down at the taciturn face of Queen Elizabeth the Second. 
 “Nah, I’m not having that,” Uncle Steve said. “Best of three.” 
 “Hold on—” Joe said, but his uncle was already flipping the coin. 
 “Heads or tails?” Uncle Steve asked again, saying the words with a solemnity that reminded Joe of some kind of incantation being cast. 
 “Heads again,” Joe said. 
 And heads it was. 
 “Best of five, then,” Uncle Steve said. 
 Joe called heads every time. Every time Uncle Steve uncovered the silver coin, there was old Queen Lizzy staring up at the pair of them. Heads, heads, heads. Joe won every flip. 
 Finally, after getting to the point where he would have had to win about seventy coin flips in a row just to draw even, Uncle Steve bowed to the will of the universe and stepped onto the ladder. 
 “I’m telling you, lad,” he grumbled as he made the ascent, “you should get your ass to the corner shop and buy that lottery ticket. All those heads in a row… that ain’t natural. Now, keep a tight hold on the bloody ladder, will you?” 
 Joe shook his head as his uncle made his slow way up. 
 “Thing is,” he said, keeping his head lowered so that the dust and dirt his uncle was sweeping out of the vent opening didn’t go into his eyes, “that’s not the only weird thing that’s happened to me today.” 
 “No? What else, kid?” Uncle Steve asked. “You saw the Spurs backline actually doing their job on the highlights from yesterday’s game against Man City?”  
 “Nah, but I did wake up to find the kettle boiled this morning,” Joe said. “There were a couple of teabags in the teapot, too.” 
 “So?” 
 “So, I live alone, don’t I?” Joe said. “And all last night and into the morning, I thought I heard someone knocking on the front door in my dreams, you know? I went to check a couple of times, but there was never anyone there.” 
 “What did I tell you about smoking the Devil’s lettuce on school nights?” his uncle said. 
 “I don’t smoke—” 
 “I know, I know, I’m just pulling your leg,” Uncle Steve said. “It sounds like you were just having one of them—what d’you call ’em?—lucid dreams. Or you were sleepwalking.” 
 Joe didn’t answer. He just tightened his grip on the ladder and made sure that it didn’t shift. If Uncle Steve came off it, Joe would probably be in more danger than he had been when the air-con unit fell out of the wall. Uncle Steve was a good bloke, but he was built with all the aerodynamic qualities of an anvil. 
 Joe didn’t elaborate on the other weird stuff that had been happening to him. All the way back to Barons Court station on the tube, he could have sworn that there was a voice whispering to him in a language he could not understand.  
 At first, he had thought it was his Bluetooth headphones playing up, but when he paused the Pink Floyd album he’d been listening to, he could’ve sworn he could still hear the voice, right on the edge of his hearing. Heavens knew that there were plenty of strange people on the London Underground who’d be more than capable of carrying a muttered conversation with themselves, but when Joe had looked around the tube carriage, he’d seen no one near him who could have been whispering without him seeing. 
 When he’d returned to his little one-bedroom flat opposite Gwendwr Gardens, he’d gone straight through to his minute lounge and turned the TV on. Flipping through the channels, he’d been rewarded with nothing but static. He’d taken a shower, heated up some leftover kimchi nabe that he’d picked up from the Japanese takeaway down the road, and attempted to read the four-inch-thick fantasy novel he’d been laboring through.  
 Every time that Joe had left the couch, though, whether it was to go to the loo, grab a glass of water, or put on a jumper, he had come back to find the page he had been on had moved. Every time he returned to the novel, even if he had put the book facedown, he always found that he had lost his place and returned to a page that started off with the words: 
  ‘The elven tracker looked upon the paved road that stretched from the wooded realm of his forest home to the city of glass and silver that lay over the far horizon. With a rush, he was filled with a desire to trek the treacherous paths, voyage upon the forbidden seas, and stand upon the shores of unknown and mysterious coasts.’ 
 If just one of those things had happened to him, he would have brushed it off. He might have forgotten about it after a momentary double-take. But it was just one thing after another. 
 “Uncle Steve?” Joe asked. 
 Uncle Steve grunted to show that he was half-listening. 
 “Do you believe in destiny?” 
 “What was that, mate?” 
 “Do you believe in destiny? Fate or whatever?” 
 “Nah,” Uncle Steve said, “but I do believe very much in bacon sandwiches.” 
 The ladder creaked and groaned as the big man descended. 
 Joe was stirred from deep thought when his uncle clapped him on the shoulder, raising dust. 
 “You’re still brooding on how your head almost got squashed like a grape?” he asked. “Is that what’s with all the destiny talk?” 
 Joe shrugged and gave him a probably unconvincing ‘never mind’ kind of lopsided smile as the two of them packed up the few tools they had brought with them. As they trudged through the building, entered the lift, and took it down the three floors to where the van was parked at the workman’s entrance, Uncle Steve nudged Joe with his elbow. 
 “Destiny is all very well and good for books and TV, mate,” he said, “but it ain’t much use to the likes of me and you. Besides, the movies have got that stuff all wrong anyhow.” 
 “How do you figure that?” Joe asked. 
 “They always make it seem like destiny is just around the corner, you know?” Uncle Steve said, shouldering his way out of the door that led to the car park. “Like, it’s a bleedin’ fish and chip shop or something.” 
 “And you don’t reckon that’s right?” Joe asked, putting down his toolbox and opening the back of the van. 
 “Nah, mate. Dame Fortune doesn’t do house calls, does she? She’s not like bloody Uber Eats. I reckon if destiny existed, you’d have to go out and run it down.” 
 Joe considered this as he and his uncle loaded their gear into the EZ-Breezy van. Joe closed the doors, walked around, and got into the passenger seat. 
 “Uncle Steve?” he asked. 
 “What now, mate?” 
 “Dame Fortune might not live down the road from one person, but she’d have to live around the corner from someone, wouldn’t she?” Joe said. “Stands to reason. Everyone lives around the corner from someone else.” 
 Uncle Steve tapped the steering wheel for a moment. Then, he shrugged his beefy shoulders. 
 “I’ve a question for you,” he said, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “Two in fact.” 
 “Fire away, captain, fire away,” Joe said. 
 “Right, well, the first is: what the bloody hell are we chatting about? And number two is: are you a mustard man or a brown sauce man?” 
 Joe chuckled and reached for his seatbelt. 
 “Got to be a dollop of good old English mustard, doesn’t it?” he said. 
 Uncle Steve shook his head with mock sorrow. “Listen to your blasphemy, my lad. And to think we are blood.” 
 “You’re a brown sauce man?” Joe asked, grinning at the melodramatic dejection on his relative’s countenance. 
 “Young Padawan,” Uncle Steve said, “no other sauce than the brown there is.” 
 Joe laughed. “What was that? Was that supposed to be Yoda?” he asked. 
 Uncle Steve winked. “Return of the Jedi was on last night. Not bad, eh? Now, we have one last job. What was it, what was it…?” 
 He ran his finger down his clipboard. It stopped, and Uncle Steve’s smile faded. To his consternation, Joe noticed that his face paled just a touch. 
 “What is it?” Joe asked, leaning forward to try to peer into his uncle’s face so he could ascertain why he looked suddenly nervous. 
 Uncle Steve quickly hitched a smile back onto his face and cleared his throat. 
 “Just a bit of a… tricky customer,” he said. “I don’t know how… how I forgot about them today.” 
 “Must’ve been the whole air-conditioner almost crushing my head making you forget,” Joe suggested. 
 “Must’ve been, must’ve been.” Uncle Steve chewed his lip for a moment. Then he said, “Do you mind grabbing your bike out of the back and doing this job, mate?” 
 Joe was taken aback. 
 “Why?” he asked. 
 “It’s just a routine inspection job,” Uncle Steve said. “I need to nip off somewhere. You’re more than capable of doing it, mate. I’ll make sure I grab your sarnie and you can have it when you’re done.” 
 Joe nodded. He couldn’t shake the feeling that his uncle was hedging, not telling him everything. He was in the third year of his apprenticeship, so a simple consultation didn’t bother him, but still…  
 “There’s an extra fifty quid in it for if you do a good job of it, Joe,” Uncle Steve said, handing him the paperwork. “Address is at the top of the form.” 
 Less than a minute later, Joe’s bike was out of the back of the van, and he was pedaling toward Marylebone. 





 Chapter 2 
   
   
   
 The fallen brown, russet, and gold leaves of the beech trees that lined the road caused Joe’s bicycle tires to hiss and skid when he made it to his destination and hit the brakes.  
 For a few moments, his breath billowing out in clouds in the crisp air, Joe stood and stared down the dead-end street. Uniquely for such a central spot in London, there were no cars parked down this particular road. The houses that sat back from the strangely quiet street were large and mostly hidden from view behind tangled walls of overgrown gardens and well-established trees. Many were walled off or sat behind tall fences of wrought iron tipped with spikes. Only the odd roof eave or chimney protruding over the tops of a tall hedge or tree hinted that people were living there. 
 Joe had been birthed in the capital, brought up by parents he could no longer recall before being taken in by Uncle Steve. His uncle, being a confirmed bachelor, busy small business owner, and even busier Tottenham Hotspur supporter, had shared in the responsibility of raising Joe with the streets of London. 
 At the time, Joe had not realized that the level of freedom and responsibility he had enjoyed as a boy was anything but normal. He had sometimes vaguely wondered, when he had been growing up, why it was that his school friends never seemed to have developed the level of intuition that he seemed to possess himself. They lacked the street smarts that told Joe not to go into certain areas of the city at certain times or sniff out and recognize building trouble like smoke on the wind. They did not possess the wits that were second nature to Joe. 
 His friends did not appear to have learned the most important lesson that London had ever taught Joe: behaving like a chameleon, adapting to changing streets, situations, and environments, was the shrewdest thing a person could do. If you were in the company of lunatics, it behooved one to behave like a lunatic. When you found yourself in the company of intellectuals, speaking with brilliance would open doors. 
 When Joe had been about fifteen, Uncle Steve and he had been ambling home from the local pub, The Nobody Inn. They had just enjoyed watching Spurs give Chelsea an unexpected but very welcome two-nil trouncing, and his uncle, who had been bathing his back teeth in good English stout, was in a jovial mood. 
 “You all right, Uncle Steve?” Joe had asked, keeping an eye on his uncle as he meandered gently down the footpath and negotiated his way past a letterbox with more difficulty than was probably usual. 
 Putting a convivial arm around his nephew, Uncle Steve looked up at the dimming London sky. The light of the sun was fading, soon to be replaced by the illumination of a million artificial lights on the underside of the clouds. 
 “Worth remembering that, lad,” he said. 
 “Uh, what’s worth remembering?” Joe had asked, steering his slightly pickled relative around a lamppost. It had not been the first time they had walked home from the Nobody Inn and Uncle Steve had continued a conversation he had started with Joe in his head. 
 “That it’s not the strongest or the most intelligent who survive or win but those who can best manage change,” he said. 
 He had been talking about football, but Joe had been struck by the poignancy of his words. They had left a mark on his impressionable adolescent soul. He had taken those words to heart and applied them to every aspect of his life.   
 Yes, Joe had seen much of the thirty-two boroughs of London in his short life, under sun, moon, and stars, but he had never been here. He had never seen a street the like of this one. He had never felt the odd skin-prickling sensation he was experiencing running over him like it was then. 
 Joe stared at the job sheet that his uncle had given to him. He found the address in the top right-hand corner, then looked up at the street sign that headed the dead-end street and was half-covered in ivy. 

123 Fabled Road, the sheet read. The street name matched the sign. 
 Joe stepped off his bike and started to wheel it down the road. Then, he stopped, arrested by a thought. He was sure that hadn’t been the same address he had tapped into his phone’s GPS app. He pulled his phone from his pocket and woke the screen. He frowned. He had no signal. 
 “I’m in Marylebone,” Joe said aloud, “in the heart of the city. How can I have no service?” 
 He went into his search history, but the last street name in the map app was not a Marylebone address. He put his phone away, shaking his head. Fabled Road just did not sound like the name he had typed into the GPS, he was sure of it. In truth, it didn’t even sound like a real street name at all. 
 Turning, he walked briskly back to the sign at the top of the road. His lips parted in mute astonishment. It was how a fish might have looked had it been confronted by a particularly perplexing problem. 
 “Fallen Knight Walk,” Joe muttered. “But…” 
 He looked down at the sheet of paper in his hand. 
 The words 9 Fallen Knight Walk stared up at him from the paper. 
 Joe glanced up at the street sign, then down at the paper. Up at the street sign, down at the paper. A passerby might have thought he was watching the world’s smallest game of phantom ping-pong being played out in his head. 
 Joe trusted his instincts. To his knowledge, and through observations he had made, he wasn’t sure that so many people in modern society did that anymore. He had an inkling that most people were so intent on thinking that they sacrificed their entire capacity to feel. Joe, on the other hand, was quite happy to let his decisions be the product of instinct rather than logic. 
 And just then, he was picking up some awfully weird juju emanating from that tiny part of central London. To him, it almost felt like Fallen Knight Walk... Fabled Road... or whatever it was called, was part of a world that might look like London but wasn’t. 
 He ran his fingers through his hair and took a deep breath of frosty air. Maybe that fall had taken more out of him than he had thought. 
 “It’s just an inspection job,” he told himself quietly, his breath pluming in the air. “Just a routine inspection. In and out. A quick quote, maybe. Then home for a cup of tea and some mediocre television.” 
 It should have been a simple mission for Joe to find Nine Fallen Knight Walk. As it happened though, the house numbers were in no order whatsoever, almost as if the owners of the houses had simply been assigned them through a random draw. He finally found it at the very end of the street. The house to one side was number three hundred and thirty-three, while the house opposite was, according to the shiny new letterbox, number eighty-one. 
 “Mental,” Joe breathed. 
 He looked back up the road as he leaned his bike carefully against the fence. Fallen Knight Walk was completely empty. Beyond it, though, the road running perpendicular to it hummed with droning traffic. Cars flashed by periodically. It was weird, but Joe was somehow visited with the notion that he was looking out through a window or observing something through a veil.  
 He reached up and ran his fingers over his scalp, checking for a bump that might hint at a concussion. However, his head was the exact same shape as it had always been—at least, as far as he could tell. 
 “Just another day at the office,” he told himself. 
 Leaving his bike in the deserted street, he pushed the black gate open and made his way down the garden path. In his hand, his work order was clutched like a talisman. 
 The path wound through gardens that had been designed by someone with a very unique approach to landscaping. To Joe, it looked like they had been inspired by the ‘more is more’ school of thinking.  
 A lone, monstrous oak tree, its trunk and four main bows making it look like a clawing hand, loomed overhead. Its bark was covered in a fine green moss that looked like it might have been hiding artistic carvings underneath it, had Joe the time and desire to stop and scratch some away. The branches, which were still clinging to half its leaves, were full of nests, some abandoned, others very much alive. 
 Running along the sides of the white gravel path were smaller flower bushes that were very well-kept and precisely cut. Red, sapphire, mauve, and chartreuse-colored blooms nodded as he passed. Had Joe been less spooked and more of an avid gardener, he might have wondered how it was that these flowers had survived the morning frosts London had been experiencing of late.  
 Set back from these manicured flower beds, and suffusing the air with a wholesome, healing fragrance, were huge untamed clumps of rosemary, lavender, mint, thyme, and other herbs Joe did not recognize. 
 As he rounded a bend in the path, bypassing a gloomy pond in which the shining eyes of innumerable frogs watched him from just above the waterline, a chattering above made him look up. Perching and hopping along one of the outstretched limbs of the oak tree, which presided like a king over the strange garden, was an unkindness of ravens. Though he knew it was just the garden putting the willies up him a bit, he could have sworn the jabbering birds were following him, watching him with those beady, enigmatic eyes of theirs. 
 So interesting was the front garden of the property, with its half-hidden statues, partly tamed and partly wild landscaping, and randomly placed vegetable plots, that Joe did not realize he had reached the house until— 
 “Whoa,” he said, coming up short with a jerk so that he almost slipped over on the wet gravel. 
 He looked up and saw an impressive Edwardian house towering over him. Such was the profusion and higgledy-piggledy layout of the windows, it was impossible to tell whether the house had three stories or five. It had either been designed by an architect traveling over the most rutted road in history or constructed by a builder with an aversion to measuring devices. 
 Each corner of the hulking structure was topped with a small tower, which, in turn, was covered by all sorts of strange bronze instruments that almost looked like TV antennas. Above the tiled roof, clouds were moving in intriguing spirals.  
 The front facade of the imposing house was covered in lichen and ivy. These rusty green vines and creepers covering the brickwork, whether due to a trick of the sunlight behind the fast-moving clouds or Joe’s own eyes, appeared to almost be swaying and moving imperceptibly. 
 “All right, just go up and ring the doorbell, that’s all you’ve got to do,” Joe mumbled to himself. “You’ve got your piece of paper. Your uncle knows you’re here. It’s all good.” 
 Joe ascended the two stone steps that led to the front door. There was no doorbell, only a small bronze dragon-shaped knocker. He reached out, took hold of it, and beat out a short and—what he hoped was construed as—friendly beat. 
 He turned from the door and looked down at the stone fountain. He drummed his fingers on his thigh as he waited for the sound of someone approaching the door. It was then that he realized that the fingers of the hand he had used to knock were pleasantly warm. 
 Turning back to see if the knocker was some sort of fancy heated one, Joe was taken aback to find that the little bronze dragon was gone. A movement out of the corner of his eye made him look down. 
 “What the hell is going on…?” he breathed. 
 He couldn’t have been sure—not really sure—but if he had been prone to believe the unbelievable, he might have been tempted to say that he’d caught sight of the end of a tiny bronze tail slipping under the door. 
 It was funny how one’s mind fought so strenuously to deny the evidence of the eyes. Joe stared for a good while at the foot of the door while his brain jumped around like a cricket in a hot skillet and tried to come up with some explanation for what he had just witnessed.  
 The sound of soft voices coming from behind the door broke into Joe’s stunned reverie. He could not make out the words or be certain as to how many voices were speaking. The flow of the conversation was strangely stilted; sometimes the voices rose, sometimes they died down to little more than breathy whispers barely discernible through the heavy wood of the door, and once they even morphed into a melodic sing-song tone. 
 Uncle Steve’s philosophy on manners and respect might have best been illustrated with the catchphrase: “If you like your nose where it is, don’t go sticking it into other people’s business.” 
 Despite this—and the fact that one of Uncle Steve’s favorite and conflicting pieces of advice was, “Don’t forget to keep your ear to the floor because while you’re down there you might find some money some other bugger has dropped”—Joe found himself pressing his ear to the door. 
 He shouldn’t have been trying to eavesdrop, but something about that whole set-up had captivated him. He felt like he was sitting in a stream and was being tugged irresistibly along. As he pressed his ear to the rough wood of the door, he held his breath, all the better to hear what these mysterious EZ-Breezy customers might be saying. 
 The door gave way with an abruptness that could only have meant someone standing on the other side had yanked it violently open. For the second time that day, Joe found himself falling. He landed in an undignified heap on a large rug that had, by the feel of it, formerly been some kind of unidentifiable animal. His fall was broken by thick hair, while his face was tickled by musty feathers. 
 Feeling like he had more egg on his face than a skydiver who’d landed unexpectedly in an ostrich farm, Joe rolled onto his back. Mentally, he was already preparing his excuses. When he looked up, though, he found that the hallway was completely deserted. The door was closed once more, though Joe hadn’t heard it slam. 

And closed by who? his brain pointed out. 
 Slowly, Joe got to his feet. 
 “Hello?” he called. 
 His voice sounded strangely flat in the still air. No one answered.  
 The hallway was as quiet as the grave. There were all sorts of oddments, ornaments, and trinkets hanging from the walls and covering the available surfaces of side tables and a great wooden hall tree. Hats of various outrageous styles covered a hat stand, while the coat hooks of the hall tree were filled with long garments that Joe recognized as cloaks. 
 “No one actually wears cloaks,” he said to himself, turning on the spot to take more of the hallway in. “That’s not a thing, is it?”  
 There was a shelf filled with dusty mugs from various different cities around the world: Prague, Luxor, New Orleans, Alexandria, Rome, Salem, and Atlanta. 
 Joe did a double-take and let out a hollow little laugh. 
 “Not Atlanta,” he breathed. “Atlantis. Okay, that’s fine. That’s perfectly… whatever.” 
 A pile of books was being used in place of tables to hold a transparent glass vase. The vase was filled with a desiccated bunch of daffodils, but it was the water that drew Joe’s eye. There was a small rodent-like creature floating preserved in it. The rodent was not the only creature evident in the hall. There was also a large—and rather annoyed-looking—stuffed alligator hanging from the ceiling. 
 Numerous crystals, corked bottles, random coins, dried herbs, mismatched batteries, a small empty cage, and myriad plates of old food festooned the place. There was even a perfectly coiled hangman’s noose sitting in the seat of a scuffed leather armchair. 
 “Okay,” Joe said slowly, eyes fixed to the noose, “that would be my cue to leave, I think.” 
 Joe turned toward the front door, only now noticing the runes carved roughly into the white paint. He reached for the handle. 
 The voices started up once again from behind him, coming muffled from down the hall. He spun. Once more, there was no one there. 
 No, there was no one there, but there was a door at the far end of the hallway. A door that Joe could have sworn hadn’t been there when he had been facing that way before. 
 He felt a shiver run down his spine and realized that perspiration had sprung up on the back of his neck. He wiped his forearm across his face, and it came back soaking. 
 He swallowed. The voices sounded like they were coming from the far door. 
 For a long moment, Joe was caught perfectly between the desire to go back and go forward. For a second, he writhed internally, caught in an agony of indecision. His mind advised one course, while his heart counseled another. In a way he could not put into words, and for reasons that were equally elusive, he felt like he was standing on the edge of something momentous. 
 Joe strode to the door at the end of the hall, grabbed the handle, and depressed it. It stuck for a moment but then gave, and he stepped through. 
 The room beyond was dark and empty. It was paneled all in dark wood and might once have been a study or office, judging by the heavy desk crouched in front of the bay window. The window itself was mostly covered with heavy velvet curtains so that only a sliver of gray light penetrated the room. 
 As Joe’s eyes became accustomed to the gloom, he saw that it was not entirely empty. Near the back of the dimly lit space, there was a pedestal topped with a dusty glass case. The voices seemed to be coming from beyond it, though Joe could not see much farther than the display case itself because of the poor quality of the light. Despite his street-learned caution, Joe found himself drawn forward. He padded softly into the room. 
 The voices grew louder as he approached the case, but he was still unable to make out the words. But as he drew close, he saw what lay inside. 
 “A book…” Joe whispered. 
 Without being cognizant of crossing the intervening space, Joe then found himself next to the little pedestal. There was no glass case in evidence now, only a perplexing shimmer in the air that faded almost as soon as Joe noted it. 
 He reached out a hand. Dimly, he was aware of a portion of his brain calling out to him, recommending that maybe not touching this random and mysterious object might be the more prudent course of action. 

Have you learned nothing from Frodo and Gollum’s battle with that damned piece of jewelry? his subconscious yelled at him, but Joe ignored it. All that mattered to him in that moment was that he lay a hand, or even just a finger, on that old book with its cracked leather cover. 
 A frisson of something he attributed to static electricity passed up his index finger and into his hand when he touched it lightly to the cover of the book. It was a jolt—not a powerful one but unexpected. Instinctively, Joe jumped back and stuck his finger in his mouth. 
 As he was standing there, in the middle of that dark room, and sucking his zapped finger, something else happened. Something that very nearly made him wish that his uncle had opted for beige-colored overalls instead of blue ones. 
 A hand landed heavily on his shoulder. 
 Joe let out a breathy gasp, which was somewhat muffled by the digit he still had stuck in his mouth. He pulled his finger free, twisted around, stumbled sideways a step or two, and managed to gulp out, “Who the… who the hell are you?” 
 It was a bit rich coming from a young man who had just, technically speaking, entered a house without its owner’s consent. 
 The old man to whom this question was directed obviously thought so, too. For a moment, he simply stood and blinked owlishly at Joe. 
 There was no question in Joe’s mind that this old boy owned the joint. He fit the house perfectly, as perfectly as a living room pillow fort went with a Parks and Recreation marathon, a warm bed with a rainy night, or jam and clotted cream with a fresh scone. 
 He, like the house, was shabby and unkempt but had an air of quiet austerity about him. His beard was so large and tangled that it would have enabled a small family of voles to set up a home in it. His eyes were wide and staring, though Joe got the idea that it wasn’t just due to the shock of seeing him. He was dressed in baggy, faded clothes that were hard to see in the poor light, except that around his shoulders he wore a magnificent coat of deep dark blue that looked to be studded with stars. 
 Joe blinked. They didn’t look like embroidered stars or sequins sewn into the fabric. The way they shimmered when the old man moved, the way they twinkled as if through an atmosphere, they almost looked… real. Like stars. 
 “Who are you?” Joe asked again, this time in a less accusatory voice as befitted someone who was, quietly, completely in the wrong. 
 The old man did not reply. He was busying himself peering closely into Joe’s face, almost like he was studying something curious under a microscope. 
 “What’s with this house?” Joe blurted, the intense gaze disconcerting him more than a little. “What’s—what’s the deal with that book?” 
 The old man mumbled a reply into his beard. His quick, clever eyes darted from Joe’s face to the pedestal that the book was sitting on. 
 “What?” Joe asked. 
 A noise that might have been a low chuckle escaped the man’s bushy beard. 
 “Look, sir,” Joe said, trying to salvage what might turn out to be an embarrassing misunderstanding involving the police, “I’m with EZ-Breezy. I was sent here by my uncle, Steve Ramsey. He told me that you were…” 
 But the old man was not listening. He was rummaging around in the depths of the wondrous cloak, which for all Joe’s valiant sense-making efforts just wouldn’t quit looking like a piece of the heavens cut from the night sky. 
 Joe considered explaining how he had arrived at the house, fallen through a door that hadn’t been opened by anyone, and then followed the sound of voices down the hallway that led to this study. Even as he ran the words through his mind, he knew they’d sound anorexically thin. He barely believed them himself, and it had all only happened to him a few minutes ago. 
 “Sir?” Joe tried again. “Would you like me to just leave?”    
 The old man, whom Joe had a sneaking suspicion might be one fry short of a King Jr. Meal, pulled out a brown paper bag from one of his pockets. 

That’s all I need to top this weird-ass situation off, Joe thought. I’m going to be offered a freakin’ sherbet lemon by this crazy old nut.

 He hitched a small grin onto his face. For politeness’ sake, he could handle a sweet of some kind. Maybe the cracked old geezer had mistaken him for a grandchild or something? He just hoped the ancient man in the fancy-dress outfit wasn’t about to offer him a severed ear, a battered eyeball, or something.   
 When the old man withdrew his hand from the paper bag, however, there was a small pile of glittering blue dust cupped carefully in his hand. 
 “I haven’t stumbled into a Breaking Bad situation here, have I?” Joe asked. “What the hell have you got th—?” 
 The powder might have been a beautiful iridescent blue, but when the old man blew it suddenly into Joe’s face, everything went very black. 



 Chapter 3 
   
   
   

Tap… tap-tap… tap-tap-tap-tap… tap…

 Joe felt himself surfacing from the velvety folds of unconsciousness like a silver bubble moving up through a glass of cola. He would have quite liked to stay down there, in the comforting, warm dark of sleep, but the incessant pecking rap echoing down his traitorous ear canals and into his brain had other ideas. 
 He opened his eyes. Leastways, he managed to open them on the third attempt once he had rubbed the excessive gunk out of them. When he managed to accomplish this surprisingly difficult feat, he was astonished—but glad—to see that he was looking up at his own bedroom ceiling. 
 “Wethatanisurprizahhh,” he slurred, his dry lips peeling apart with an audible sucking sound. He swallowed and grimaced. There was something shriveled and furry in his mouth that tasted a lot like a foot. It took him a moment to perceive that it was, in fact, his tongue. He swallowed again, reached blindly for the water bottle he kept on his bedside table, and took a few life-giving swallows. 
 “Better,” he croaked. 
 There was a rhythmic pulsing whooshing through his head. While he took a moment to assess himself, Joe was able to ignore the continued annoyance of the tap-tap-tapping that had woken him. It was a mystery that could be dealt with in due time, once he had gotten his head on a little straighter. 
 Overall, he felt like he was suffering from one epic hangover. He’d only suffered the likes of this feeling a couple of times in his life. The kind of hangover where you wake up feeling like you got punched—only, instead of feeling like you got punched in one place, it’s all over your body.  
 His recently freed eyes were burning, and his stomach was churning as if his entire internal flora community had been wiped out by a nuclear bomb in his intestines. He had this throbbing sensation in the base of his skull that made him think some inconsiderate person had driven a car into it. 
 Sighing, Joe reached for his phone and checked the time. It was nine-thirty. He was an hour and a half late for work. He opened the text that was blinking on the screen, focused with difficulty, and saw that his uncle had sent him a message. 
   

ASSUMING UR FEELING ROUGH AFTER YESTERDAY. TAKE THE DAY OFF & HAVE A GOOD WEEKEND. ALSO, LET ME KNOW UR NOT DEAD WHEN YOU WAKE UP. SPURS R PLAYING EVERTON ON SAT.

   
 His phone was working again, then. That was something. And he had the day off work. That was something else. Maybe he’d get a chance to sit down and puzzle out just what the hell had happened the day before.  
 His memories were blurred like smears of colorful paint in his mind rather than a series of crisp photographs as they should have been. He recalled leaving his uncle and cycling to that weird house. Then… he’d gone in, hadn’t he? And there’d been a man—an old man, wearing a weird outfit. 
 The tapping had increased in tempo now. It made thinking harder than it should have been. 

Tap-tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap.

 “All right, all right,” Joe said and hauled himself into a sitting position. He swung his legs off his bed and walked the few steps to his window. He ripped back the curtains irritably and immediately cursed his foolishness. Rays of sunlight assaulted his retinas, beaming down from a beautiful autumn sky of washed baby blue. 
 “Holy potatoes!” Joe exclaimed, throwing a hand up in front of his face and squinting against the brightness. Through his fingers, he saw a dark shape moving this way and that across the ledge outside of his window. Blinking away the sunspots, Joe saw that the shape was, in actual fact…  
 “A raven,” he said in a wooden voice. “Of course, it’s a raven. Why would it not be a raven. Typical way to wake up on a Friday morning, isn’t it, a raven?” 
 He tried to shoo the bird away, thinking that it must be as dazed as he was feeling. For its part, the raven regarded him out of one bright black eye for a moment and then continued pecking at his window. 
 Joe felt like he did not currently possess the mental prowess to deal with a random raven pecking at his window. It was beyond his experience. He was a Londoner. The closest thing he got to wildlife in his day-to-day life was the ubiquitous one million or so pigeons that shared the capital with the humans. He cast about for inspiration but found none. 
 “Ah, nuts to it,” he said to his reflection in the window glass as the raven continued to knock. 
 He reached for the tennis racket under his bed—just in case—and opened the window. 
 The raven, somehow managing to communicate that it was a bird that had drawn the short straw that morning, hopped onto the inner sill. Joe half-raised the tennis racket. The raven, though, shot him a thoroughly unconcerned look, shuffled around, and bowed its head a little. 
 It was then that Joe noticed the cylinder of tightly furled paper that was hung around the raven’s neck with black string. Evidently, the scroll had been whipped around to the back of the bird’s neck during its flight from wherever the hell it had come from. 
 The raven cawed impatiently and ruffled its feathers. 
 “This is for me?” Joe asked. 
 The raven cawed again and bobbed its head. 
 Joe, as fuzzy as his own head still was, decided to disregard the fact that he had, apparently, just been nodded at by a bird that was listening to his questions and answering him. 
 “Yeah. Right,” he said. “I mean, why not? There are carrier pigeons, aren’t there? And ravens are probably a little smarter than pigeons.” 
 The raven turned, eye flashing like a bead of polished obsidian, and snapped its beak at Joe. 
 “Definitely smarter than pigeons,” Joe amended. 
 He reached out and carefully looped the scroll from around the raven’s neck. As soon as he had unburdened it of its load, the raven cawed loudly enough to make Joe wince, gave him a final deprecatory look, and took off into the air. 
 But not before it had relieved itself all over the inside of Joe’s window sill. 
 “Thanks very much,” he muttered, taking the small scroll and sitting back down on his bed. 
 When he unraveled it, the thick, yellowed parchment sprang apart to reveal a page that was almost A4 in size. It had been folded a few times before it had been furled to minimize awkwardness for the raven—or so Joe guessed. And one end was rough as if it had been ripped from a book. 
 Joe noticed all this in a peripheral way, for in the middle of the page the words Follow Me were written in a beautiful cursive script. 
 Joe looked back at the window. His initial thought was that he was supposed to have followed the raven, though how he might have done that was anyone’s guess. Then, he flipped the page over and his breath caught. 
 “Nooooo,” he said in a low voice. “No, no, no. No, this sort of stuff doesn’t exist outside of the movies.” 
 On the other side of the ripped-out page was a map. It was a map of London drawn out in immaculate, crisp lines of blue ink. More specifically, this map was an illustration of the four square blocks that surrounded Joe’s apartment building. In the very center of the map, with the letters J.R. written above it, was a small red dot that looked to be pulsating gently. 
 “No. No, no, no, no, that’s not me,” Joe said. 
 There was a flurry of movement at the bottom of the sheet of paper and words appeared in the same gorgeous script as the message on the front of the parchment had been written. 

Can’t see who else it could be, the map said.    
 Slowly, as if he were handling a live grenade, Joe replaced the map gently in his lap. 

All right. That’s… that’s all right, he thought, taking a deep breath in through his nose and then expelling it. Don’t lose your marbles. Just remember, if you’d shown someone an iPad in the sixteenth century, or even a torch, chances are you’d be burned for a witch. Technology moves on. This might just be one of those new foldable screens.

 Joe scrunched the paper gently under his fingers. 

Admittedly, it’d be a really, really thin one… his brain pointed out, ever helpful. Without an obvious battery… Or an actual screen as such… Also, it doesn’t account for how it just answered you.

 Joe ran a hand through his hair and rubbed at his eyes with the heels of his hands. As he did so, trying to rub some semblance of sense into his life, he remembered more clearly the old man pulling out the brown paper bag from his pocket. 
 “What the hell is going on?” he asked himself. “And who was that old geezer?” 
 When he opened his eyes, he saw that the map had flashed up a couple of fresh lines of writing. 

Don’t ask me what’s going on, I’m just a map, it read. If you’ll please take another gander at the instructions overleaf though, I might be able to help you with the whole ‘who is the old geezer’ conundrum.

 Joe looked unseeingly at the wall opposite him for at least a full minute. 
 When he spoke, it was in the careful, restrained voice of a man who was tightrope walking over the wide-open entrance hatch of insanity and doing his utmost not to look down. 
 “I need my bike,” he muttered to himself. “Where’s my bike?” 
 He glanced down at the map, hoping this time that no writing would appear, hoping that he was about to wake with a start from his bed, his phone ringing, and Uncle Steve demanding to know where the devil he was. 

The idiom ‘two birds with a single stone’ seems apt for this situation, the map said.  
 It wasn’t that Joe was averse to the idea of magic existing—far from it. He had been raised on all the best fantasy books and films as a lad. Since the passing of his parents, which was lost to the fog of early childhood recollection, his uncle had raised him. Uncle Steve had only ever read stories to a young Joe that he himself was vaguely interested in reading, and so Joe had been brought up on a diet that was rich in magic of all kinds. 
 It was one thing, though, to think you would have a hypothetically open mind if ever confronted by real magic; it was another thing entirely to be actually confronted by something that might very well be considered, for lack of understanding and for lack of a better word, real magic. 
 Joe blinked. A fresh line of flowing script was appearing as neatly as if it were being written by a spectral hand on the page in his lap.  

What do you think, Joe Ramsey? the map asked. 
 “What do I think? What do I think?” Joe said, laughing in disbelief. “I think I’m talking to a sentient piece of paper that just got dropped off to me by a crow.” 

A raven, the map said. 
 “Oh, I’m sorry, a raven,” Joe said sarcastically. 

No need to apologize, the map said. This must be a trying time for you.

 “You think?” 
 Joe let out a long breath. He looked around his small bedroom, hoping to glean some kind of inspiration or advice from the off-white walls. Nothing was forthcoming. Such was the morning that he was having, he wouldn’t have been surprised if a supernatural entity had stepped out of his wardrobe and offered him a lift on a magic carpet. 
 “Follow you and find… what?” he asked after he had weighed up his options. 

Follow me… and find your fate, said the sheet of parchment. And your bike, it added, in what amounted to the written version of an afterthought. 
 Resignedly, although not without some small feeling of bubbling excitement in his guts, Joe unzipped the overalls he was still wearing. As he cast about for some clean underwear and rifled through his drawers for a fresh tee, he felt an incredulous little smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. 
 “Ah, screw it,” he said as he pulled on his jeans, “let’s do it. I can’t remember the last time I went looking for my fate. Even if we don’t manage to find it, I want that bike back.” 
   





 Chapter 4 
   
   
   
 The journey from his flat in Hammersmith to the mysterious house down Fallen Knight Walk in Marylebone took Joe half an hour longer on foot than it would have on the tube. Still feeling a little out of sorts as he did, though, the mere prospect of being squished into a cramped carriage on the Underground made him feel nauseous. Besides the map—and he was still struggling to accept that he was taking instructions from a talkative piece of paper—hadn’t mentioned that time was of the essence or anything ominous like that. 
 He had known that the final destination was in Marylebone, not because he had been able to pinch the map and zoom out, but because he had asked the sheet of parchment and it had shown him. 
 Joe walked through the swanky borough of Kensington. He knew a lot of the doormen who worked the fancy apartment buildings here. He stopped to chat with a few, swapping a bit of news here, exchanging football results there. He stopped into a small cafe on Kensington High Street that he frequented just to flirt with the pretty Greek girl behind the counter and, when he realized he’d left his wallet at home, was allowed to chalk a sandwich and coffee up on credit. 
 “Behave yourself, Joe Ramsey,” Lena called after him as he pushed open the door, smiling good-naturedly.  
 Joe grinned shyly back. “I’ll try,” he said, “though it seems to always get a bit harder when I pop in here.” 
 On through Kensington Gardens and into the wonderful ornate greenery of Hyde Park he walked. He enjoyed strolling around here. It was a favorite haunt of his when he had some serious thinking to do or just fancied a break from the city without actually having to leave it. 
 Around him, the oak, common lime, and sweet chestnut trees were blazing in all their autumnal glory. Leaves of every shade of yellow, orange, red, and brown covered the lawns in great swathes. Dogs and little children ran through the leaves, barking and giggling as their adult charges tried to keep them in sight.  
 Everything looked so normal that it made the fact that Joe was carrying the mysterious map all the more surreal. 
 No one paid him so much as a second glance as he strode along, periodically checking the map as he exited Hyde Park and crossed Bayswater Road. The little illustrated icon captioned with the letters J.R followed obediently along behind the black ink line that showed the quickest way.  
 Once, just as Joe had been glancing down to ensure that he was going in the right direction, the map had flashed up the missive, A couple of steps to the right will save you from a trip you didn’t mean to make.

 Joe stepped aside almost subconsciously as he read the scribbled warning. A couple of seconds later and a slobbering Great Dane whipped past, towing behind it a wide-eyed dog walker. The leash that stretched between the runaway pair would have quite neatly taken Joe’s legs out, had it not been for the map’s warning. 
 It was remarkable how quickly Joe had gotten used to carrying the damn thing, really. It might be because nowadays everyone was assaulted by all sorts of miraculous technology and new gadgets every day. The fact that this particular gadget had no power source that he could identify and had been delivered by a bird instead of the usual courier was something he’d worry about later. 
 As he walked along, past Portman Square before turning left near Wigmore Hall, Joe decided on something. He decided that compartmentalizing all the things that he didn’t understand would be the most effective method of preserving his sanity. That meant that, for the time being, he wouldn’t worry about the fact that the talking map made absolutely no sense. That enigma could wait. 
 Currently, he would concentrate on getting his bike back. That was the first goal. A simple thing that he hoped to achieve. Once that was out of the way, he would turn his attention to the weird house and the old geezer who had drugged him. 
 For that is what had happened, surely. The memories of what had occurred after he had gone down the garden path that fronted the strange house were filtering slowly back to him now, settling back in his mind like the stirred-up sediment at the bottom of a river.  
 Having some kind of powder blown in your face and then blacking out, well, Joe was pretty sure he had seen some thriller where a hitman had done that to one of his marks. But, well, as far as he could tell, the old boy had done nothing lethal to Joe when he was unconscious. This made him slightly less worried about going back to the place where it had all happened. 
 A little under an hour and a quarter later, Joe found himself once more at the turn-off that led down Fallen Knight Walk. Just as it had been the previous day, the road was completely clear of vehicles—something which should not have been possible in such a central London location. Parking was at such a premium in the inner city that people were selling their garages for one hundred thousand pounds or more. 
 Furling the map back up into a tight coil and stowing it in the inner pocket of his denim jacket, Joe walked down to the end of the street and stopped outside number nine. His bike was still there. He had not chained it to the black railings of the wrought iron fencing, yet it had not been moved. It had not been stolen. That was also nothing short of a miracle for a bike left out in central London. 
 “Well, that’s mission one complete,” Joe whispered to himself. “Time to find out what the hell happened yesterday and tick off another piece of the puzzle.” 
 Not allowing himself the luxury of second-guessing his decision, he opened the gate and walked on down the garden path. He didn’t stop to look around at the bizarre and otherworldly layout but tramped on, scattering a cloud of lazy bees as he brushed past one of the numerous clumps of miraculously still-flowering blooms. 
 Before he knew it, he was back outside the front door. The house still stood as impressively as it had done the day before, but in the full glare of the mid-morning sun, it was robbed of a little of its imposing, looming presence. It looked, in the clear light of day, to be like any other house. 
 “I remember you,” Joe said, reaching out for the little bronze dragon door knocker. 
 He rapped a short rat-ta-ta-ta-tat, rat-tat on the door and stepped back a pace, though he was careful to keep one suspicious eye on the little bronze dragon. Just when he thought he must have imagined the thing disappearing, the dragon uncoiled its tail, leapt from the door, and glided down to the floor on its minuscule wings.   
 “Okay,” Joe murmured as the little metal beast slipped under the door and out of sight. “That wasn’t a hallucination, then. That’s good. I think.” 
 A corner of his mind marveled that he was keeping his composure as well as he was, even as he stood there humming tunelessly and trying not to dwell on the age-old question of whether or not, if you were stark-raving bonkers, you would be able to tell that you were stark-raving bonkers.  
 A moment later, the door creaked slowly open. 
 There was no one there. Just the hallway stretching away to— 
 “Yes?” said a curt, no-nonsense woman’s voice. “What do you want?” 
 Joe started. “Is that… Is that a ghost?” he blurted before he could vet the words for how nutty they might sound. 
 “Cor blimey, would you listen to ’im?” the voice said. “A ghost. Of all the nerve. I know I work in the service industry, but I’ve never been called a ghost before.” 
 “Then, what—?” Joe started to say. 
 There was a weary, heartfelt sigh. 
 “Down here, young man,” the voice said peevishly. 
 Joe adjusted his gaze some thirty degrees to the south. 
 “Ah, I’m so sorry,” he said, his natural British tendency to apologize even when he wasn’t really in the wrong cropping up right on cue. “I didn’t see you, um, down there. You’re not a ghost, you’re a… You’re an… um…” 
 “I’m a bleedin’ dwarf,” snapped the lady dwarf. “Now, are you going to come in or not? The gaffer doesn’t much like me leaving the door open on account of not knowing if anything has escaped before it’s too late.” 
 Joe, not able to come up with a reply to this extraordinary statement, stepped inside. 
 The dwarf was about three feet tall and dressed in one of those stereotypical black and white maid’s outfits, complete with a small, frilly, extremely antiquated white mobcap that reminded Joe of his secret guilty pleasure: Downton Abbey.   
 “You’re staring,” the dwarf said after she had shut the door behind them. 
 “Was I?” Joe asked. 
 “Yep,” said the dwarf maid. “Still are, as a matter of fact.” 
 “Sorry. It’s just that I’ve never met a—” 
 “Dwarf before?” 
 “A maid,” Joe said, not knowing if it would be rude to point out that it was a big day of firsts for him, and he had never met a proper dwarf either. 
 “You’ve never met a maid before?” the dwarf asked. “You can’t have been hanging around very reputable wizards then.” 
 “I can’t have been hanging around…” Joe repeated weakly. 
 “Very reputable wizards,” the dwarf said again. “Any wizard worth his salt has a bit of home help, otherwise they’d be living in squalor wouldn’t they? Amazing how little time messing around with cabalistic doodahs and thaumaturgical what-do-you-call-’ems leaves a person to do the dishes and dust the mantlepiece.” 
 Joe tried to ask a question, but all that came from between his lips was a sort of soft gurgling noise. 
 “Right,” the dwarf said, dragging the word out to four syllables and watching Joe apprehensively out of her shrewd bright blue eyes. “Well, anyway, you must be here for the job interview, are you?” 
 “Job interview?” Joe asked. 
 The maid had a rather blocky physical appearance, almost like she had been cast from a mold rather than born. Her jaw was more defined and stronger than might have been considered pretty, and she had a forehead that looked like it could have been used to crack walnuts, but Joe got the impression that she might be one of those gruff women who harbored a heart of gold within their breast. 
 “Blimey, I’ve met some people who are away with the fairies, but you take the cake, young fellow.” The maid shook her head, tucked a strand of copper hair back under her old-fashioned cap, and put her hands on her hips. “Now, you’re here for the job interview, yes?” 
 “Yes?” Joe tried as he attempted to catch up with what was going on. He hadn’t been sure what he had expected, but this wasn’t it. It felt like his brain had become stuck on the small woman in front of him. 
 “Uh, you’re a real dwarf, are you?” he found himself saying before his brain could lasso the words and drag them back into his mouth. He was eyeing the little woman’s physique, and the harder he looked, the more convinced he became of the thought. 
 “Are you trying to be funny, mate?” the dwarf asked. 
 “No, I just—I mean, you’re actually a dwarf,” Joe said, realizing that he was coming dangerously close to being a babbling maniac. “You’re not a little person, but an actual dwarf, right? You’re dwarven?” 
 The dwarf maid gave Joe that special look people reserve for stray dogs or people who smell of paint thinners who unexpectedly come and start conversing with you when you’re enjoying your lunch at some curb-side eatery. 
 “Does a shark fart bubbles, sir?” she said carefully. “Course, I’m a bleedin’ dwarf. I didn’t know my father, of course—dwarven males being about as comfortable sticking around after the deed has been done as a traveler is with a mortgage—but my mother was from a mine up in the Pennines.” 
 Joe nodded. That was fine. That was fine. So what if he had only ever seen dwarves in the movies. Technically, he had only ever seen Inuits on National Geographic specials, but he wouldn’t have gotten all sketched out if he had bumped into one on the street, would he? 
 “So, uh, this job. There’s a job?” he said, keen to break the awkward pause that had descended between himself and the maid.   
 “Yes. Yes, the job,” the dwarf maid said, still looking a little unsure of Joe. “I have to say that you don’t look too much like the rest of ’em.” 
 “Rest of them?” he asked. 
 “The applicants,” the dwarf said. Seeing Joe’s mouth open, and no doubt wanting to forestall any more questions, she said, “Never mind, mate. Come this way. Would you like to leave your magical creature in the basement while you go through the interview process?” 
 “Magical creature?” Joe asked, allowing the dwarven maid to usher him down the hall. 
 “Ah, didn’t bring it with you,” the dwarf said. “Very astute move, sir. Want to show how focused you are. Very astute, indeed.” 
 Joe didn’t have a clue what the little woman was on about, but he suspected his best course of action was just to follow along like a duckling following in its mother’s wake. 
 The dwarf led the still-bewildered Joe into a small room and told him to sit. Joe sat. The dwarf then gave him a professional curtsy, which he didn’t really feel like he had earned, and hurried off. The door closed behind her. 
 Joe took a breath and looked around. He was sitting in what was clearly a waiting room. Potted plants, small tables, and piles of old magazines accessorized the room. There was a fish tank in one corner, which housed a rather morose-looking puffer fish and a small creature that basically looked like a large frog with no hind legs, bat wings instead of forelegs, and a lizard-like tail with a poisonous-looking barb on the end. Joe squinted. There was a small sign in one corner of the fish tank. 
 “Please don’t feed the water leaper,” Joe mouthed as he read it. “Especially not with bits of yourself.” 
 The waiting room was packed with weird-looking people—and in a place as welcoming and open-minded as London, that was saying something. 
 Joe noted that there was a very pale, bald, dour-faced guy wearing dusty black robes whose nose appeared to have been trimmed down with a pair of secateurs. His eyes were wide and red, and he reminded Joe strikingly of everyone’s favorite fictional wizarding baddie. 
 This was bizarre in itself, but even more strangely there was another man sitting next to him who looked like the spitting image of Santa Claus. Next to Kris Kringle, there was a pretty woman with pixie features and a pair of hummingbird wings strapped to her back. At least, Joe thought they were strapped to her back, although, with everything that had gone on that day already, he wouldn’t have been surprised if the woman would get bored of waiting and suddenly buzz out through the open window. 
 The dwarf maid appeared a few minutes later, bringing with her a large teapot that she set on a side table at the back of the room, alongside a plate of muffins. As she was bustling back past Joe, he was seized with the desire to admit to her that he was, in actual fact, not here for the job interview. All he was after was his bike and an explanation. 
 As he opened his mouth to call her attention to him in as polite a way as he could, there was a rustle from his jacket pocket. The piece of parchment, which had performed admirably as a guide for his eastward journey across London, shot from Joe’s pocket and slapped itself over his mouth. 
 Joe clapped his hands to his mouth and attempted to prize the page free of his lips, but he couldn’t find a purchase on the edges. His struggles did not manage to capture the attention of the busy dwarf maid, who bustled out of the room without a backward glance. They did manage to raise a few choice remarks from some of the more disgruntled interviewees. 
 As Joe wrestled with the recalcitrant page, trying his best not to panic or make more of an ass of himself than he was already, the door to the waiting room opened. 
 The old man from the day before, the very same old bastard who had blown glittering blue dust into Joe’s face and given him the kind of hangover that could have had its own Netflix documentary, stepped into the room. 
 Joe doubled his efforts to extricate himself from the piece of parchment that seemed to be trying its hardest to keep him where he was. 
 The old man, whose beard was in just as magnificent a state of disarray as it had been the night before, scanned the room. Joe saw that he was as bald as a nut, with a pair of enormous wiry eyebrows that had most definitely been styled by the same blind lunatic that had been allowed free creative reign with the beard. He was dressed in the same outfit as the previous evening: a getup that was something very much akin to a Japanese kimono or samue, with his incredible starry cloak over the top. 
 As he looked around the gathered collection of interviewees, clearly trying to pick who to talk to next, his eyes alighted on the struggling figure of Joe. 
 The old man’s eyes went wide, darting from his own eyes to the page on his mouth and back to his eyes once more. With a curt jerk of the hand, the old man motioned for Joe to get up and step into the next room. Joe, still gagged by the damned parchment and quite unsure what else he could do, did as the old man bade. Earning a few scornful remarks from the others in the room as he crossed it, Joe followed the old man into the neighboring room and closed the door behind him. 
 It was the office that Joe had inadvertently nosed his way into the evening before. The curtains had been drawn, however, and noon light was flooding in through the great bay windows. The man motioned to a chair. Joe wasn’t about to take anything offered to him by this old dude, but he was given no choice when the chair shot forward and cleaned his legs out from under him. 
 As if it had been waiting for such a cue, the parchment page ripped itself free of Joe’s mouth, taking a fair bit of stubble with it. 
 “Son of a biscuit, that hurts!” Joe exclaimed. 
 “Well, I can’t say I expected you to show up here again—and with him on your face,” the old man said, without so much as a ‘good morning’ to start things. 
 “Oh, I’m sorry, were you not expecting to see me again after you roofied me yesterday?” Joe retorted, rubbing his mouth. 
 “You remember me?” 
 Joe gave him a stony stare. “Of course, I remember you, mate,” he said drily. “It’s not every day that I find myself in some strange old house and get knocked out by an old geezer wielding a bag of magic sherbet.” 
 The old man, instead of appearing sheepish as Joe might have expected, looked vaguely annoyed. 
 “Hmpf,” he said, running his fingers through his tangled beard, which looked more like an exploded badger in the plain light of day than an actual piece of facial hair. “I must have got the ruddy recipe muddled again. You weren’t supposed to remember a thing. That’s how it usually works.” 
 “That’s comforting,” Joe said sardonically. 
 The man ignored him. 
 “How did you know to come back here?” he asked, steepling his fingers and peering intently at Joe. From this close up, Joe noticed he had mismatched eyes: one blue, the other brown. 
 Momentarily dumbfounded by this old guy’s blasé approach to meeting someone he had knocked unconscious not twenty-four hours before, Joe simply regurgitated his story. 
 “Well, I woke up to a racket being made on my window and found a raven waiting outside of it,” he said. “Turns out the usual postman must have been sick this morning and my part of Hammersmith was being serviced by birds because this raven had a note attached to it.” 
 If he had been waiting for the old man to look surprised, Joe was disappointed. 
 “And?” he prompted Joe. 
 “And this page, or whatever the heck it is, told me to follow it. It said it’d show me where my bike was.” 
 “And?” 
 “And it also said something about showing me where my fate lay.” 
 The old man’s wiry eyebrows knitted together in a sudden frown, so pronounced was it that Joe thought they’d probably have to call for the dwarf maid to untangle those twin caterpillars. 
 “It said that?” the old man asked. “It told you that it would lead you to your fate?” 
 “And my bike,” Joe said. 
 The old man touched thoughtfully at his beautiful night sky cloak, which looked even more wondrous the more Joe inspected it. It didn’t contain just stars but nebulae and swirling galaxies, too. 
 “Do you know what I am doing here?” the old man asked. 
 “No, but I would love to have an explanation chucked my way!” Joe said fervently. “If only to reassure myself that I haven’t gone around the twist. All the stuff I’ve seen today, it’s made me think that… Well, it’s made me think that magic is real if you must know.” 
 The old man’s lined face cracked unexpectedly into a wide grin. He began to chuckle, then to wheeze, then to lose himself in a bone-shaking, knee-slapping bout of mirth. 
 Not knowing what else to do, Joe found himself joining in. 
 After a good minute, the old man dabbed at his eyes with his beard. 
 “Ah, me!” he gasped. “Oh, dear!” 
 “I know!” Joe chortled, suddenly feeling a lot more secure about his sanity. 
 “It must have been quite a shock. You must have been worrying yourself silly, not knowing what was going on!” 
 “Well, yeah,” Joe said, getting his own laughter more under control by this point. “It was all a bit weird.” 
 “Thinking that magic was real,” the old man said, hiccupping slightly as he looked at Joe with those strange mismatched eyes of his. 
 “Right.” 
 “No thinking required on that score.” The old man chuckled breathlessly. 
 “Right,” Joe repeated. “I know—” 
 “Of course magic is real,” the old man said. 
 Joe’s mouth froze in mid-banter. 
 “Honestly,” the old man continued, running a hand down the satin-smooth fabric of his marvelous cloak, “the fact that the majority of the population of this island still doesn’t believe in it never ceases to boggle my mind. Then there are the Americas, of course, which, behind Africa, is the single largest melting pot of magical practitioners in the world, and they’re still flocking to those sordid ‘magic’ shows in Las Vegas as if they’re so much as a shadow of the real thing.” 
 “It is real?” 
 The old man frowned again. Then his face cleared and took on a slightly apologetic cast. 
 “Ah, I see I’ve gotten my broomstick twigs crossed,” he said. “I was thinking that you had come here because you knew that magic existed. I thought the page of the grimoire had guided you back because it was suggesting that I give you a job.” 
 “But magic is real, is it?” Joe pressed. 
 The old man—the wizard—shrugged helplessly. “Come now, lad, surely any truly sane mind must believe in magic. Disbelief in the arcane only leaves a poor individual the option of believing in government and business. And what a depressing thought that would be.” 
 Joe sat back in his chair. On the wizard’s desk, the torn page of what the old man had alluded briefly to as a grimoire fluttered in a nonexistent breeze. 
 The old man clapped his hand. “Well, I’m glad we got that out of the way,” he said briskly. “Now, tell me this, Joe Ramsey—” 
 “How do you know my—?” Joe tried to ask. 
 “—do you want the job?” the old man finished. 
 It couldn’t even have been lunchtime, but Joe already felt like he had been put through the wringer. Rather than spend the rest of the afternoon sitting in front of the wizard’s desk, asking whether magic was real in a host of different ways, he decided that he may as well just roll with what was going on. If it turned out that this was all some kind of elaborate TV set-up, then at least it would be over more quickly, and he could go back home and crawl into bed. 
 “What job?” he asked. 
 “The job, lad, the job!” 
 “Repeating the same thing over and over again isn’t making the situation any clearer, mate,” Joe pointed out. 
 “The job! The job of caretaker. Do you want it? What do you think that collection of uglies out there in the waiting room is about, hmm? You think that a wizard of my caliber enjoys having such a motley heap of potential disappointments lingering about the place like a bunch of stale trouser-whistles?” 
 “Trouser-whats?” 
 “I’m interviewing candidates for this position—for a caretaker—for my magical menagerie in the basement. I need someone to look after my collection while I’m away on business,” the wizard said brusquely. “What magical creature do you have?” 
 “He has no magical creature with him, gaffer,” the dwarf maid said from just over Joe’s shoulder. 
 Joe took some small delight in seeing the wizard jump at the same time that he did. 
 “Great Pegasus poop, where the devil did you pop out from, Miss Spicer?” the wizard yelled. 
 “Sorry, sir,” the dwarf maid said. 
 The wizard tried pointlessly to smooth his beard. He turned to Joe. 
 “Is this true? You have no magical creature with you?” he asked. 
 “I don’t have a magical creature at all,” Joe admitted. 
 The wizard looked suddenly grave and thoughtful. His eyebrows writhed like a couple of millipedes wearing fur coats and doing the tango. 
 Joe heard the wizard mumbling something to himself, something that hinted very much that Joe probably wasn’t suited for the job. Joe sat, not quite knowing which way he wanted the verdict to go. 
 It was the torn piece of parchment that appeared to decide matters. The page floated up off the desk and drew the wizard’s attention. Judging by the way the old man’s eyes flicked across the page, it appeared the parchment was giving him some sort of advice or else trying to allay his reservations in some other way. 
 As this strange, muted conversation played out, Joe turned and exchanged smiles with the dwarf maid, Miss Spicer. 
 “Sorry about all the faffing about earlier,” Joe said. 
 “Not a problem, sir,” Miss Spicer said. “I’m only glad that you turned out to be hopelessly ignorant and not a raving maniac.” 
 Joe blinked. “Thanks.” 
 His attention returned to the old man, who was muttering to the torn piece of parchment while gesticulating wildly.  
 “What the heck are you two talking about?” Joe asked. 
 He doubted he’d get a straight answer, so he wasn’t disappointed when he didn’t. 
 “I have decided, against what might be called my better judgment, to allow you to fill this position, Joe Ramsey,” the old man said.  
 “And what if I don’t want it?” 
 The old man looked genuinely taken aback. “Don’t you want it?” 
 Joe considered, but he didn’t consider long. The truth was, there was no way he could go back to his normal life now. Not without seeing wherever this rabbit hole led. It was as simple as that. How many kids throughout history had mentally prepared themselves for a day when the chance to discover magic came along?  
 Joe couldn’t be the guy who turned his back on every adult’s childhood dream, just because it sounded a little crazy. Most of the best things he had been a part of—and enjoyed—in his life had been built on ‘a little crazy’. 
 “Nah, I’ll take it,” he said. “Only, what do you need me to do?” 
 “Read and sign this nondisclosure agreement is the first thing,” the wizard said, promptly reaching under his desk and producing a mammoth contract about two and half feet tall. He dumped it in front of Joe with a thump that made the solid desk quake. 
 Joe looked around the contract and gave the wizard an incredulous look. 
 “What’s in it?” he asked. 
 “Oh, all the standard guff about corporate espionage: taking your life into your own hands; the use of only lemon curd in sandwiches whilst on expeditions; lack of compensation so far as stings, strangulations, amputations, bites, whacks, smacks, thwacks, stabbings, jabbings, and grabbings go; proper presentation; no perks; never wearing any aftershave that smells like Old Spice; copyright infringement on spells, and other boring things of that nature.” 
 Joe gazed at the towering stack of a contract. “Should I have a lawyer look over it?” 
 “Have you ever had a lawyer look over any legally binding document you have come in contact with in your day-to-day life?” the wizard shot back, a knowing glint in his eye. 
 “No,” Joe answered slowly, thinking of all those bloody iTunes agreements. 
 “Good! That’ll save time. Even the best legal mind would take six months to go through the entirety of this stinker, and we don’t have that kind of time. Just make your mark on the side somewhere.” 
 The wizard snapped his fingers, and a quill materialized on the desk in front of Joe. 
 “Do I need to sign in blood or anything?” Joe asked. 
 The wizard raised an eyebrow at him. “I shouldn’t think so, lad. Not very hygienic.” 
 Joe picked up the quill and signed the side of the stack with some difficulty. 
 “Excellent!” the old man said. “Let’s get cracking then, shall we?” 
 He swept the contract off his desk and onto the floor. Joe heard the dwarf maid give another one of her heartfelt sighs behind him as a thousand sheets of paper scattered across the carpet. 
 The wizard opened another door that led off his office and opened it, but Joe hesitated. 
 “Um?” Joe asked. 
 “Um what?” the old man said. 
 “Do you have a name?” 
 “Of course, I have a name. Everything has a name. Even that awful water leaper in the tank out in the waiting room has a name.” 
 Joe waited for a few seconds. 
 “Well?” he asked. 
 “Well what, you infernal young louse?” 
 “What is it? Your name?” 
 The wizard blinked, recovered, and then drew himself up proudly. 
 “My name,” he said, his voice ringing out with a rich resonance, “is Vasmodecadorenicar Qwentilliar Jerry Libercustos.” 
 “Catchy,” Joe pointed out. “Any chance I could just call you… Jerry?” 
 The wizard shot Joe a glowering look. “You can call me Jerry,” he said, still in the same impressive wizardly voice, “when pigs take to the air and I can spit a cantaloupe across this room.” 
 Joe rolled his eyes. 
 “No, if you must shorten my name,” the old man said, “then call me Vasmo.”
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 There was no question about whether Joe was going to have to shorten the wizard’s name. He had no choice; he’d already forgotten eighty percent of it. It was a shame that the old-timer didn’t seem too keen on going with Jerry. It would have made things a bit easier. But well, he could remember ‘Vasmo’. 
 Glancing behind him as he followed the wizard out of his office, Joe saw that the dwarven maid was bringing up the rear. 
 “I can see why you call him ‘the gaffer’,” he said to her in a stage whisper. 
 “Vasmodecadorenicar is a bit of a mouthful, isn’t it?” the little maid replied to him under her breath. 
 “He’s pretty sensitive about the Jerry part, huh?” Joe pointed out. 
 The dwarven maid winced and held a finger to her lips. 
 “I think it’s a name from his mother’s side,” she divulged in hushed tones. 
 “His mother was a Jerry? Bold move.” 
 “No, Mr. Ramsey, don’t be a berk,” the maid said, her steps pattering along on the stone floor as she hurried to keep up with the taller people. “I think it was his mother’s brother. He was not gifted with thaumaturgical abilities.” 
 “He wasn’t a magic user?” Joe asked quietly. 
 “No, Mr. Ramsey,” the maid said, dropping her voice so that he was forced to read her lips, “he was an insurance executive.” 
 He made a face. No wonder Vasmo didn’t like the name’s connotations. There were few less magical callings in life, that Joe could think of anyway, than slaving away for an insurance company.   
 Vasmo led the way out of the office, his kimono-style robes brushing the floor as he swept importantly into the hallway beyond. Despite being almost six feet tall, Joe found himself having to lengthen his stride to keep up with the old man as he strode along a corridor paneled in more dark wood.  
 As they went, Joe made one last concerted effort to make his peace with the ludicrous notion of the entire situation he found himself in. 
 Magic was real. 

Magic was real.  

Okay, he told himself. I can deal with that. I can. I’ll just treat it as… a revelation. These sorts of things happen all the time throughout history. One day, everyone thinks the world is flat. The next thing they know, the ancient Greeks are putting forward their case for a spherical Earth. I wouldn’t have fared well back then either if I’d stuck my head in the sand and refused to deal with the discovered truth. It’s fine.

 The corridor was long and was lit all along one side with tall windows that looked out into the back garden. Gnarled apple trees formed a natural wall of vegetation around the space. The lawn was mostly overgrown, but there were patches of grass that looked like they had been neatly cropped in circles. When Joe took a closer look, he could see there were posts set in the middle of these circles with ropes leading out from them. It seemed like whatever creatures Vasmo’s menagerie contained, some of them required grazing. 

One hundred and seventy-odd years ago, old Charles Darwin came up with his theory of natural selection, Joe continued to tell himself. Changed our understanding of the biology game. X-rays—looking inside someone’s body. That would have been pretty wild when it first happened, but no one bats an eyelid about it anymore.

 Vasmo paused at an ornate bookcase stuffed with heavy leather-bound tomes. Fleetingly, Joe thought that the gangly old man was going to procure some mystical book stuffed to the seams with spells. When the wizard did not so much as run his finger along any of the spines, Joe adjusted his expectations. 
 “Is this one of those secret doorways?” he asked. 
 “Hmm?” Vasmo said, his eyes flicking along the shelves. 
 “Is this one of those secret doorways? Where you pull a book out and the whole bookshelf opens up thanks to a series of cunning levers, and it reveals a set of stairs that spiral down into the basement?” 
 Vasmo looked up in astonishment. “No,” he said. 
 Joe’s face fell a little. “No?”  
 “No, but it’s a nice idea. Fanciful—I like that. But no, it was just that I thought I left… Ah! Here it is.” 
 He had picked up a carved wooden pipe from one of the shelves, where it had been half hidden behind a fox skull. 
 The wizard stuck it between his teeth and said, “Onward!”  

The Big Bang Theory; the idea that the sun, not Earth, was the center of the galaxy; the discovery of DNA; gravity; electricity… The list goes on, Joe thought as he endeavored to get his head around the almost un-get-aroundable. All of it, completely bonkers when it was first thought up, but now… Now, it’s just part of the background of our cultural consciousness.


So, why is the idea of magic any less believable than any of that stuff?

 Feeling a little more secure in his own mind now, Joe cleared his throat and said, “So, am I getting the tour, is that what’s happening now?” 
 In the midst of turning down another hallway, Vasmo suddenly spun on his heel. “A tour?” 
 “Yeah, you know, of the house? So I know where all the exits are in the very likely case of an emergency?” 
 Vasmo exchanged glances with the dwarf standing next to Joe. 
 “He has a point, gaffer,” the dwarf said. “Think about the other day when that opinicus threw a tantrum and started breathing fire all over the place.” 
 Vasmo shook his head regretfully. “That silly bugger. He always did have a temper on him. Would have made quite the creature once he’d grown out of it. Still, he does make a hell of a rug. Really jazzed up the entrance hall, don’t you think?” 
 Joe had a sudden flashback of the soft, downy fur and ruffled feathers of the rug he had landed on only the day before. Now he came to think of it, what kind of creature had a hide as big as that of a cow and had fur and feathers?  
 “Indeed, it is kind of nice that the opinicus lives on as an interior decoration and statement piece, sir,” the maid said, cutting across Joe’s pondering. “What I was getting at, though, is that having a sound knowledge of where the nearest windows and doors were located kept the pair of us from getting barbecued there and then, didn’t it?” 
 “True,” the wizard assented. 
 “I mean, yes, I was ejected through the chimney,” the maid continued, “but I don’t think this lad’s small enough to manage that. Not without a couple of broken femurs anyway.” 
 Vasmo took his pipe from his mouth and pointed it at the diminutive maid. 
 “Very well, the first thing is introductions to the rest of the household,” Vasmo said. 
 “By the rest of the household, gaffer, you mean Durango, yes?” the maid asked. 
 “That’s right,” Vasmo said. 
 “Very good, sir.”  
 “Then you, Miss Spicer, will give our new recruit here the swiftest of swift tours. Don’t dally, and for goodness sake, don’t let him touch anything! It’s a lovely day, but that doesn’t mean we want to give our home a convertible roof like the last helper did.” 
 “Where will you be, sir?” Miss Spicer asked. 
 “I’ll meet you outside the basement,” Vasmo said. “There are a few things I must handle to ensure our colleague’s safety.” 
 Without so much as a by-your-leave, Vasmo stepped forward and pulled a few dark-brown strands of hair from Joe’s head. 
 “Look, mate,” Joe said, rubbing his head, “if you want my advice, you should really warn people before you knock them out with mysterious blue powder or leap in and snatch some of their hair. People don’t tend to be too keen on that sort of thing. Test the waters, you know.” 
 “Noted,” the wizard said, giving the impression that he hadn’t listened to a word Joe had said as he tucked the hairs carefully into a pocket. 
 “What do you need them for anyway?”  
 “Oh, just to get some of our charges used to your scent,” the wizard said, waving a blithe hand. “See you both shortly.” 
 When he had disappeared, Joe turned and looked down at the dwarven maid. 
 “So, you’re Miss Spicer?” he asked. 
 “That’s right, Mr. Ramsey, Lilli Spicer’s the name.” 
 “Please call me Joe,” he said, smiling. “Mr. Ramsey was my father’s… Well, actually, I can’t remember my dad, but I assume he went by Mr. Ramsey.” 
 A little of the starch seemed to flow out of Lilli then. “Very good, sir—I mean, Joe. Feel free to call me Lilli.” 
 “How do you deal with that every day, Lilli?” Joe asked, nodding in the direction Vasmo had vanished. 
 “Cooking sherry helps,” Lilli muttered. 
 “What was that?” 
 “Oh, nothing, Joe love, nothing! Let’s get the tour done and dusted, shall we? Then you can see what your job is going to entail.” 
 “Sounds good,” Joe said, feeling a fluttering of excited butterflies in his stomach. 
 “Lovely,” Lilli said, opening a door that led out to a spacious second hall in which a carved staircase made its way upward from a dusty marble floor. “We’ll start at the attic, introduce you to Durango, then work our way down.” 
   
 * * * 
   
 If Joe had harbored any doubts concerning Vasmo and Lilli’s credentials as a wizard and bonafide dwarf, or whether he could believe their mentions of magical creatures, then they were dispelled completely on meeting Durango. 
 “Durango does the cooking here at number nine,” Lilli told Joe as the pair made their way up the rickety set of stairs that led from the third-floor landing to the attic that nestled under the eaves of the steeply pitched roof.  
 “From up here?” Joe asked. 
 “No, no, the attic is just where Durango’s quarters are,” Lilli explained. “He uses the kitchen to whip up what we eat, but up here is where he comes up with and perfects his recipes.” 
 Privately, Joe had been expecting a dark and vaguely sinister space in which cobwebs, shadowy corners, mysterious objects covered in dust sheets, and spooky clanking noises played a significant role. He was, therefore, surprised at Lilli’s description of this Durango character, but not as surprised as he was when she opened the door at the top of the narrow staircase. 
 The attic took up the entire roof space of the large house and was filled with light. It was not just the Gothic-style windows at either end of the attic that flooded the place with sunlight but also the many missing tiles that allowed shafts of downlight to stab into the room. On one side of the roof, there was also a trapdoor that was wide open and led out onto a little parapet. 
 “Wow…” Joe said, gazing around at the large space. 
 It was more like some bohemian New York or Parisian apartment than an attic. Most of it was taken up with benches filled with all sorts of cooking paraphernalia. Pots and pans hung from the ceiling beams, along with a deli’s worth of assorted drying meats. The center of the attic was taken up by a monstrous iron stove that looked like it would have taken magic just to get it up here. Pipes ran off it and through specially cut holes in the roof. Strangely, there was no sign of a bed, and the suite of leather furniture looked untouched and brand-new.  
 “Man, all those horror TV shows and movies have got it so wrong when it comes to wizard attics, huh?” Joe said. “It’s totally different to what I expected.” 
 “And what did you expect, monsieur, hmm?” a voice said from his right. 
 Joe turned, and his mouth dropped open. 
 “This, Joe, is Durango,” the dwarven maid said, making the introductions. “Durango, this is our new menagerie assistant, Joe Ramsey.” 
 Durango stumped into the attic from where he had been standing out on the parapet. ‘Stump’ was the only adjective that would have done justice to Durango’s walk as it looked like the guy’s stumpy legs were entirely bereft of knees. 

Knees? Joe’s brain interjected. What in the world are you worrying about knees for? You’re looking at a—at a…  
 “Gargoyle,” Joe croaked. 
 Durango turned his gray-skinned head from Joe to Lilli. His sardonic yellow eyes narrowed at the dwarf. 
 “Another Englishman, I see,” he said, the disgust coloring his words was made all more acerbic by the French accent he spoke in. 
 “I don’t know why you always act so surprised when we hire an English person, Durango,” Lilli said. “We are in bloody England, aren’t we?” 
 “And what a brain this one ’as on ’imself also, eh?” Durango said. “A gargoyle! What a fine observation!” 
 Like many French people that Joe had met, Durango had decided that the letter ‘h’ was superfluous to his needs and had traded in any ‘th’ sound he came across for a more exotic ‘z’. 
 Unlike most French people that Joe had met, though, Durango also had large ears, which would not have looked out of place on a fruit bat, protruding from his boulder-like head, a set of upper canines that would have made the most rabid junkyard dog envious, a pair of leathery wings folded across his broad back, and he looked to have stone skin that didn’t as much need some exfoliating as it could have been used for exfoliating. 
 Durango’s footsteps thudded heavily across the floor as he approached Joe and Lilli. He stood for a moment, looking Joe over like he was a side of beef that he was trying to decide the best way to cook. 
 “Answer me this one question, Englishman,” the gargoyle said, his stare as stony as only a gargoyle’s could be. “Are you a vegan?” 
 “No,” Joe said. “Though, I haven’t got anything against ve—” 
 With a pained expression on his face, Durango held up a hand to cut him off. 
 “You can eat ze grains, oui?” the gargoyle asked. 
 “Uh, yeah. Yeah, I can,” Joe said. 
 “And you are not”—and here the gargoyle shuddered so that his wings rattled like the dry leaves on the fall trees outside—“lactose intolerant?” 
 “No,” Joe said.  
 Durango regarded Joe for a moment longer. Then, with an indecipherable grunt, which may have been acceptance or displeasure, he extended a hand. 
 “Bonjour, Mr. Joe,” the gargoyle said. “Welcome to ze madhouse, eh.” 
 Joe, running slightly on autopilot, took the proffered hand, trying not to wince as he felt the gentle pricking of the gargoyle’s claws against his skin. It was like shaking hands with a pumice stone. 
 “So, um, Durango, where are you from?” Joe asked. 
 Durango gave him a blank stare. Joe didn’t blame him. As far as small talk went, you would have needed a microscope to see this attempt. 
 “Durango is from Paris,” Lilli Spicer said, stepping in. “He once used to lurk on the top of Notre Dame, would you believe.” 
 The French gargoyle waved a deprecating hand. “Well, it was not right at ze top, but near enough,” he said casually. 
 “Notre Dame is quite a big church,” Lilli said helpfully. 
 “Quite big?” Durango said, looking offended. 
 “Well, it’s no St. Paul’s Cathedral, that’s all I mean,” the dwarf said. 
 “Mon Dieu, you English and your insufferable arrogance!” Durango cried, throwing up his hands with all the air of a professional soccer player who had been brought to ground by a moth flying into his shin. “It is not all about size! It is about elegance, non? It is about gravitas. It is about that je ne sais quoi!” 
 “Why did you move over here?” Joe asked, hoping to stop a full-blown French explosion. 
 “Move? Move?” the gargoyle sneered. “Move from the City of Light?” 
 “Durango was stolen from Notre Dame about one hundred years ago,” Lilli said in an aside, her hand raised to her mouth as if she thought that might soften the blow of the words. “He got shipped over here and ended up in the British Museum. It’s still a delicate subject for him.” 
 “How did you break out?” Joe asked, interested despite the apparently touchy subject. 
 Durango gave him another one of those marble-hard looks of his. 
 “I flew,” he said simply. 
 “Anyway, the gaffer found him perched up on our roof one evening and offered him a job,” Lilli Spicer said. 
 “As a chef?” Joe asked. 
 “No, as pest control,” the dwarf said. 
 Joe gave her a nonplussed look. 
 “Gargoyles only eat rats or pigeons,” she explained, without so much as a flicker of a smile.  
 Joe must have made an involuntary face because Durango snorted contemptuously. 
 “I ’ave always found it interesting how little regard humans ’ave for the noble rat,” he said. “Especially considering ’ow much they ’ave in common with them.” 
 “Yeah,” Joe said slowly, “but I have regard for toads and the role they play in their ecosystems, but that doesn’t mean that I want to stuff a lemon up one’s backside, slow roast it, and have it for Sunday lunch.” 
 The gargoyle considered this. 
 “Durango got rid of all the rats and pigeons but could only eat so many himself,” Lilli said, plowing on with her tale. “So he started experimenting with them up here. Collected a load of equipment, cleaned it, set it up, and began channeling his inner Gordon Ramsey.” 
 Durango shuddered at the name but said nothing. 
 “You collected all this stuff?” Joe asked. 
 Durango nodded. “Gargoyles are extremely good at finding and salvaging things. Sometimes, we find things that the previous owners are not even aware are missing yet.”  
 “The gaffer smelled what he was up to one day, came up here, and offered him the post of cook,” Lilli continued. “He took to cooking like a snail to garlic butter.” 
 Durango grunted and turned his back on Joe and Lilli. 
 “Well, we’ll just be going now, Durango,” Lilli said, motioning that she and Joe should take their leave. “Looking forward to dinner later.” 
 “Au revoir,” Durango said over his shoulder. “And good luck, Monsieur Joe. You are going to need it, I think.” 
 On the way back downstairs, Joe voiced the question that had been niggling at him. 
 “Lilli?” 
 “Yes, love?” 
 “We aren’t expected to eat rats, are we?” 
 Lilli laughed lightly. “No, Joe. Durango comes up with the recipes using rats and pigeons, then translates them to more popular ingredients, you see?” 
 Joe let out a sigh of relief. 
 “Course, we do enjoy a pigeon pie from time to time,” Lilli added, “but Durango always makes a point of hunting for those birds outside the city. Ever since he made that little faux pas when he roasted a few of London’s flying natives up whole and served them with spuds, carrots, petits pois, and all the trimmings…” 
 “What happened?” Joe asked. 
 “Let’s just say I ain’t seen nothing that compares to the face the gaffer made when he cut into that beautifully-cooked, plump, juicy bird of his and found a couple of cigarette butts, a bottle cap, and a used—well, a used something—stuck to the inside of the cavity.” 
 The tour through the house was a quick affair. Joe probably would have taken in more, and been more amazed by everything, had he not been dealing with the delayed shock of meeting his first-ever gargoyle. 
 Lilli Spicer showed him where everything was: the bedrooms, the bathrooms, the kitchen, the library, the corner room used for star-gazing, the dining room, the drawing room, the sitting room, the snug, and the broom cupboard. The house had looked large from the outside, but Joe could have sworn that there were more rooms inside than its outer dimensions could have contained. 
 After Lilli had shown him the cavernous kitchen—and Joe had made a surreptitious search to ensure there were no rats hanging in the cold room—the dwarf took him down a narrow passage, which led past the boot room and ended at an impressive wooden door of burnished bronze. 
 Vasmo was waiting for them by this door, his arms held behind his back. 
 “Well, how did it go?” the wizard asked Lilli. “What did Durango make of the lad?” 
 “He’s disappointed he’s English,” the dwarf replied. 
 “The bugger always is,” Vasmo muttered. “Still, at least he didn’t feel like he had to dangle Joe off the roof by his ankles like the last chap. Very well, Miss Spicer, thank you, you may go. Oh, and if you could give the boot to those excrescences in the waiting room that would be much appreciated.” 
 With a curtsy, Lillie turned and trotted back off toward the kitchen, where Joe would have wagered she was going to either make herself a nice cuppa or else get into the cooking sherry in a big way before kicking out the waiting applicants. 
 Once she had disappeared, Vasmo pressed his hand to the door and muttered a word. The bronze door slid sideways and vanished into the wall. 
 When he saw Joe gaping, Vasmo gave him a small smile. 
 “A bronze door inscribed with runes of protection,” he explained. “Just in case any of our friends downstairs got the idea into their heads that they wanted to go for a bit of sightseeing around London.” 
  Joe nodded, though he had no idea what runes of protection were or why the door might have needed to be made from bronze. 
 “Now, follow me, Mr. Ramsey,” the wizard said, “and let’s go and meet your new charges.” 
 With that, Vasmo stepped into the dimness of the stairwell that had been revealed and descended into the gloom of the basement. 
 The air temperature dropped as Joe followed the old man down into the dark. Under their feet, the stairs creaked ominously. When they reached the bottom of the stairs, which went far deeper than Joe would have thought was normal for a house in Marylebone, the wizard put out a hand and stopped Joe. 
 “I would remind you,” he said, his voice coming out of the pitch darkness that enveloped the two of them, “to remain calm, no matter what you see. The creatures inside will be interested in you, of course, but hold your nerve steady, and they will give you no trouble. Hopefully…”  
 There was the sound of the wizard snapping his fingers, and light bloomed around them. 
 “Man, magic is so cool,” Joe breathed as he looked around at the bare stone passageway they found themselves in. In front of them was another bronze door covered in the same alien runes as the one above. 
 “Magic?” Vasmo said. “That wasn’t magic, lad. They’re just some nifty light switches that Miss Spicer got me for Christmas. Amazing what you get from Amazon for thirty pounds these days. And delivered right to your door, too!” 
 With that rather disappointing revelation, the old man touched the bronze door with a bony hand and spoke another word in the strange guttural tongue he had used before. The bronze door slid to the side, and Joe followed the wizard into the basement beyond. 
 The twenty-one-year-old HVAC apprentice squinted in the sudden flood of light that assailed his retinas. Then, as the smell and noise swept over him a moment later, he stopped in his tracks. 
 “Now remember, Mr. Ramsey,” Vasmo said, “it’s a fool that rushes in, but nothing ever got done by being overly sober, responsible, and cautious. That goes doubly when it comes to dealing with the magical creatures in this menagerie.” 
 It was not the most useless warning that Joe had ever received. That award went to Uncle Steve, who had once caught Joe playing the dumbass on a high wall when he was much younger and said, “If you break both your legs, don’t come running to me.” 
 Still, as useless as the wizard’s warning might have been, Joe took it on board. He deemed it prudent because what he was looking at was like nothing he had ever seen or imagined before in his life.
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 Joe had visited London Zoo on many occasions. As a city boy, he had always found that even just the unique smell of the place was able to transport him out of the UK and across seas, deserts, and rolling savannas in his mind. Coupled with actually seeing animals the likes of which he couldn’t conceive of seeing outside of the world of television documentaries, his visits there had always been like mini vacations, visiting worlds that were beyond his grasp. 
 Well, London Zoo didn’t have sweet Fanny Adams on the menagerie under that strange house in the middle of the borough of Marylebone. 
 For the longest time, Joe simply stood and stared about him, taking it all in while his senses were assaulted. The cacophony of roars, squawks, snarls, gibbering, hisses, and croaks would have been enough to send him reeling backward, had not the smell of the place glued him to the spot.  
 To call the stench zoological would have been doing the everyday animal kingdom a disservice. Certainly, the smell of fur, blood, feces, and pure zoic musk was heavy in the air, but there was more to it than that. There was something vaguely alchemical about it. An underlying miasma that hinted at sulfur, burning tin, and an odd freshness that reminded him, bizarrely, of a salty sea breeze.  
 Both his ears and nasal passages were left staggering under the pummeling they had just received, but they were nothing compared to what his eyeballs were having to cope with. 
 The basement was huge, taking up the entire footprint of the house above and a hell of a lot more besides. It was lined with individual stalls of various sizes and configurations but was essentially one large space with an arching brickwork ceiling reminiscent of wine cellars and barrel halls. In the middle of the huge space was a large pool of water that the creatures could presumably drink from and bathe in. 
 And it was filled with the sorts of creatures that Joe would only have expected to see in those Hollywood productions with the biggest visual effects budgets. 
 Just some of the beasts that he recognized—and the fact that he was even using a word like ‘recognized’ almost knocked him cross-eyed—was a unicorn chowing down on a bale of dried rosemary; a phoenix sitting on a perch that stuck out from a far wall; a ball-tailed cat watching the phoenix; a huge black dog, which was surely a hellhound of some description, whiffling and twitching in its sleep next to the central pool; a rather elderly-looking chimera; and a hippocampus, which stuck its equine head out of the pool just long enough to send a spout of water all over the dozing hellhounds before vanishing under the surface once more. 
 Joe’s eyes were trying to focus on about sixteen different creatures at once, pausing on each new beast only long enough for his brain to register a kind of bewildered shock before moving on to the next supernatural curiosity. 
 “Those over there, they’re… Holy macaroni that’s a… But that surely can’t be a damn… Would you look at that, there’s no way that can exist… And there are two—three of them!” he babbled. 
 Joe’s attention was eventually caught and held by a number of gryphons standing in a group in one corner. His concentration was only snagged for so long because they weren’t gryphons as he had been brought up to think of them. Yes, there was the classic creature, with its eagle’s head, torso, and wings, but there were other varieties, too. 
 “What’s that creature over there with the body of, like, a cheetah or something, and the head, neck, and wings of a hawk?” Joe found himself asking in a stunned voice. 
 “That would be an axex,” Vasmo told him matter-of-factly. “And the beast next to it, with the body of a lion, the head of an eagle, and no wings, is a keythong.” 
 Joe ran his eyes over the small group of bird-like hybrid creatures. 
 “And the one upstairs,” he said, “the one in the, uh, hallway…?” 
 “Ah, yes,” Vasmo said, making an effort to keep his voice down as if he was trying to be tactful of the other creatures. “Yes, that was an opinicus. That was one of our more powerful species. Deadly clawed paws and muscular legs of a lion, the head, neck, and wings of an eagle, and the short tail of a camel. Interestingly, they are born without wings, and they develop over the course of the creature’s life.” 
 “And what happened to it?” Joe asked, his eyes still glued on the magnificent magical creatures. 
 “Well, they breathe fire, the opinicus, you see. And they have a hell of a temper on them. I think the hellhound must have taken a snap at the opinicus’s tail during feeding time and… well, the opinicus took it rather badly. Just erupted. Gave itself a whole new definition of heartburn—for about three-tenths of a second.” 
 Joe nodded. He didn’t really know what he was nodding about. Even if he’d eaten magic for breakfast from the day he was knee-high to a grasshopper, he didn’t think he’d have been able to walk into this scarcely credible menagerie basement without doing an impression of a moray eel with a dislocated jaw. 
 “You look like a moray eel with a dislocated jaw,” Vasmo observed. 
 Joe managed to close his mouth. Funnily enough, as soon as he had done that, the pungent aroma that suffused the air became just a mite less formidable. He could no longer taste manure quite so perceptibly as before at least. 
 “Do you ever get used to the smell?” he asked the wizard. 
 “Used to it?” Vasmo chuckled. “I shouldn’t say so. I’m more inclined to think that the nasal receptors simply get into the habit of going out for lunch whenever they recognize that we’re leading them down here.” 
 Joe caught the wizard giving him a curious sideways look. 
 “Well?” the old man said. “What do you think, young man? You haven’t really said a damn word.” 
 “That’s what usually happens when someone finds themselves speechless,” Joe pointed out. For what felt like the first time in about ten minutes, he remembered to blink. 
 “But you like it?”  
 “I can honestly, wholeheartedly, and one hundred and ten percent tell you, without a fear of saying a word of a lie, that I have never seen anything like it, mate.” 
 Vasmo drew himself up, pulling his cloak around his shoulders and thrusting out his bearded chin. The cat that got the cream could have taken notes, so pleased was the wizard looking.  
 “Could do with a couple of air fresheners, though,” Joe said before he could stop himself. 
 The wizard shot him a look. 
 “Kidding,” Joe said hastily. “Just kidding.” 
 “I’m glad that you’re suitably impressed by it. I don’t get out on exhibition nearly as much as I would like, and I had heard that some of the non-magical youth of this fine country were becoming disillusioned and skeptical with the idea of magic, thinking it more a thing suited to toddlers in need of a good bedtime story. I heard that the wireless had a lot to do with this new way of thinking.” 
 “Right, the wireless…” Joe said, thinking of the fairly substantial leaps in non-magical technology that had taken place since the birthing of the first radio transmitting and receiving technology back in 1890. 
 “It’s an easing of my mind to know that wonder for the magic in the world is not yet dead,” the old man said, having to raise his voice to talk over the furious clucking roar of something that looked like a two-legged dragon or serpent-like creature with a rooster’s head. 
 Joe took an involuntary step backward, but Vasmo laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder. 
 “Oh, don’t fret about the cockatrice.” He chuckled. “He’s always like that when he first wakes up. If it barked, its bark would be far worse than its bite.” 
 Joe resolved never to test that theory as he looked across the basement at the mean-eyed brute strutting across to a barrel of grain. It was about seven feet tall and swaggered as only fowl are able to, with a lashing lizard’s tail emerging from its feathered rump. 
 ”Now, I suppose I should ask the obvious question,” Joe said, managing to tear his eyes away from the cockatrice as it stuck its head into the barrel and began to dig into its lunch. 
 “And what would that question be, Mr. Ramsey?” 
 “What the hell are you doing with a basement full of animals that would be more suited to living on a bit of medieval heraldry than a suburb in central London?” 
 “Come, let us sit, and I will explain the basics to you. I am forgetting how potentially lethally ignorant you are.” 
 “Thanks very much,” Joe said as he followed the old man over to a stack of crates. 
 The two of them sat themselves down, leaning against the stone wall behind them. 
 “Now, I shall give you the lay of things in the simplest layman’s way that I possibly can,” Vasmo said. “I don’t want you to be overwhelmed.” 
 “I think I’m well past overwhelmed. I feel like I’m approaching calm acceptance from the other direction if that makes sense. Like my awe-bucket has been filled and is now just overflowing. Yesterday, I was cleaning an old air-con unit, and today, I’m staring at a hellhound being dry-humped by a— What is that?” 
 “A jackalope. Basically a jackrabbit with the horns of an antelope,” the wizard said, glancing over to where Joe was looking. “And I really must try and cure her of that habit. The hellhound will go ballistic if it wakes up.” 
 “Right, well, like I say, I think that—” 
 “Sid!” the wizard suddenly cried, cutting Joe off in mid-sentence. “There you are, you old rascal! I thought you might have found your way into one of Durango’s pots!” 
 A big black cat, about the size of a Jack Russell Terrier, with a white dot in the middle of its chest, ambled over to where the two men sat. It crossed the floor, right in front of a snake-like creature that looked up with interest as it passed and flicked out a forked tongue. Without so much as pausing in its stroll, the black cat batted the large snake’s tongue away, causing the other creature to recoil with an apologetic hiss. 
 “Sid?” Joe asked as the cat arrived and hopped up onto the wizard’s lap. 
 “That’s right,” the old man said, adjusting his position slightly to accommodate the hefty feline. 
 “He looks just like a, well, a cat.” 
 “He is,” the wizard said, scratching Sid behind the ears while the black cat purred with the force of a massage chair. “Of course, there are tales in Irish and Scottish folklore of a spectral sable cat with a white dot on its chest that haunts the moors and Highlands.” 
 “But Sid doesn’t do that?” Joe asked as Sid hopped back down and sauntered off. 
 “Don’t be daft, lad. Sid’s not a spectral cat with the physique for running around the Scottish Highlands, is he?” 
 Joe grinned. His imagination was getting the better of him. He supposed that some things were still what they appeared to be. 
 “I guess not,” he said. 
 He watched as Sid mooched off. The cat gazed up with undisguised disdain at a savage-looking giant bat hanging from a beam, then plodded on a few steps and walked clean through the solid stone of the basement wall. 
 “No, he’s been retired from that life for ages,” Vasmo said, settling back into his makeshift seat. “Really bolsters security, not having to put cat doors in.” 
 “Right.” 
 “Anyway, where were we? Ah, yes! The simpleton’s guide to the menagerie.” 
 Joe let the slight on his mental vacuity slide. He had a feeling there would be plenty more where that came from. 
 “Now, simply put, wizards need magical creatures to perform most of their magic,” Vasmo said. “Obviously, this is a generalization in part, and much depends on a thaumaturgist’s individual latent power, but for all the most basic spells, a wizard must be partnered with a magical beast.” 
 “Partnered?” Joe asked. 
 “They form a bond with a particular magical creature. This bond allows them to use the magical creature’s particular set of spells, or brand of magic, if you will.” 
 Joe considered this as his gaze swept the incredible crowd of supernatural beasts. 
 “Can a wizard bond with more than one creature?” he asked. 
 One of Vasmo’s ludicrously bushy eyebrows crept up toward his bald dome. 
 “What an incredibly ambitious thing to ask,” he commented. 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Well, like you said before, Mr. Ramsey, yesterday you were fixing… whatever the dickens it was you said you fixed for a living. Today, I introduce you to the world of magic, and already you are asking me of the potential a thaumaturgist has when it comes to the sacred bond.” 
 Joe wasn’t sure if he was being reprimanded or not. He wasn’t scared of the wizard; he had spent too much of his life essentially looking after himself not to be able to spot a rotten apple in the sack—and Vasmo was not a bad one. However, Joe also didn’t enjoy being rude, or thought rude, for the sake of it. 
 “I’m sorry,” he said, though he made a point to hold Vasmo’s eye to show that he was a grown adult and wasn’t going to be cowed just because he was uneducated about some things. “I’m just asking the first questions that come into my head, and I apologize if they’re indelicate.” 
 The old man regarded Joe sternly for a moment or two, then his wrinkled face relaxed into a grudging smile. 
 “Well put, young fellow, well put,” he said, his tangled beard wagging. “A fine showing of backbone. Backbone is important. Especially in this trade. Having the testicular fortitude to stand and, occasionally, fight for what you believe in, what you deem as important, is a vital trait. There’s no room in this menagerie for someone who is prone to choose to flee or force others to deal with any problems that might arise.” 
 Joe nodded appreciatively and returned the old man’s grin. 
 “To answer your insensitive and ham-fisted question then,” Vasmo said, returning to his usual brusque mode of speech, “a wizard can only bond with one magical creature at a time, and the bond lasts until one of them is killed—so you can see why it is a grave moment and not a decision to be taken lightly.” 
 Joe nodded his agreement. “And what role do you—do we—play in this?” 
 Vasmo considered this while, across the basement, a manticore let out a very long, very loud fart. 
 “We must find out what is causing her to do that,” Vasmo muttered, running his fingers through his beard until they were stuck fast by the snarled hairs. “She’ll never be paired off if she continues with those damn flatulations.” 
 “Do you act as a kind of matchmaker for wizards looking for a magical creature?” Joe asked. “You look after them here in this kind of magical creature animal shelter until a wizard in need of a supernatural companion comes knocking?” 
 Vasmo looked sharply at that point. 
 “I say,” he said, “that’s rather good. Miss Spicer has been trying to convince me into starting up a ‘web page’. I’ve no idea what she’s blathering on about most of the time, but it sounds like advertising. That could be a fine description of what goes on here.” 
 “Does that mean then, Vasmo, that I’ll have to choose or be paired with a creature if I’m going to be working here?” Joe asked, the intriguing question searing itself into the forefront of his brain like a flaming brand. 
 Suddenly, the notion of being bonded with one of those incredible creatures milling around in front of him had taken on a whole new significance. If he was paired up with a gryphon or a unicorn or whatever else, that meant that he should be able to actually perform magic, right? 
 Vasmo opened his mouth to answer, but at that moment, a soft rustling sound attracted the attention of both the old man and the young. 
 Joe looked into the air and saw, to his amazement, the damn piece of parchment that had started all this that morning fluttering through the air. He watched as the piece of paper swooped and swirled through the thick air like a falling leaf before coming to a hovering standstill in front of the face of the wizard. 
 “What in the devil do you want?” Vasmo exclaimed. 
 On the side of the parchment sheet facing Joe, the words, Excuse us just for a minute, Joe, appeared. 
 “Uh,” Joe said. 
 Vasmo’s eyes began roving this way and that across the side of the page that was facing him. It soon became obvious that the old man was reading words on the parchment—words that were, apparently, meant only for him. His creased and lined visage changed from perplexed to downright alarmed faster than it took to say it. 
 “No!” he exclaimed as he came to the end of whatever the page was writing. 
 “What’s going—?” Joe began to ask, but the wizard’s eyes were already flicking back and forth across the surface of the parchment once more. 
 “He can’t choose you, Grim,” Vasmo said. 

Grim? thought Joe. Who the hell is Grim?

 “Don’t be—no, no! You’re supposed to stay hidden. What you’re suggesting is precisely the opposite—” 
 The nut-brown color of the wizard’s face changed to a fetching beetroot red. 
 “No, I’m not being selfish!” he fumed. “You’re being selfish, you cheeky scrap of bog roll!” 
 The paper rustled, somehow managing to give the impression that it had just shrugged. 
 “This is nothing like that time and you know it,” the wizard railed, his beard sticking out almost horizontally from his chin in his anger. “Grim, you can’t just bond with anyone who wanders— Wait, he did? You did? When did you bond with him? How? Why? He’s… what? He can’t be…” 
 With a final twirling flourish, which would have equated to a human being dusting off its hands and crossing its arms, the piece of parchment furled itself into a scroll and shot into Joe’s inner jacket pocket. 
 Joe looked at Vasmo and put his hand up. 
 “Yes, Mr. Ramsey?” the wizard said. His voice had the same weary note of defeat in it that a father might have after arguing with his teenage daughter about the advisability of wearing a short skirt in certain areas of Brixton or Hackney at one in the morning. 
 “What the hell was that all about?” Joe asked. 
 “Oh, nothing,” the wizard said, trying and failing to conjure an air of casualness around himself. 
 “Oh, come off it, mate,” Joe said. He patted his chest, feeling the soft papery crunch of the page inside his jacket. “Even around here, that little interaction didn’t strike me as normal.” 
 Vasmo sighed deeply. “Well, it looks like you’ve already found your magical creature, Mr. Ramsey. Or, more accurately, he’s found you.” 
 Joe looked around, even glancing up at the ceiling as if he expected to see one of those damn great bats hanging above him and grinning. When he failed to spot anything in his immediate vicinity, he said, “You’ve lost me.” 
 Vasmo got to his feet. He clicked his fingers, and a doorway appeared in the brickwork of the wall nearest them. 
 “Is that another thirty-quid Amazon gadget?” Joe asked drily. 
 “No, no, that’s magic,” Vasmo said distractedly. “Follow me, please.” 
 He led the way through the door, shutting it behind the pair of them.  
 Joe looked around. It was all bare stone but lacked the refinement and obvious architecture of the menagerie basement. This room had more of a cave vibe about it. The walls were scored like the space had been carved out by an earthmover or, as was more likely, claws. Lit torches fluttered in sconces set into the wall. 
 “Cozy,” Joe said. 
 “This is Grim’s room,” Vasmo said. 
 “And Grim is…?” 
 The old wizard motioned to the center of the space. On a chest-high pedestal of ebony or some other dark wood, a thick, ancient-looking book was cracked open. 
 “That page you carry by your heart is from a grimoire—named Grim—and he sent it to bring you here,” Vasmo said. 
 “Grim, the grimoire, that’s very good. Did you name him?” 
 The wizard shook his head. “No, that was entirely coincidental.” 
 “And why would this Grim want me to come here, do you think?” Joe asked, eyeing the medieval-looking book. 
 The wizard shrugged his bony shoulders. “That, I believe, is something that we shall both find out in due time, Mr. Ramsey. I would hazard to say, though, that it’s going to make learning magic much… stranger for you.” 
 “Stranger than this?” Joe said with a little laugh as he motioned around at the rough-cut walls of the small cavern room. “I’d be hard-pressed to think of anything stranger than this.” 
 “Ah, that’s the confusticating thing about the universe, lad,” the old wizard said sagely. “Not only is the damned thing weirder than we think, but it is also weirder than we can think.” 
 Joe took a step toward the book. “So, you’re telling me that this Grim guy has bonded to me, without me knowing it?” 
 “So it would seem.” 
 “So, with all those insane, wondrous, dangerous, cool-looking animals out there to potentially have been matched up with, I am actually bonded with an old book. Is that right?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Great.” 
 He took another step toward the pedestal and suddenly felt a fluttering tug in his jacket. He opened the denim jacket up and saw that the page in his pocket was quivering and dancing. 
 “Who, or what, is Grim?” Joe asked, frowning down at the twitching sheet of furled parchment. “How can a book be a magical creature?” 
 Vasmo puffed out his cheeks and sent his beard fluttering. 
 “Grim isn’t just any magical creature, lad,” he said carefully as if he was weighing every syllable. “In fact, no one really knows much about him or about where he comes from. The only thing that we know with any degree of certainty, thanks to records long kept, is that whoever bonds to Grim is able to bond to more than one magical creature—and their magic is much more powerful.” 
 That got Joe’s ears pricking up. What a rollercoaster the day was turning out to be. No sooner had he accepted that, yeah, magic was real, wizards existed, and those wizards drew their power from magical creatures (also real), than he found out he had been unexpectedly bonded with an ancient book. Disappointing, maybe, but in the next breath, he was being told that he might just have been given a first-class ticket to powers even more potent than he could have imagined—if he had even had time to imagine what those original powers might have entailed. 
 It was enough to make a guy’s head spin, it really was. 
 The old wizard toyed with the edge of his beautiful night sky cloak. Joe was fairly sure he saw a comet whizz silently down the wizard’s shoulder and around his back. 
 “Grim bonding with you is certainly going to put a spanner in things,” he murmured. 
 “A spanner? What kind of spanner?” 
 Vasmo hesitated. “I’ll… I’ll explain everything in a few days when I get back from the Occultists’ Conclave.” 
 “What’s—?” Joe started to ask. 
 “A gathering of wizards,” Vasmo cut in. “An annual meeting of my peers from all over the country. Usually, it’s simply a place where we can all get together, blow smoke up one another’s backsides, say how chuffed we are with our endeavors, and enjoy some remarkably good finger food—have you ever had a deviled egg, by any chance?” 
 Before Joe could answer in the positive, the wizard had plowed on. 
 “Anyway, there’s much feasting and—” 
 “Merry-making?” Joe said. 
 The wizard paused. “Well… yes. How did you know that?” 
 “Feasting and merry-making always go hand-in-hand.” 
 Vasmo looked thoughtful. “Is that right? Well, there’s usually a parliament of sorts on the first day. Not much of great import gets discussed there, but I think this year I might have something to say…” 
 Joe might have been tempted to voice a few more of the questions that were clamoring to be spoken at the back of his throat. Before he could, though, the fluttering page in his pocket whipped out from under his jacket. It flew around his head and then shot toward the open book on the pedestal. There was a sharp snap as the book closed, and then Joe heard what sounded like the incongruous noise of someone eating. It was coming from Grim. 
 “Are you sure about all this, mate?” Joe asked the old wizard as he watched Grim reabsorb the page he had let out into the world. 
 “There can be little doubt, I’m afraid, young man,” Vasmo said. “In order to bond with a magical creature, you have to make physical contact with it. The pair of you must’ve bonded when you touched Grim when he arrived at your place of residence. What’s more, Grim allowed you into this room, into his lair. He does not do that for just anyone.” 
 “Then why me?” Joe asked. “He doesn’t know me.” 
 Vasmo looked away from Joe, and Joe rather got the feeling that the old geezer was avoiding his eye. 
 “It might be that Grim has just taken a shine to you,” he said. 
 Joe wasn’t sure, but he reckoned there might be more to it than the wizard was letting on. 
 A silence fell, punctuated only by the soft chewing of the grimoire as it masticated on its page. After a few seconds, there was the sound of something swallowing, followed by a soft belch. 
 As if taking this as his cue. Vasmo clapped his gnarled hands together. 
 “Right,” he said, gathering up some of his old sense of authority, “it’s time for you to learn a little magic, Mr. Ramsey, so you can defend yourself should something happen—improbable as such an occurring scenario might be. Probably,” he added, catching sight of Joe’s face. 
 “Probably?” Joe repeated. 
 “Remember what I told you about the universe being weirder than we can think?”  
 “Yeah.” 
 “Well, it’s also been known to play the silly bugger, too.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Well, I’ve always thought the damn thing had a bit of a proclivity for coming up behind a chap, just when he’s feeling particularly first-rate and more than usually content with things in general, and then giving him a juicy one with a bit of lead piping. Now, shall we begin?”
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 Joe ran his eyes over the wizard standing some ten paces in front of him. The two of them were still in the torch-lit subterranean room that apparently belonged to a medieval-looking book. Vasmo had decided that he would show Joe a few basics in there, rather than in the menagerie next door as he did not want to set off any of the creatures. They were, according to the old wizard, still a little spooked thanks to the spontaneously exploding opinicus. 
 Joe still thought of Grim’s room as being next door to the menagerie, but he had a feeling that the room was only next door in a certain sense. London was built on sedimentary rock, meaning that the soil was mostly chalk and clay. The more Joe looked around the walls, with their strange scorings and slight glinting shine in places, the more positive he became that the stone was more akin to granite or basalt, which were igneous rocks. 
 He would not have been at all surprised to find out that Grim’s room was not in London at all. Such a thought, though, was another one of those musings that made his head feel too small, so he quickly ceased worrying about it. 
 “Very well,” Vasmo said, “I suppose that the first thing I should do is show you where I tap my power from, hmm?” 
 “Your magical creature?” Joe said. “You know, I was wondering where you kept it. Is it a mouse or something?” 
 Vasmo winced. “Of all the creatures you could have alluded to, you had to say a mouse, didn’t you? Oh well, it can’t be helped.” 
 “It’s not Sid, is it?” Joe asked, looking nervously behind him. 
 Vasmo barked a laugh. “No, no. Sid is very much his own cat. My eldritch companion is—best I just show you. Come out, Momo.” 
 A nervous, cat-like head, pitch-black in color with little twinkles tipping random patches of its fur, peeked out from under the starry cloak. The feline head looked out at Joe from over the wizard’s shoulder, observing him through neon-blue eyes that were bisected by a vertical pupil. The creature raised a paw, and the whole cloak shifted slightly on the wizard’s back. 
 Joe blinked hard a couple of times. “It’s like one of those optical illusions. You know the ones? The ones you look at and you’re not sure whether you’re seeing the old crone or some hot chick playing a saxophone?” 
 Vasmo gave him a long, solemn look. “I think,” he said, “that I can be quite sure when I say I have not the faintest clue what the dickens you’re on about, young man. Now, attend to me!” 
 “I am attending,” Joe said, confused. “I’m right here. In front of you.” 
 “No, I mean listen,” snapped the old wizard. On his shoulder, Momo’s eyes narrowed. “Use your brain-housing for something other than a hat rack, for goodness sake. This is important. What do they teach you in those non-magical schools of yours, anyway?” 
 “Basically how to be good, law-abiding drones, bereft of anything that might come close to original thinking.” 
 The wizard shook his head disbelievingly. 
 “So, your creature is your cloak, is that right?” Joe asked, stepping forward to take a closer look at Momo. “Or is the cat-like creature conjuring the cloak?” 
 “Why don’t you show the whippersnapper, Momo?” Vasmo said. 
 The magical creature, Momo, cloak and all, leapt with surprising nimbleness off the wizard’s shoulders and strutted, with that special arrogance idiosyncratic to all felines, across the floor, looking like an elegant head dragging around a sparkly duvet. 
 “It is all Momo, you see,” Vasmo said. 
 The wizard looked strangely diminished without the gorgeous cloak he had been wrapped in from the moment Joe had met him.  
 “What kind of creature is he?” Joe asked. 
 The stunning cat creature with the night sky coat turned and glared over its shoulder at him. 
 “She is a carbunclo,” Vasmo said. 
 “A carbuncle?” Joe asked. 
 Vasmo shook his head. “Open your ears, lad. I said, a carbunclo. They are a legendary species of small feline found most often in South America. Their natural habitat is in the dark and quiet places, which is how they ended up heavily ingrained in the mining folklore of northern Chile. Thanks to its gorgeous shimmering coat, which echoes the night sky, the carbunclo was rumored to contain riches of some unspecified sort.” 
 “But it was just their coat?” Joe asked. 
 The wizard nodded. “You know how that goes. Whenever humans come across something new and shiny or something that they don’t understand, they always look for ways to kill it and make money from it. In some versions of the tales, the carbunclos were said to have a precious stone embedded in their foreheads, which gave fortune and good luck to the owner—not the carbunclo you understand, but the owner who had sliced the gem out of the animal’s head.” 
 “She’s bloody beautiful,” Joe said, admiring the sleek little creature as she wandered over to the pedestal on which Grim sat. 
 “Yes, she is,” the old man agreed. “As I mentioned to you before, each creature has a connection with a distinct kind of magic. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Momo helps me to cast light magic, also known as Lambency.” 
 “So, how does the magic work, then? You don’t have to be wearing Momo to access it, right?” 
 “Better I show you.” 
 And so he did. There was none of the mucking around, wand waving, or incantation droning that Joe might have expected. Instead, Vasmo just closed his eyes for a second, and when he opened them again, they were shining with the same neon-blue light that Momo’s gleamed with. 
 “The connection, once it is made, once the trust has been established and cemented, is always open,” Vasmo said. 
 He raised his hand. 
 A beam of concentrated white-blue light, as intense as a welding flame, shot out of his finger and struck the wall. As easily as if he was using a fountain pen, the old man carved the letter ‘V’ upon the stone wall. 
 “Holy shit,” Joe breathed. 
 The light winked out. Joe turned to the wizard, wanting to ask him to do something else, but he was gone. 
 “Vasmo?” Joe said, in a voice that cracked with amazement. “Vasmo?” 
 “I’m here, lad.” 
 “Where?” Joe asked, looking around. There was nowhere the wizard could be hiding. He was skinny but not skinny enough to hide behind the pedestal that the grimoire was lying on. 
 “Right where I was standing before,” the wizard said. 
 In the blinking of an eye, he had reappeared, stepping out of thin air. 
 “How…?” Joe whispered. 
 “You will learn that there are many ways to use whatever power you share with your creature,” Vasmo said. “Light can burn, yes. Light can blind, of course. But light can also be bent. Invisibility can be achieved thusly.” 
 Vasmo held up a hand, and a ball of glowing blue light appeared in it. The wizard lowered his hand, but the ball remained hanging in the air. Vasmo cocked his head slightly, and the ball of eldritch blue light rose to the ceiling, casting a ghostly glow, which outshone the flickering firelight of the torches, over the scene. 
 “How long can you cast for?” Joe asked, voicing the question instinctively. 
 “Ah, that touches on what you asked earlier, about whether or not I had to be wearing Momo. A wizard can’t draw on their magical creature indefinitely. Apart from anything else, it would be a cruelty and a betrayal of the bond they share.” 
 “Right, that makes perfect sense.” 
 “Some amount of energy is lost in the casting of all spells, whether they are offensive, defensive, or merely, as this light globe is, sanguine and benign. The magic bleeds out into the world to be reabsorbed,” the old man said, his eyes still glowing that laser-bright blue. “The closer you are physically to your magical creature, the more energy you can channel—that’s why most wizards have their magical creatures with them at all times. Proximity begets potency, you see?” 
 “I can understand something bad happening to the magical creature should a magic user get carried away and use too much,” Joe said, his brown eyes reflecting the light of the globe above as he watched it intently. “Can anything bad happen to the wizard, too?” 
 “An excellent question,” Vasmo said approvingly. “It shows me already that you are considering the well-being of both parties. And yes, there are adverse effects for the wizard if he is not careful.” 
 The globe above them disappeared with a flash, which left a sunspot across Joe’s retinas. When he had blinked it away, Vasmo’s eyes had returned to normal. 
 “Channel too much power, lad, and it’ll transform your body,” the old wizard said. “That’s why that pale fellow in the waiting room, with the red eyes and the face that looked like it had just been dealt to with a heavy frying pan, looked like a snake, for example.” 

Proximity is potency, Joe thought. 
 He looked over at the grimoire, at Grim. The book, as well as appearing to have been young around the same time as William Shakespeare would have been in his prime, looked heavy. He didn’t much fancy the idea of carting the cumbersome thing around everywhere he went. He already detested the way his mobile phone didn’t fit in the pocket of his jeans without bulging. 
 “It’s going to be a little different with something that can’t cart its own ass around, I imagine,” Joe said thoughtfully. 
 “Perhaps,” the wizard said noncommittally. “I think with Grim there will be much that is unorthodox. Much that will be a little more complicated.” 
 “What do you mean, Vasmo?” 
 Joe was eager for knowledge now. Having seen a practical demonstration of magic in action, it had ignited an unquenchable fire within him that needed to be fed with every piece of wisdom and know-how available.  
 “Most magical creatures are like batteries of magical energy that the wizard, as a conduit of sorts, conducts through himself,” Vasmo said. “Grim, however, doesn’t actually have any energy of his own, lad, as far as my research can tell at any rate.” 
 “Isn’t there anyone else who might know anything about this—about Grim specifically?” 
 The old wizard shrugged, getting slowly down into a crouch so that he could stroke Momo’s silken flanks as the feline creature wandered back over to him. 
 “There’s only one person to have ever bonded with Grim before,” he said, speaking to the carbunclo, “and he mysteriously disappeared decades ago, so there’s no one around to teach you about Grim specifically. Not anyone with first-hand experience.” 
 Joe looked back at the stationary book. “Then, how do you suggest I go about bonding properly with Grim?” 
 “The first thing you must do, like all new wizarding novitiates, is to discard all fantasies you have of leveling mountains or—”  
 “I’ve always wondered about that,” Joe mused. 
 “Wondered about what?” Vasmo said, his highly communicative eyebrows managing to convey that Joe had interrupted what would have been a bloody good bit of wisdom. 
 “I’ve always wondered about the people in stories who wanted to level mountains. I mean, I quite like mountains. Uncle Steve took me snowboarding once in France.” 
 “Yes, well, that’s not really relevant to—” Vasmo said. 
 “Plus, leveling a mountain seems like a lot of work. And for what? A load of gravel? Seems silly to me. I’d rather enjoy a nice roast dinner and watch a Spurs game.” 
 “It was just an expression!” the wizard said irritably. “What I am alluding to is the historically proven habit that thaumaturgical neophytes have for running before they can walk!” 
 “Oh,” Joe said. “Gotcha.” 
 The old man knelt, his knees audibly popping as he held out his arm. As lightly as a shadow, Momo ran up his arm and settled once more around his shoulders. In a twinkling, it was impossible to tell that the cloak around Vasmo’s shoulders was, in actual fact, a living thing. 
 “Now, if I can trust you not to try and do anything but the simplest of spells,” Vasmo said, “I think the best thing you could do, as a starting point, is to reach out to Grim.” 
 “Reach out to him?” Joe asked, frowning. “You mean, try and have a chat with him? Break the ice kind of thing?” 
 “You have already broken the ice if you recall.” 
 “You mean the page?” 
 Vasmo nodded. “Grim sent part of himself out as a messenger. It is one of his many unique talents.” 
 Joe took a few steps toward the pedestal on which the grimoire was sitting. Via some sensory perception he could not identify, he became almost certain that the book had bent its attention toward him. He could feel it, almost in the same way that he could have known where a blazing fire was in a room with his eyes shut. 
 “Reach out how?” Joe asked again. “I mean, I just talked to the page and it wrote back to me. With this guy, though, with this Grim character, what am I supposed to do?” 
 “Do you think other people question how their pet is supposed to understand them when they talk to them?” Vasmo countered. “This will be the only time I am liable to say this, but do not think too much, Joe. Just do what feels right. What feels natural.” 
 “Don’t think too much,” Joe repeated. “Don’t think too much. My Uncle Steve would tell you that that would not pose much of a problem for me.” 
 He moved forward until he was right in front of the pedestal. From this close, he could see that the leather cover was smoothed and worn, cracked in places. It was studded with iron along the binding. There was even a blackened stain that might have been a scorch mark. 
 “Man, you look like you’ve been around the block a few times,” he murmured, running his fingers over the surface of the grimoire with tentative care. 
 “Don’t pull any punches, why don’t you,” a voice replied drily.  
 Joe jumped. He whirled around and looked at Vasmo, who was watching him with a slight frown on his face. 
 “Did you hear that?” Joe asked. 
 “Hear what?” the wizard said. 
 Joe turned back to the grimoire and bent down so that his mouth was only a few inches away from the cover of the book. 
 “Was that… Was that you?” he whispered. 
 “Course it was me, who else is it going to be?” the voice answered, ringing through the passageways of Joe’s mind. The accent was cockney through and through. 
 Joe lurched back as Grim rose into the air, the book coming to hover level with his face. It might have just been a trick of the light, but Joe could almost have been convinced that a horizontal crack in the cover was a mouth, while a couple of the deeper dents might have passed for eyes. 
 “Would you look at that, Momo, the lad’s only gone and done it,” the wizard said from behind Joe. “I must admit, in my head, I thought it was even money that we were going to get nothing there.” 
 “You’re Grim,” Joe said, still in the low voice. 
 “Sure am,” Grim said, “and you don’t need to whisper to me like I’m a childhood sweetheart or a dying relative, you know. I’m not broken, even if I am a little rough around the edges.” 
 Joe cleared his throat. “Look, I didn’t mean anything by it. It just looks like you’ve been in the wars a little.” 
 “I have been in the wars a little,” Grim replied. “The Peloponnesian War, the First Punic War, the Second Punic War, the Livonian War, the Thirty Years’ War—that was a good one. Those were a while ago now, of course, and you probably don’t know too much about them. Then there was the French and Indian War, the American Revolution, the French Revolution, World War One and the sequel, and finally, the Six-Day War. Can’t really remember too much about that one, it being the sixties and all.” 
 Joe floundered to come up with a reply to this. Eventually, he said, “So, I guess we don’t have to worry about me carrying you about, then?” 
 Grim chuckled, or at least his pages rustled in a fair imitation of a chuckle. “No, thank you. I might not have any legs, but I do have my dignity.” 
 “Not having any legs, being able to float around the place, must have its advantages,” Joe gabbled. He felt like he was an observer of this conversation like he was watching himself spin a yarn with this talking book from the outside. “You wouldn’t have to… Hell, I don’t know, you wouldn’t have to worry about escalators breaking down or anything, I guess.” 
 Grim looked at him blankly, but just how he managed to do that Joe was not sure. Then the grimoire said, “Escalators never break.” 
 Joe was on firmer ground here. He might have been woefully inexperienced when it came to talking books, but he knew escalators. 
 “Look, man, I’m an air-con mechanic,” he said, “and let me tell you, if you need to do a job on the second or third floor of a shopping mall, and the easiest way to get there with all your heavy equipment is via an escalator, then you can bet your butt that escalator will be broken.” 
 Grim bobbed a little closer toward Joe, oscillating from side to side a little as if he was shaking his head.  
 “No, kid, you’ve got me wrong,” said Grim. “What I mean, is that when an escalator is broken, it ain’t really broken. It’s just stairs. You should never see an ‘Escalator Temporarily Out Of Order’ sign, just ‘Escalator Temporarily Stairs… sorry for the inconvenience’ sign.” 
 Joe frowned. “Didn’t Mitch Hedberg say that?” 
 “So sue me,” Grim said. “The point was a just one. I can’t help that I’ve spent more than my fair share of time with those people laughingly styled ‘celebrities’.” 
 “You’ve hung out with famous people?” Joe found himself asking. 
 Grim bobbed in the air a little in some kind of biblio-shrug. “Famous people are strange, and they usually have plenty of cash. When they commit themselves to a hobby, magic or the occult say, they don’t muck around. They don’t just buy a deck of trick playing cards and the latest David Blaine VHS. The happy loons will spend hundreds of thousands of dollars on curios like me, even if there’s not a snowball’s chance in Arizona that they’re going to be able to interact with me.” 
 Joe gave his head a shake. Somewhere along the line, this conversation had gotten away with him. 
 “Look here, kid. I can teach you to think differently if you let me,” Grim said. “That’s what I’m trying to get at. Thinking differently, thinking outside of the fabled square, is what differentiates a good wizard from a great one. I can tell you things. Things that might give you an edge. Like this for instance: you don’t have to speak aloud to me. I can hear the thoughts you direct at me. We share a telepathic bond along with a magical one.” 

Bullsh— Joe began to think. 
 “It’s not, I promise you,” Grim said. 
 Joe swallowed. “Okay, you might be able to hear my thoughts but, if it’s cool with you, I’ll probably stick to chatting to you out loud for now, although I’m sure there’ll be times when telepathy is just what the doctor ordered. It’ll make all this seem just a tiny bit less bonkers.”   
 “And,” Grim said, “it’s polite when in front of others. Ain’t that right, Vasmo, my old china?” 
 “Indeed,” Vasmo said stiffly. 
 “Vasmo doesn’t like not understanding things,” Grim said in a theatrical aside that bounced around the cavern. “And he hasn’t understood me for absolutely yonks.” 
 Behind Joe, a faint squeaking sound hinted at the serious teeth grinding that Vasmo was currently engaged in. 

“Look,” Joe thought, “I think it’d mean a lot to the old boy if you could help me pull a bit of magic out of the air. He’s a bit of a stick-in-the-mud, but pretty decent at heart, I think. How about it?” 
 Grim bent his consideration on the twenty-one-year-old HVAC apprentice, then. Joe could feel himself being weighed as surely as if he was sitting on a giant set of scales. 
 “All right,” the grimoire said eventually, “let’s do this nice and easy, just as our friend Vasmodecadorenicar Qwentilliar Jerry Libercustos over there advises, eh?” 
 “You remembered my name!” Vasmo exclaimed, startled out of his scowl. 
 “Course I remembered your name, Vasmo, what do you take me for?”  
 “No one ever remembers my name.” 
 “I’ve already forgotten it,” Joe muttered guiltily. 
 “A name like that might be hard to remember,” Grim said, “but it’s a damned sight harder to forget. Now, if you could just conjure up another one of those glowing globes, Vasmo, we’ll start with the lad absorbing and redirecting the energy of an inanimate object. Safer all around, I think.” 
 Joe watched as Vasmo did as directed. Another ball of glowing blue magic popped into existence and floated a foot or so from Joe’s chest. 
 “Now, Joe, hold your hand out,” Grim said. 
 Joe did as instructed. 
 “Now, just visualize that energy being absorbed into you,” the grimoire said. “Imagine it’s as insubstantial as sunlight falling on your skin. Drink it in like you would a glass of water.” 
 “I don’t have anywhere to put it, not like water into my stomach,” Joe pointed out. 
 “You don’t know where sunlight goes, do you?” Grim replied. “But you know that it’s good for the body and the mind. So is that thaumaturgical energy right there. Go on. Do as old Vasmo there advised; don’t think about it, just bloody do it.” 
 And, to his amazed consternation, Joe did. 
 The ball of light was pulled into his outstretched hand as smoothly and easily as water through a cell wall. That’s what it reminded Joe of, in fact. Osmosis. 
 Immediately, gloriously, Joe felt it welling inside of him. 
 “All right now,” Grim told him, drifting around him in a slow circle as he observed Joe. “You’re doing fine, kid. Really well if I’m honest.” 
 “A sorcerous absorption first crack out of the box!” Vasmo muttered under his breath. “Slappin’ salamanders, I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it.” 
 “All right now, kid, just release it,” Grim said, floating just over Joe’s left shoulder. “Release it nice and easy, just like you took it in. Almost breathe it out.” 
 Joe looked over at Vasmo. The wizard was gazing at him in fascinated enthrallment. 
 Joe felt the pulsing potential of the power within him humming through his blood. 
 “Easy, Joe,” Grim said. 
 The rush. The invigorating wonderful cleanness of the feeling of the magic sitting inside his chest. It felt like he was carrying around a parcel of springtime, a globe of distilled sunshine. 
 “Concentrate, Joe,” Grim warned. 
 He felt invincible like how the Human Torch must feel. 
 “Kid, keep your mind focused,” Grim said. 
 “Listen to your bond-mate, lad,” Vasmo said. 
 It was kind of antsy, now that Joe was thinking more about it. It was like… It was like how someone who understood Morse code must feel when they went to a tap-dancing show. It was great, but there was the sensation that his brain was being pulled in two different directions. 
 “And release it, nice and ea—” Grim started to say.   
 Joe released the stored magic. 
 A massive surge of blinding blue-white light erupted from his raised palm and melted a wonky line of liquified rock along one wall of Grim’s room. Vasmo threw himself aside with an agility that would have done credit to a ninja warrior, the spell blistering just over his head. It was such a close-run thing, in fact, that the very end of his trailing beard was caught by the spell and ignited like the end of a bushy cigar. 
 Then, the spell faded, and Joe staggered back. 
 There was silence. A silence broken only by the soft popping clink of cooling rock. 
 “So,” Joe said, running a hand through hair that was suddenly standing on end, “that was magic, was it?”



 Chapter 8 
   
   
   
 For the first six seconds of the morning of the first day of his new job, Joe lay in the comfortable king-sized bed and wondered where in the hell he was. When he opened his eyes, his vision was comprised of the delicate swaying shadows cast by the net curtains across his large window playing across the high, molded ceiling of his bedroom. He could see two of the four posts of his four-poster bed. The massive wardrobe, which currently housed only his denim jacket, loomed in the corner of his eye. 
 Then with a rush of memory that hit his consciousness like eight shots of espresso mixed in with an energy drink, he recalled where he was. Joe’s eyelids sprang wide open like a couple of roller blinds. He sat up in bed and looked over at the Chesterfield armchair in the corner of the bedroom he had been assigned by the maid, Lilli. Lying on it, for all intents and purposes, like any other book, was Grim. 

Holy crap, it actually happened, Joe thought. 
 “Sure did,” came the Cockney accent of the grimoire. “I’m going to have to get a decorator to take care of the mess you made of that wall though, kid.” 
 Joe grinned and pushed back the covers. It might have been the only time in his working life when he was excited to work on a Saturday. He couldn’t wait to see what the day had in st— 
 “When you’re ready, breakfast is waiting for you in the breakfast room, Joe.” 
 This voice was not Grim’s. It was female and belonged to Lilli Spicer. The dwarf had, apparently, been standing next to the bed, though her height had meant that Joe had not seen her out of the corner of his eye. 
 Dressed only in his boxer shorts, Joe gave a yelp of surprise and toppled sideways out of bed. Scrabbling to pull the duvet down after him so that he could retain some of his modesty, he made a few little startled gulping noises. 
 “What was that, Joe?” the maid asked casually. 
 Joe swallowed a couple of times and managed to untangle his tongue from his tonsils. 
 “I said, I’m only in my undies, Lilli!” he repeated. 
 Lilli made a tutting noise. “You ain’t got nothing I haven’t seen plenty of times before, mate,” she told him with devastating matter-of-factness.  
 “That might be so,” Joe countered, “but you haven’t ever seen mine before. Would you mind getting out for a moment while I get changed? I’ll meet you downstairs.” 
 Lilli made a little tutting noise and turned on her heel. 
 “Modesty is a waste of time if you ask me,” the dwarf said as she walked out of the room. 
 Joe was pretty sure he could hear the grin in her voice. 
 The ghost of a smile was still on the little maid’s face when Joe eventually found his way down to the ornate and well-appointed breakfast room. He had thought he’d memorized the way up to his room pretty well the evening before, but it turned out that finding his way back down to the breakfast room was easier said than done. He had an inkling that the house was almost sentient, too, and liked to play tricks on those who were yet to have the confidence to take it in hand. 
 In the end, it had been Grim, who floated along behind Joe as he endeavored to find his way downstairs, who had pointed him in the right direction. This was helpful in two ways. The first was that Joe was hungry and would have been embarrassed starving to death in an affluent, upper-middle-class suburb like Marylebone, and the second was that he realized that Grim was a floating, talking GPS. 
 “Like I said yesterday,” the grimoire told him when Joe mentioned this to him, “I’ve been around, kid. You may have heard an elephant never forgets, but elephants don’t have squat on grimoires.” 
 Joe sat himself to the right-hand side of Vasmo, who was already sitting at the head of the table and presiding over some smoked kippers, scrambled eggs, and buttered toast. Grim thumped down next to him on the table, making the silver mustard pot, cutlery, and salt and pepper shakers rattle. 
 Although precious little of Vasmo’s nose could be seen through the tangle of beard and mustache, what little of it was visible was pressed to the surface of a sheet of parchment. A quill and ink bottle were at his elbow. As Joe watched, the old wizard muttered something to himself and scribbled down another couple of lines.  
 “What’ll you have, Joe?” Lilli asked. 
 Joe blinked. “What do you mean?”  
 “For breakfast, love,” Lilli said patiently. 
 “Oh, don’t you worry about it. I can sort myself out.” 
 Lilli winced. A moment later, from the direction of the kitchen, there came a great clanging of pans. 
 “Mon Dieu!” came the unmistakable French voice of Durango. “‘I can sort myself out,’ ’e says! Oh, very well, perhaps Durango should leave the new menagerie assistant, this Monsieur Joe, to run off Coco Pops and toaster crumpets, eh? Perhaps, Durango should just throw ’is toque away and leave, non?” 
 “Gargoyles,” Lilli said, “have very sensitive ears, dear.” 
 “Who are you calling sensitive, dwarf?” came Durango’s voice from the kitchen.  
 Joe gave the dwarf an astonished look. “I don’t want to be a trouble is what I was getting at.”   
 “In that case,” Vasmo said, looking up and reaching distractedly for the coffee pot, “ask Lilli for the biggest breakfast you can think of so that the old frog sucker is kept busy for a while.” 
 “I ’eard that!” Durango yelled. This exclamation was followed by what sounded like a knife being thrown at the door that divided the breakfast room from the kitchen. 
 “Such a passionate people,” Lilli said under her breath to no one in particular, tucking a strand of copper hair under her bonnet. “Shame they’re all as mad as spoons.” 
 “Miss Spicer!” Vasmo hissed. “Do you fancy cleaning porridge off the kitchen ceiling like the last time our dear chef had himself a little tantrum?” 
 Lilli inclined her head in apology to the wizard and shot Joe a lightning-fast smile. 
 “Fine, what will it be then, Joe dear?” she asked again. “Bear in mind that what Durango says is true, you will need something hearty. You’re going to have a big day ahead of you.” 
 Joe’s mind, as minds are apt to do when given a clean slate to work with, went blank. 
 “Uuuuuh,” he said. 
 He had been expecting to face problems that day, but he had thought that they would most likely be to do with magic or some creature that was trying to bite his arm off or something. He had not foreseen his first difficulty arising with what he wanted to eat. 
 Luckily, Lilli came to the rescue. 
 “I’ll tell you what,” the dwarven maid said, “I’ll just tell Durango to whip up one of his intercontinental specials. That should keep both him and your belly happy.” 
 Joe gave her a grateful thumbs-up and reached for the teapot. He poured a stream of steaming earl gray into his cup, set the teapot down, and then looked for the milk jug. It was over near Vasmo’s far elbow. Not wanting to interrupt the wizard as he scribbled another note on his parchment and muttered into his beard, Joe surreptitiously reached for the milk jug. It was just beyond his grasp. 
 “Come here, you,” he muttered, stretching for the little china jug. 
 To his stunned amazement, the little jug got up and scuttled over to his hand. Joe picked it up, in the same manner he might have picked up a stick of dynamite with a fizzing fuse, poured a dash of cow juice into his tea, and then set the jug back on the table. The jug just sat there as still as stone. 
 “Right,” he said. 
 “What was that?” Vasmo grunted, dipping his quill in his ink bottle and striking something out on the list he was writing. 
 “Nothing,” Joe replied, watching the milk jug with all the concentration of an owl watching a mouse. “The milk jug was just running about is all.” 
 “Yes, yes,” the wizard said vaguely. 
 Like all Englishmen worth the name, Joe did not feel one hundred percent human until he had got his first cup of tea over his tonsils in the morning. As he took his first sip of the delectable brew, luxuriating in the subtle tastes and scents of the bergamot oil, he found himself instantly becoming more Zen. 
 “So,” he asked Vasmo after he had taken a few more revitalizing mouthfuls of the brew, “what are we doing today, boss?” 
 “The first thing you will be doing, lad,” the old man said, without looking up from his piece of parchment, “is stop calling me ‘boss’.” 
 “Gaffer?” Joe tried. 
 Vasmo sighed. “Gaffer will be acceptable.” 
 “Right, well what are we going to be doing today then, gaffer?” 
 “After breakfast—which, as Miss Spicer adroitly pointed out, is a meal that should be eaten with the utmost assiduity in this profession, Mr. Ramsey, as one should not attend even the end of the universe without a hearty breakfast—I will be shooting off to attend the Occultists’ Conclave.” 
 Joe’s heart fell. He had an awful feeling that he was about to be told that before he could get down to some proper hands-on work with the creatures downstairs, he was going to have to beef up on some bookwork or something else that was equally as tedious-sounding. 
 “And what about me?” he asked, refilling his teacup. 
 “I have prepared a list for you, lad.” 
 “A list?” Joe asked, setting down his teacup. 
 “That’s right,” the old man said, picking up a decent sliver of kipper that had just fallen out of his beard and setting it on his plate. “I believe that there’s little to be gained by farting around and not getting stuck into a bit of practical work. I have come up with a list of things that even a complete and utter amateur like yourself should be able to complete, only running the risk of bites and minor burns.” 
 “Excellent,” Joe sarcastically. “What’s a day without a good bite and some minor burns.” 
 Vasmo slid the list over to Joe. At the same time, the door that divided the breakfast room from the kitchen opened, and a heaped plate of food floated into the room. At least, that’s what Joe thought was happening at first glance. A second later, he realized that the bobbing plate of food was actually being carried by the dwarf maid, who was hidden behind a fortress of hash browns, half a dozen eggs in various forms, and a host of other delicacies that Joe only got a look at when the steaming platter was set in front of him. 
 “Wowzas,” he said in a stunned voice, running his eyes over the myriad colorful aspects of the mountainous breakfast. “Lilli, I thought you said I was getting a continental breakfast, you know? I was thinking you were going to be bringing me some sliced fruit and toast and maybe a croissant.” 
 From the kitchen, Joe heard Durango let out an explosive, “Pah! Continental! Mon Dieu, this man!” 
 “Not continental, dear,” Lilli told him. “Intercontinental. As in from all over the world. And there is a croissant there, look.” 
 “Fair enough, but what’s all this other stuff?” 
 “Well,” the dwarf said, taking a deep breath, “there’s some avocado on toast; pancakes, bacon, and maple syrup over there; fried pork belly and sweet potato rounded off with a spicy onion relish; some fried tomatoes are hiding under that slice of black pudding over to your right; the croissant I pointed out before is sitting on a waffle with raspberry compote; there’s an assortment of hams, salamis, and cheese just over… here; a churro and a little pot of chocolate to dunk it in just lurking behind that Danish pastry just under your nose; some olives and cheese; there are a couple of dim sum somewhere; and, last but not least, unripe jackfruit stewed for several hours in coconut milk just there.” 
 Joe puffed out his cheeks as he wondered where the hell he was meant to start. 
 “You guys sure do yourselves well around here,” he quipped, tucking his napkin into the neck of his T-shirt. “It all looks amazing. What’s your favorite?” 
 Lilli shot Joe an incredulous stare. “Oh, I don’t go in for any of the foreign muck, dear. Marmite and toast does it for me.” 
 From the kitchen came a roar of anguish at the sound of the words ‘foreign muck’.  
 Lilli shot Vasmo an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, gaffer, I’ll go and calm him down again.” 
 The dwarf trotted off, closing the door behind her. 
 From the kitchen, Joe could make out her soothing voice saying, “Oh, don’t be such a drama queen, Durango, you know I didn’t mean anything by it!” 
 “Is he always this susceptible to throwing wobblers when it comes to his cooking?” Joe whispered to the wizard as he speared a piece of sharp white cheese and paired it with a bit of bacon. 
 “Durango is a culinary genius,” Vasmo said. “Many people know that it takes a lot of time to be a genius. What they don’t realize is that most of that huge amount of time is spent sitting around doing bugger all, really doing bugger all, I mean. It takes a concerted effort of will to really do nothing and just shut up and think to be a real genius. And no one sits around doing nothing like a gargoyle sitting on a roof.” 
 Joe could only grunt a reply through a mouthful of the jackfruit. It really was very good. With some difficulty, he swallowed and asked, “So, this list?” 
 Vasmo tapped the piece of parchment, which was now stained with a dash of tomato sauce. 
 “I’ve got a few little bits and pieces for you to deal with today,” he said. “Stuff that I think you should find quite enjoyable if you take the proper care and don’t rush anything.” 
 The wizard cast an eye over at Grim, who was still lying on the table. 
 “You’ll have Grim with you, of course,” he said. 
 “I’m sure he’ll help me keep my nose out of trouble, gaffer,” Joe said, ripping off a chunk of croissant.  
 The old man let out a mirthless laugh. “Hmm, we’ll see. I think you’ll be surprised to find out just how hard it is to keep your nose clean when you’re up to your eyebrows in the brown and smelly stuff.” 
 Joe ran his eyes down the list as he chewed the croissant and reached for a bit of ham and an olive. 
 “Now, first up, I’ve put that you should feed the invisible pollywogs,” the wizard said. “There is literally nothing easier than this. It would be harder to mess it up.” 
 “Okay, pollywogs,” Joe said, trying his best to look studious as he smeared a bit of waffle with liberal amounts of the compote with one hand and reached for the seemingly inexhaustible teapot with the other. “I’d be lying to you if I said I knew what they looked like.” 
 “Well, yes, anyone who claimed to know what they looked like would be bound to be pulling your leg,” Vasmo said. “The little blighters are invisible. It’s in the name. Now, they’re very partial to anchovies, so I just chuck a tin’s worth in every—” 
 “What, like, properly invisible?” Joe asked, pausing mid-pour. 
 The wizard wagged his head in acknowledgment. “That’s right.” 
 “Then, how do you know they’re even there?”  
 Vasmo frowned. “Well, of course they’re there. Where else would they be?” 
 Joe was unable to answer this philosophical conundrum due to a large mouthful of scrambled eggs he had paired with some kind of spicy sausage that Lilli had neglected to mention. 
 “And where would the anchovies be going?” Vasmo pointed out. 
 Joe swallowed with difficulty, pointed his fork at the old man, and said, “You do have a cat that can walk through walls on the premises.” 
 Vasmo looked taken aback. He sat back in his chair and twirled his mustache. He gave it a good crack at least, seeing as his mustache looked to have about as much flexibility as the average wire brush. 
 “Excellent point, that man,” he said. “I must remember to check Sid’s breath when I get back.” 
 He scribbled a quick note on the bottom of the piece of parchment, ripped it off, and tucked it into a pocket of his kimono.      
 “Right, so once the feeding of the invisible things that we’re not entirely sure are actually there has been completed, what’s next?” Joe asked. 
 “When that’s done, I’d like you to take the hellhound for a walk. Lilli will show you the chains that are hanging by the back door.” 
 Joe nodded as he made short work of the rest of the churro and started on the fried pork belly. His waistband already felt slightly tighter. 
 “After that, you’ll need to polish the unicorn’s horn,” Vasmo instructed him. 
 “That sounds like a euphemism if ever I heard one.” 
 “What was that, lad?” 
 “Nothing,” Joe said thickly, trying not to spray crispy bits of pork all over the tablecloth. 
 “Make sure you only use the beeswax provided,” the wizard continued. “It reminds them of the meadows from whence they came. Let’s see, after that, I’ll need you to spend a penny.” 
 Joe frowned. “Isn’t that up to me? Can’t just go when you want me to go, can I?” 
 The old man clapped a hand to his forehead and chuckled. “Sorry, that’s how I refer to it in my own head.” 
 “I think a lot of people refer to doing their business as spending a penny.” 
 “No, I… Never mind,” the wizard said, waving his hands around as if to dispel the confusion. “What I meant was, I need you to give the drake a coin after you’ve waxed the unicorn’s horns.” 
 Joe almost spat out his mouthful of sweet potato. “Drake?” he gasped. 
 “That’s right,” Vasmo said. 
 “As in a tiny dragon?” 
 “Well the drake taking up residence with us currently is about the size of an Alsatian. And allow me to give you your first lesson of the day, Mr. Ramsey, and tell you that drakes are not just tiny dragons.” 
 “They’re not?” 
 “No, they’re a similar sub-species of the ancient draco family,” Vasmo said, leaning back in his chair and taking on a scholarly air. “In a nutshell, and amongst many other biological and behavioral differences, dragons have wings in addition to their limbs, while drakes have one set of their limbs replaced by their wings. The one we have down in the menagerie, for instance, has forelegs that are more like folded wings tipped with claws when it is walking about.” 
 “How come I didn’t see it yesterday?” Joe asked. 
 “Drakes are a secretive species of magical creature,” the wizard went on. “The coin you will give it will be tucked away in its little hoard and is as important to its well-being as food. It should be administered daily to stop it from seeking riches elsewhere. They have an addiction to wealth that almost equals that of humans. Is that understood, Mr. Ramsey?” 
 Joe nodded, making sure to hold the wizard’s eye before digging back into his slowly diminishing breakfast. 
 “You will find a small pale of coins attached to the front of its stall,” the wizard added. 
 “Is that it?”  
 “The rest I can just tell you.” 
 Joe wasn’t quite sure he liked the look on the wizard’s face. 
 “Manure,” the old man said. 
 “Manure?” Joe repeated, “as in…?” 
 “Yes. There’s very little that focuses the mind more than mucking out the stalls down in the menagerie. You have to keep your wits about you. What’s more, it will also teach you a valuable lesson.” 
 “And what lesson might that be?” Joe had been told that he would learn a lot of lessons from doing all sorts of menial jobs for his uncle. The only lesson he had learned through all those tasks was that the average boss looking to get out of a rubbish job was about as full of crap as a portable toilet at Glastonbury on day five. 
 “Ah, that depends on the man shoveling the poo, doesn’t it?” Vasmo said. 
 The rest of breakfast passed in an amiable quiet, broken only by the occasional crash of pans in the kitchen and some muffled French expletives as Durango did whatever the hell Durango did. 
 Vasmo left Joe in order to go and collect a Gladstone bag filled with whatever a wizard took with him when he went away for a few days. When Joe heard him stumping down the corridor on the floor above, he pushed his chair back from the table and got up—not without some difficulty. 
 Lilli was by his side at once, gathering up all the breakfast things on a tray. 
 “I’m sorry that I couldn’t finish breakfast,” Joe said. “It’s just I literally don’t think my stomach is big enough to fit the rest of it in. Will Durango lose it, do you think?” 
 The dwarf gave him a little pat on the arm. 
 “Don’t worry, love,” she said. “Durango’s goal is to leave his diner feeling as replete as possible. If you’d finished it all, he only would have ended up cooking more for you. That gargoyle has funny notions when it comes to hospitality. He’d keep feeding you ’til you exploded if it was up to him.” 
 “I wouldn’t want you to have to deal with that clean-up,” Joe said with a grin. 
 “That’s what magic is for, ain’t it?” the little maid said to him, flashing another one of her winks. “Don’t you worry if you feel a bit full and uncomfortable, walking the hellhound will soon take care of that.”  
 The sound of the old wizard clomping down the stairs alerted Joe to something he had been thinking about after he had been left alone at the breakfast table. He excused himself from Lilli and made his way toward where he thought the front door was. Grim floated along behind him. 
 He caught the wizard just as he had finished adjusting the cloak that was Momo and opened the front door. 
 “Vasmo?” he called, trying not to walk too fast in case he threw up his enormous breakfast. 
 “Yes, lad?” the old man said. 
 “Well, I’m just going to cut to the chase and ask: if this is a job, I should be getting paid, right?” 
 For a moment, the wizard froze. Then, he said, “Paid?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “As in paid?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “You’re referring to the custom of remunerating an individual in return for services rendered and time given?” 
 “That’s right,” Joe said, nodding. “That would be the long-winded way of saying getting paid, yes.” 
 Vasmo’s eyes narrowed, darting this way and that. Then he smiled beatifically and said, “Of course you should be getting paid, Mr. Ramsey, of course!” 
 He reached into one of the many pockets of his dusty kimono, fished around for a moment, and then pressed something—something wet—into Joe’s palm. Before Joe could react, the wizard had rushed out the door. 
 “You’ll be paid in full upon my return, young man, of that you have my word!” he called as he legged it up the garden path. 
 Joe opened his hand. In his palm was what looked like a fish’s eyeball and a button. Carefully, Joe put the eyeball down in the little tray that people place in their hallways to put their car keys in—and to make the lives of burglars just that little bit easier. Then he dashed out the door after Vasmo. The wizard, though, had disappeared. 
 Joe sighed. “I guess I better get to work, then,” he said to himself. 
 As he walked back into the hallway and shut the door behind him, he caught sight of the fish eye in the little bowl. 
 “What’re you looking at?” he muttered. 
 “Ha!” Grim said from over his shoulder. “What are you looking at? Good one!” 





 Chapter 9 
   
   
   
 Despite apparently being on a wage of spare buttons and assorted fish parts, Joe had been more than a little thrilled to start on his new position. However, the sensible part of him, which had been raised on all sorts of tales of adventure as a kid, couldn’t help but harbor a modicum of trepidation alongside the excitement. He knew well enough what usually happened when a guy like him was thrown in at the deep end: havoc ensued. 
 After Vasmo had left, Joe found himself suddenly in the unexpected position of having jobs to do but no one to oversee him. As an apprentice to his uncle, such a thing had rarely happened as Uncle Steve liked to make sure that Joe was applying himself to his tasks just so.  
 Joe had always had a somewhat cynical belief that ‘superintending’—as his uncle referred to it—also gave Uncle Steve ample opportunity to lean against a variety of surfaces, usually while holding a cup of tea. Now, Joe had a list, fairly clear instructions, and only his own cognizance to fall back on to get it done. 
 He wouldn’t have thought twice about this had he still been working with heaters and air-conditioners. It was a little different, however, working with creatures who, up to a mere twenty-four or so hours ago, had been safely confined to the annals of myth and legend. So, it was with a handful of apprehensive butterflies in his small intestine that Joe descended the stairs to the menagerie basement once more. 
 Luckily for him, he had Grim floating around behind him like a puppy. The grimoire was all too ready and willing to slip him a piece of advice here and a sagacious tip there. It was obvious that the book had been around and knew a trick or two when it came to the care of supernatural beasties. 
 After—somewhat pointlessly, in Joe’s opinion—slipping a tin of anchovies into the five-foot-long tank that apparently held pollywogs, it was time to walk the hellhound. Joe had retrieved the length of heavy, ominously sturdy chain from the back door while procuring a tin of anchovies from Durango. 
 Vasmo had seen to it that all the creatures had been shut away in their respective pens and stables the previous evening, so the menagerie was comparatively calm and quiet. He had also fixed it so that the bronze security doors no longer required his arcane password to open. 
 Only the hippocampus was visible when Joe stepped inside, cruising around the large pool in the middle of the massive basement. The wizard had assured him that the creatures were actually surprisingly sensible when it came to shutting them in at night. They liked having their own spaces, so while they roamed about and socialized during the day, they were usually more than happy to retire to their own stables, pens, and little enclosures when the sun went down. 
 “Now, you’ve never dealt with a hellhound, have you, mate?” Grim said when the pair of them found the stable in which the hellhound was shut. 
 “No, that’s a definite negative,” Joe said. 
 “Ah, there’s nothing to it,” the floating book told Joe in blasé tones. 
 This did little to alleviate Joe’s concerns, for at that moment, the hellhound must have smelled him and banged heavily into the thick wooden door of the stable. The iron hinges rattled. A soft, grunting growl emanated through the wood, making it hum. A wet snout as thick around as Joe’s closed fist was thrust through the robust bars of the small window set into the door at about groin level. 
 Joe tried to gulp as casually as he could. 
 “If you could elaborate on that, I’d appreciate it,” he said to the grimoire. 
 “Not a dog person?” Grim asked. 
 “I’m not a have-your-arm-ripped-out-of-its-socket-straight-after-breakfast person.” 
 “Well, you won’t have to worry about that.” The grimoire’s voice told Joe that if it had had an arm to do it, it would have been patting him reassuringly on the shoulder. “The risk to life and limb is minimal if you know how to deal with a hellhound.” 
 “And you do, do you?” 
 “I’ve told you I’ve been around a bit, haven’t I, kid?” 
 “You might have mentioned it once or twice, yeah. So?” 
 “So what?” 
 “So, how do I get this leash around this thing’s neck and still manage to walk out of there with as many extremities as I went in with?” 
 “Oh, yeah, right! So, as soon as the door opens, you have to lock your eyes with the hellhound, right?” Grim explained. “You lock its gaze, and you don’t break it until the hellhound looks away, okay? And whatever you do, do not blink. Got it?”  
 “This literally flies in the face of every piece of advice I’ve ever been given or heard about when dealing with ferocious predators,” Joe muttered, his eyes fixed on the questing muzzle as it pushed through the bars and snuffed the air. 
 “This is all about figuring out who the alpha is, see?” Grim said. 
 “Okay.” 
 The grimoire lowered his voice a bit. “Look, hellhounds aren’t exactly nature’s big thinkers. They were basically bred to do the bidding of necromancers, shadow sorcerers, warlocks, and other loonies back in the bad old days. Back when there was more of that ilk about. It’s a shame because, what with the name and the way that they were sold as harbingers of coming death and everything, they have a pretty black reputation when they’re really not so bad. Essentially, they’re a subservient species. You just have to show old mate behind this door that you’re the boss.” 
 Joe puffed out his cheeks. “All right, then. In for a penny, in for a pound. Let’s do it.” 
 He unbolted the door and pulled it wide.  
 The hellhound looked a lot bigger up close. It also appeared a lot more dangerous, now that Joe was near enough to be able to pick out the individual wiry hairs of its coat, the chunk of meat stuck between a couple of huge yellow teeth, and the paws that were about the size of dinner plates. It wasn’t a particularly tall beast, but it was as solid as a rock. Muscle was piled atop more muscle under its sable and gray coat.  
 But it was the lambent orange eyes that took up most of Joe’s concentration. They glowed like burning coals in the wolfish face. Surprisingly, there was no anger or rage in them. Only a cool interest as if the hellhound was genuinely looking forward to finding out whether the average-sized biped standing before it was a new pal or breakfast. 
 “You’re not thinking about blinking, are you?” Grim whispered in Joe’s ear. 

I hadn’t been up until right then, Joe thought. 
 “Okey dokey, I’ll just close my covers until you’ve got the leash on then,” Grim said quietly. 
 It felt like an eternity, but after what must have only been about sixty seconds, the hellhound let out a little rumble and looked away from Joe’s face. Still not daring to blink, although his eyes were watering, Joe reached out and looped the chain over the muscular neck of the animal. Only once this was done did he dare to believe that he had succeeded in not dying. 
 He did not have long to relax in his relief, however. The chain leash had only been over the hellhound’s neck for a matter of seconds when a change came over the big animal. With startling abruptness, it went from a savage-looking killing machine to a puppy invited out for a walk. It gamboled about, rearing on its hind feet so that it could lick Joe neatly across the face with a sandpaper-rough tongue. 
 Then, with a lurch that almost pulled Joe off his feet, the hellhound launched away. With apparent ease, it towed him across the menagerie, through the door, and up the stairs. 
 “Get the door, will you, Grim?” Joe shouted over his shoulder. 
 With a bang, the shining bronze door slammed close behind them as the hellhound made a bid for the open air of the street. 
 Joe rather enjoyed walking the hellhound once he was quite sure the creature wasn’t dragging him out into the street so that it could dismember him at leisure in the great outdoors.  
 Unsure whether or not it was a good idea to walk the streets of Marylebone with a massive black dog tethered by a chain—not to mention a floating book—Joe contented himself by strolling up and down and around the long, deserted street that was Fallen Knight Walk. The hellhound didn’t seem to mind, being happy to sniff and snuffle around like any other canine. By the time that they returned to the house, Joe was more than comfortable scratching the creature behind its ears and patting it companionably.  
 The rest of the morning was taken up with ticking off the items on the list that Vasmo had left him, along with some basic feeding information that had been added in a blocky hand that probably belonged to Lilli. There was more than enough to keep Joe busy, especially with the excessive amount of excrement that all the occult creatures seemed capable of producing. 
 “Does wonders for the garden, magical creature poop,” Grim said when Joe had dumped the last wheelbarrow load into the magically powered hopper, which ferried the manure up to a reinforced bunker at the back of the house. 
 “Is that right?” Joe said, brushing his hair back from his eyes. 
 “That’s right. I used to belong to the household of a green-fingered witch in Norway. She was a very keen gardener. Taught me a lot about manure that woman. You have to be careful where you spread it and how much you use.” 
 “Why’s that?” Joe asked as he went around the pens of the various creatures and opened them so that they could get out and socialize. “I’d have thought that the more you put on, the better the plants grow. That’s how it’s meant to work, isn’t it? 
 “Well, yeah, but you have to take into account the remaining magical elements lingering in the stuff, too. This witch now, she dumped—excuse the pun—a load of dragon dung around her cabbage seedlings one balmy spring evening. Powerfully magical creatures, dragons. Next thing you know, in the middle of the night, those cabbages swelled to the size of cars, boiled themselves from the inside out, and then exploded. Completely covered the cottage. The smell was… pungent.” 
 Joe paused as he stepped aside from the final pen, which held the pair of unicorns, and frowned. 
 “You don’t even have a nose,” he pointed out. 
 “I know, mate,” Grim said meaningfully. “It was very whiffy.” 
 Joe saved the giving of the coin to the drake for last as he was looking forward to seeing the creature the most. Unfortunately, though, this proved to be somewhat of an anticlimax. 
 The drake’s pen was taken up mostly by an artificial cave at the back, in which Joe presumed the drake itself was still snoozing. Hoping to coax it out with the beguiling clink of metal, he took a coin from the small bucket that hung on the front of the door and flicked it into the little enclosure. The penny bounced and rolled before coming to a halt in front of the pitch-dark mouth of the cave. 
 There was a slithering sound, followed by a bubbling croon of a growl. There was a flash of green from within the blackness of the cave-like den as the drake opened its bright emerald eyes. Then, with the speed of a striking rattlesnake, a long tongue darted out from the dimness, snatched up the coin, and whisked it back into the cave. The eyes blinked out. 
 “That’s it?” Joe asked after he had waited for a couple more minutes to see if the drake was going to emerge. 
 “The whole draco family is a very mysterious, intelligent, and rare branch of the supernatural animal kingdom,” Grim said as the pair of them made their way through the menagerie and toward the stairs. “How did you think that they became legends in the first place? They were bloody all over the shop during the early medieval period when there were way fewer people about.” 
 “Then what happened?” 
 Grim ruffled his pages in a way that Joe had started to interpret as the grimoire shrugging or raising his eyebrows. “Same thing that always happens when humans cross paths with something that scares ’em.” 
 “Ah,” Joe said, holding the door open so that the book could float through ahead of him before he closed it and locked it behind him. 
 “Yeah, so what with every knight trying to make a name for their shiny ass going off to try and kill a dragon, the dragons retired from public life,” Grim said. “They took up residence in those high and inaccessible places that humans couldn’t get to. Same with the yetis, though they were only forced to move deeper into the woods during the nineteen-eighties.” 
 “Yetis? As in Bigfoot?” 
 “The Bigfeet are just one tribe,” the grimoire said casually. “You’d be amazed at how many yetis were getting about through the sixties and seventies in America. They’re not all eight feet tall, you know. Some of them could quite easily disguise themselves and blend in at a ZZ Top or Robert Plant concert. I think one of them might actually have forged a successful career as a bassist or a drummer for some metal band.” 
 Joe considered this interesting bit of information. So preoccupied was he with pondering on which famous rockers might have been sasquatches that he took a wrong turn on the way to the kitchen and ended up in the main hallway yet again. 
 “Hey, kid,” Grim said when Joe gave his head a little shake and headed off in the direction of the breakfast room, “wait up a moment.” 
 Joe turned. The grimoire was floating above an antique-looking phone sitting on a side table. 
 “Don’t you think you had better tell your uncle that you’ve picked up another position?” Grim said. 
 It was an excellent point. He couldn’t just not turn up for work on Monday. After the fall from the ladder, his uncle might jump to the conclusion that Joe had really injured himself. The last thing he wanted was for Uncle Steve to be put through any unnecessary stress on his account. 

But what to tell him? Joe thought. I can’t just say, ‘Morning, Unc, I’ve landed myself a job as a wizard’s apprentice.’

 “You reckon this whole magic business won’t sit well with him?” Grim asked. 
 “Probably not, no,” Joe said drily. “He’d be out the front door and looking for a nice, comfortable padded room to put me in before I’d hung up the phone.” 
 Grim gave a little oscillation, which Joe construed as a small shake of the head. 
 “Still amazes me how most non-magic users just refuse to see it,” the old book said. “Barmy. How the dickens do they think modern plumbing works, hmm? Do they really believe that old Thomas Crapper just stumbled upon the ballcock? Barmy.” 
 Joe decided to ignore this. It seemed easier. 
 “All right,” he said, “I’ll give my uncle a ring. Let him know what is going on. I’ll have to use this old thing, though. My mobile doesn’t seem to work in the house.” 
 “Yeah, modern electronics and magic don’t mix too well. Something about occult frequencies occupying a similar range as that of modern tech.” 
 Joe picked up the receiver and dialed Uncle Steve’s number. When he put it to his ear, he found that instead of the ringing he had expected, all he got was a dull crackling noise. He tried again. The result was the same. 
 “I don’t understand,” Joe said. “I dial the number, but all I get is this creaky, cracking sound in my ear like ice splitting.” 
 “That’s because that phone there is connected to the magical grid,” Lilli’s voice told him. 
 Joe looked up and saw the dwarf maid stomping down the stairs, a bundle of sheets under one arm. 
 “There’s a magical grid?” Joe asked. 
 Lilli gave him a bemused smile. “You just spent the morning being dragged around the street by a hellhound after a wizard tried to pay you with a fish’s eyeball, and you’re amazed that the magical community has its own communication network? You’re a funny one, love.” 
 Joe wasn’t sure what to say to that. 
 The maid reached into the pocket at the front of her apron, pulled out a brick-shaped mobile phone, and chucked it to Joe. He caught it deftly. 
 “That’s the gaffer’s,” the dwarf explained, clomping away along the hall corridor. “It’s had a few modifications made to it. Use that to call your uncle, then come through to the parlor, and I’ll give you some lunch.” 
 Joe wasn’t quite sure what he was going to tell his uncle, not until he got through to him. He didn’t want to lie to the man—he had too much respect and love for him for that—but he knew there was no way that he could tell him the truth. Not without Uncle Steve thinking he’d gone completely around the twist. 
 “Tell him you’ve been offered a lifetime position,” Grim told him as he stood holding the phone and gazing blankly into space for a minute or two. 
 “I have?” Joe asked. 
 “I think so. Vasmo isn’t the kind of old boy who enjoys holding interview sessions.” 
 “I did pick up on that.” 
 “Just don’t make the mistake of confusing a lifetime with a long time,” the grimoire added quickly. “Lot of youngsters do that when they start out, but it can be a dicey game this wizarding business.” 
 As it turned out, his uncle was surprisingly affable and understanding when Joe told him he’d been offered a job in the field of extramundane zoology (this had been a hurried whisper in his ear by Grim). Looking at a clock on the wall, he noticed that it was after midday on Saturday, so his uncle’s benevolent mood probably had something to do with the upcoming Spur’s match, the anticipation of which never ceased to have a tranquilizing effect on the man. 
 “Extramundane?” Uncle Steve asked. “Is that the study of, like, really boring animals? Like sea slugs, limpets, or something?” 
 “Sort of,” Joe said edgily. “I’m going to be looking after creatures that you might not ordinarily see. Some of them are pretty rare.” 
 His uncle had grunted. “Well, I’ll not lie to you, lad, I’m amazed that you stuck it out so long. Your father was always flitting from place to place as was your ma. I never knew what they did for work half the time. You do what you have to, but check in every now and again so I know you’re alright, d’you hear me?” 
 “I hear you, Uncle Steve,” Joe said, feeling a rush of affection for his only blood relative.  
 “And don’t make it too long before we go and watch a game together at the pub.” 
 “Roger that,” Joe promised. 
 “Speaking of which, they’re about to kick off, so don’t mind me if I bugger off, will you?”  
 Joe grinned down the phone. “Take it easy, Uncle Steve.” 
 “You too, lad. Good luck with the new gig. And remember, if you make a pig’s ear out of that boring animal lark, you’ll always have a place at EZ-Breezy.” 
 “You’re a top bloke, Uncle Steve.” 
 “Don’t I know it,” Uncle Steve replied, trying and failing to repress a belch. “Toodle-oo.”
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 After lunch, and at the instigation of Grim, Joe followed the grimoire out into the garden to experiment with a bit more magic. As he left the parlor, where he and Lilli had enjoyed a fine lunch of assorted sandwiches, he shot the dwarf a questioning look. 
 “You don’t mind us heading out there?” he asked her. 
 Lilli got to her feet and brushed crumbs from the front of her apron. “Your jobs are done?” 
 “Yep.” 
 “Then I can’t see any harm in it. Besides, it’s not up to me to make sure you don’t skive off. It’s the gaffer who is paying you.” 
 “Someone might want to mention that to him when he gets back,” Joe said sardonically. 
 Lilli bustled off to the kitchen, but not before she’d said, “You know what, I think I might come out and have a look. See how you get on. I could use a giggle.” 
 “Your obvious faith in my abilities is really doing wonders for my confidence.” 
 “Trust me, love,” Lilli said as she bustled off with the sandwich tray and teacups, “if all it takes for you to get rattled is having little old me watching you, then you might not be cut out for this game after all.” 
 Grim floated along ahead of Joe until they found themselves on the side of the house with the gently steaming manure bunker. This part of the garden was more overgrown even than the rest of the grounds, which Grim said was due to the supernatural excrement. 
 “Like I said, it’s potent stuff,” the old book said. “It can have unexpected effects on vegetation.” 
 “And on the sinuses.” Joe gasped, waving a hand in front of his face. 
 “Nice and private around here though, isn’t it? Lots of trees and bushes going mad thanks to the good ripe stuff leaking out of that there bunker. No chance of nosy neighbors spying on something they shouldn’t.” 
 “I haven’t even noticed any neighbors,” Joe said. 
 “Can’t be too careful, deary,” came Lilli’s voice from behind them. Joe glanced over his shoulder and saw the little dwarf seated on what looked like a large toadstool. On closer inspection, it was, in fact, a toadstool. 
 “Before we start dabbling,” Grim said, “and now that you’ve had a chance to sleep on the revelation that magic is, indeed, real, mate, I was wondering if your brain had made any deductions on the subject?” 
 “Deductions?” Joe asked, rolling up the sleeves of his jumper. 
 “Have you had any epiphanies? Have you been struck by any enlightening observations now that you’ve made peace with the fact that you haven’t had some sort of brain aneurysm and gone completely cuckoo?” 
 Joe considered this. “I don’t know if I would call it an epiphany. I have managed to explain it to myself in my own head. Do you want to hear what I’ve got?” 
 “Love to, mate, love to,” Grim said encouragingly. 
 “Well, I figure being bonded with you allows me to absorb and manipulate other magic. Is that about right?” 
 The floating book rocked this way and that in a fair approximation of a nod. 
 “Yeah, that’s about the long and short of it, kid,” Grim said. “You can also manipulate magic from other magical creatures that you’re bonded with, too.” 
 “And that’s not the norm?” 
 “Rare as hen’s teeth, that ability,” Lilli chipped in. “Only wizards who end up bonding with rare and mystical sentient objects like Grim here can do it.” 
 “Stop it, I’m blushing, Lilli,” Grim gushed. 
 The dwarven maid rolled her eyes. “You need blood to blush, you numpty.” 
 “I’ve got ink, don’t I?” 
 “Usually, as I’m sure the gaffer told you,” Lilli continued, “wizards bond with one creature and one creature alone. That creature’s deep-rooted and innate power is what the wizard draws off, but it is also what limits the wizard. You though—” 
 “Don’t have limitations?” Joe asked eagerly. 
 “You don’t have the same limitations,” Lilli corrected him.  
 “Which is why you should consider not dilly-dallying and get bonding with another magical creature soon,” Grim said. 
 Joe considered this. A part of him was impatient to get to grips with magic. However, another part of him counseled against undue haste. He had played enough action role-playing games to know what happened if you got ahead of yourself and tried to bite off more than you could comfortably chew.  
 Usually, you choked. 
 Still, he was just a man at the end of the day. He could not stop his mind from running through the collection of magical creatures he had seen in the menagerie. He could not help but speculate on what kind of spells or magic those magical creatures might allow him to tap into. 
 It was a rare thing for common sense to gain the upper hand over whimsy and ambition in a twenty-one-year-old young man. Joe, though, was not your run-of-the-mill teenager. He had always been wise beyond his years and comfortable making those decisions that, while not delivering so much in terms of instant gratification, paid off more in the long run. 
 With effort, he said, “I should try to learn to use Grim’s abilities before I go diving in and try to bond with another creature.” 
 Lilli let out a low whistle. “Cor blimey and stone the crows! I would have bet a tenner on you running off and trying to bond with that drake or one of the gryphons. You’re a little bundle of surprises and no mistake, Joe Ramsey.”  
 “I’m pleased to keep you guessing,” he said, smiling. 
 Lilli considered him from atop her toadstool, tapping thoughtfully with a stubby forefinger at her strong jaw. “As a magic user myself,” she said slowly, “I’ve got a bit of a knack for being able to tell, to sense, what kind of magic a junior practitioner is likely to attract. You though, Joe, are a tough nut to crack. I am, as our mates across the pond might say, striking out as far as you are concerned.” 
 “You’re a magic user?” Joe asked, his intrigue flaring up inside of himself. 
 “That’s right, love.” 
 “But, that must mean that you’re bonded, right?”  
 “That’s right.” 
 “Then where’s—?” Joe began to ask.  
 “My bond-mate?” the little maid finished. 
 “Yeah.” 
 Lilli jerked her thumb over her shoulder toward the house. “Jock’s up in my quarters.” 
 “Jock?” 
 “Correct.” 
 “Like the strap?” Joe asked before he had a chance to realize what he had just said. 
 To her credit, Lilli’s face didn’t so much as twitch. “Um, yes, his name is pronounced the same, but I probably wouldn’t make that comparison to his face.” 
 Joe had the good sense to look chagrined. “Sorry,” he said hurriedly. “What is Jock exactly?” 
 “That’s all right, dear, you get a certain period of leeway for making insensitive and potentially suicidal remarks when you start off as a trainee.” 
 “How long’s the leeway?” Grim asked, bobbing about over a rampant patch of brambles. 
 “Let’s call it a week,” Lilli suggested. 
 “Oooh, I think we might need longer in this one’s case,” Grim quipped gravely. 
 “Ha-ha,” Joe said.  
 “He’s a bogeyman,” Lilli said, grinning at the grimoire. “And a lazy beggar to boot. Spends most of his time snoozing under my bed or in my wardrobe, them being a bogeyman’s favorite haunts.”  
 “How come I haven’t seen him trailing you about?” Joe asked. 
 “Did I mention that he’s like a blister in the way that he doesn’t show up until after any kind of work is done?” 
 “He’s that bad?” Joe asked. 
 Lilli chuckled. “No, he’s not that bad. But there’s not too much I need his powers for in this line of work. Besides, even if I do need him when I’m doing my thing around here, he’s close enough for me to harness whatever magic I might need without too much trouble. And if I ever need to get out and about, bogeymen are awfully versatile.” 
 “In what way?” Joe asked. 
 “Well, they have no specific shape, not in the traditional sense. They can turn into anything and everything. That’s how they came to be associated with being the ‘thing under your bed’ and fear in general, you see. They could quite literally be anything.” 
 “What kind of stuff can Jock help you to do?” Joe asked, his voice heavy with interest and intrigue. 
  Lilli puffed out her cheeks. “Like I said, Jock can take on any shape, and so his magic allows me to manifest objects created from his magic.” 
 Joe frowned and then gasped as he understood what the little maid was saying. 
 “You mean, you can create objects out of nothing? Like the Green Lantern?” 
 “I don’t know what lighting has to do with it, dear, no matter what hue it is.” 
 “Can you show me?” Joe asked abruptly. He was as keen as mustard to see Lilli use magic, whatever kind it was. “Maybe you could conjure something and help me get better at using the magic inherent in Grim?” 
 Lilli looked pensively over at Grim. It was a bit of an exercise in futility, really, seeing as Grim didn’t exactly have a readable countenance. 
 “Go on,” Grim said, egging the dwarf on. “Must’ve been a while since you’ve really got to dust off the magic and have a bit of fun, mustn’t it?” 
 The dwarf narrowed her eyes. “Was that a housekeeping gag I just heard slip out from between those covers, you cheeky blighter?” 
 “Unintentional, Miss Spicer, I swear,” the grimoire said in a groveling voice. 
 “All right, then,” Lilli said, getting to her feet and brushing down her skirt. “I can’t see why someone around here doesn’t give you a practical demonstration. Honestly, what the gaffer was thinking when he decided to hire someone only to dash off for days beats me, it really does.” 
 Lilli rolled up the sleeves of her blouse, revealing a pair of muscular forearms, which were the relatively unrecognized trademark of the accomplished maid. Then she took off her mobcap and placed it carefully on the toadstool she had been sitting on. 
 “Right,” she said, “how about this, then? This manifest magic is known as Betokency, just so you know.” 
 The stumpy maid who, despite her diminutive size, managed to radiate the same kind of powerful presence as many women who run houses, hotels, restaurants, and schools, strode out onto the lawn and faced Joe. 
 For his part, Joe suddenly found himself staring across a small expanse of lawn at three feet of dwarf that he instinctively knew could deliver him eight different kinds of hell should she wish to. 
 The little maid’s eyes blazed with an ethereal silver light as she dipped into the magical reservoir provided by her link with her bond-mate. With an incongruously minimal wave of her small hand, Lilli conjured a bright silver sword into being. 
 “Whoa,” Joe said, finding himself well and truly at the pointy end of the supernatural, seven-foot-long weapon. 
 He squinted down the blade. As he did so, he comprehended that the sword wasn’t crafted from silver light per se. Up that close and personal to the spell, it looked like the shape of the sword was actually made from light that had been solidified somehow, though it was interpreted by the limits of the human eye to come across as silver. 
 “Lovely presentation,” Grim said, in the appreciative air of the magical connoisseur. His heavy, scarred leather covers snapped together a few times as the grimoire applauded. “Gorgeous bit of craftsmanship, I must say. Oh, yes.”  
 The sword spun in the air, whipping over the top of Joe’s head. As he ducked instinctively, mouth open in awe, he watched the spell sword shatter into glistening shards, before reforming into a… 
 “A broom?” Joe exclaimed with a laugh. “What good would that be in a fight?” 
 “Good question, that,” Grim said. 
 Lilli rolled her glowing silver eyes. “You’re such males. Not everything has to do with fighting and the measuring of… Well, not everything has to do with strutting about and showing who’s the toughest cock in the farmyard.” 
 “What was that, darlin’?” Grim said politely. 
 “I didn’t stutter, Grim,” the maid said in a dangerous voice. 
 Astutely, Grim remained silent. 
 “Magic, first and foremost to my mind, is meant to make the great slog that we call life that little bit easier and more enjoyable,” the dwarf continued. “If that means crafting a giant broom so that I can sweep a room in a quarter of the time it might usually take, and without raising a finger, then I consider it magic well spent.”  
 The broom, which had been standing upright on the bristle-filled end, swept downward and rapped Joe hard over the head. For something that looked to be made all of light, it sure hurt as much as a regular broom probably would have. 
 “Besides, just because a broom doesn’t have a pointy end, it doesn’t mean it can’t be used as a weapon,” Lilli said smugly. 
 “Point taken, thank you,” Joe said, rubbing the top of his melon. 
 The broom changed into a small canoe before switching into a large kite-shaped shield, then it flickered and morphed into a pair of stiletto heels, before changing once more into a wing-backed armchair. Then, with a flash, the chair vanished. The silver light in Lilli’s eyes faded away until they were back to their original bright-blue color. 
 “Pretty cool,” Joe admitted, giving the dwarf a smile. 
 “Pretty cool,” Lilli said, shaking her head so that her copper hair glinted in the sunlight. “Of all the adjectives available to the youth of today, you went for pretty cool.” 
 “It was pretty cool,” Joe said. “In terms of casual understatement, that’s about as high a compliment as you’re likely to get from my generation.” 
 Lilli snorted a laugh. 
 “Is there anything you can’t create?” Joe asked. 
 The dwarf considered this for a moment. “I will say that it’s a lot harder, and takes a lot more energy, to make complex mechanical devices—though it’s not impossible.” 
 “But it would be a hard thing to do in the middle of a fight?” Joe asked. 
 “With the distractions that are rife in such situations—namely, that some other beggar is usually trying to knock your block off?—yes, it would be damned hard. Trying to hold on those moving bits together while you craft other bits and then try and use whatever it is takes a lot of concentration.” 
 “A blunt object is usually easier?” Joe asked. 
 “A blunt object is always easier, full-stop,” Lilli told him.  
 “While I think it’s safe to say that your demonstration was a very deliberate and helpful display, Miss Spicer,” Grim said, bobbing around Joe and the dwarf in a slow circle, “I think it might help the young lad some more if you were to try and give him a nudge with one of the aforementioned blunt instruments.” 
 Lilli raised her eyebrow in Grim’s direction. 
 “You want me to hit the blighter? With a spell?” she asked. 
 Joe looked at Grim. 
 “Aren’t we supposed to be on the same side?” he asked. 
 “We are, we are,” the levitating book assured him. “Don’t be so sensitive. It’s a well-known phrase, though, that nothing stimulates the raw potential in someone more effectively than the threat of violence.” 
 “I’ve never heard that saying,” Joe said. 
 “Well, I’m older than you, so trust me when I tell you that it’s a very well-known idiom that has been proven true consistently over the years,” Grim said. 
 Joe wasn’t sure he quite believed the floating book, but he was also willing to concede that he didn’t know everything either. 
 “Look, what I’m trying to get at is that we can sit around here all day, chatting about the magic and all its many wondrous forms, but what this young buck needs is to get to grips with it,” Grim said. 
 Joe gave Lilli a look. “I’m not sure if his ego needs to hear this, but I think Grim might be right. I mean, I’m not asking you to try and kill me or anything, but if you want to try and knock me over with a big magical frying pan or something, maybe I could try and siphon some of Grim’s magic to block you?” 
 Lilli still looked a little unconvinced. 
 “That is an excellent idea, kid,” Grim said. His tone actually showcased some genuine surprise as if Joe had plucked the words right out of whatever passed for a book’s brain. 
 “Fine,” Lilli said. “I’ll give you three shots, young man, but if you can’t stop me after three, then it’s back to the books—or at least, the book for you.” 
 “Agreed,” Joe said. 
 As Lilli took up her position once more, Grim gave Joe a final piece of advice. 
 “Just do what you did the other night with that ball of magic, kid,” he said. “When Lilli conjures her spell, I want you to counter it by drawing it into yourself. Got it?” 
 “Kind of,” Joe replied. 
 “That’ll do,” Grim said. “Show her what you’re made of.” 
 “Ready?” Lilli asked. 
 Joe, who all of a sudden did not feel ready at all, gave the dwarf a thumbs-up. 
 Lilli’s eyes glowed silver once more. 
 A crystalline hammer appeared in the air. It was the kind of hammer that might be found at the fairground, used to smack the high striker and ring the bell. A long haft surmounted by a blocky head with twin rounded ends. 
 “No point faffing about, then,” the dwarf said. “On we go.” 
 The hammer swept forward toward the waiting figure of Joe, who became cognizant of just how a nail must feel before it was smacked into a plank of wood. 
 It wasn’t a very comfortable sensation. 
 Willing himself not to panic, forcing himself to keep a cool head just as he had done countless times before while roaming through some of London’s shadiest spots, he faced the onrushing magical hammer. 

Calm. Stay calm. You’ve done this already, he told himself. You’ve done this already. You can do it again. Lilli won’t send you to the hospital while the gaffer is away. She’ll pull her punches.  
 So zoned in to what was happening was Joe that he forgot that Grim was party to his thoughts those days. 
 “That’s the spirit, kid,” the always chipper grimoire said to him in a bracing voice, “don’t let her get you down. Don’t overthi—”  
 Occult hammer and flesh-and-blood young man met. Joe willed the dwarf’s magic into himself, forcing his consciousness wide open in order to act like a plughole to the spell.  
 The hammer crashed into him with the delicacy and gentleness of a post van taking out an unsuspecting granny at a zebra crossing. Joe was plucked off his feet and hurled across the garden. He traveled a good ten feet horizontally through the air, hit the giving turf, and slid through a mess of leaves and mud. In a final expulsion of breath, he came to rest a mere five yards from the steaming piles of manure in their open-topped bunker. 
 “Ow,” he tried to say, but all that came out was a spitty wheeze that sounded like a set of bagpipes that had been brutally stabbed in a Southwark back alley.  
 “Hmm,” Joe heard Grim say as he gazed up at the relaxing waving boughs of the apple tree standing over him. “I think that went well, so far as it went.” 
 “As far as he went, you mean?” Lilli asked. “That must be a dozen feet I knocked him  if it was an inch. It’s probably a personal best for me, but I’m not sure that we can judge the lad’s progress in the same way.” 
 “A fine point,” Grim permitted. 
 Joe hauled himself to his feet and spat a clod of muddy grass from his mouth. 
 “Again,” he said vehemently. He could feel that same burning drive to accomplish something that he had often felt when he had been a kid playing video games. It was the blend of annoyance and frustration that mixed to form the most potent of cocktails: the one that Uncle Steve had called A Kick Up the Bum. It was that feeling that sometimes suffused a person and wouldn’t relinquish its grip until whatever milestone standing in their way had been overcome. 
 “Again,” Joe repeated, getting to his feet. 
 “Such resilience!” Grim said, approval coloring his words. 
 “Such concussion is more likely,” Lilli said. 
 “Again!” Joe repeated yet again. “I think… I have a feeling that I almost had it there.” 
 “You heard the young rascal, Miss Spicer,” Grim said. When he next spoke, it was with the rough sing-song chanting voice of one of London’s born and bred football supporters. “Give him another one, just like the other one! Give him another one, just like the other one!” 
 Joe squared off against the little figure of the dwarf on the other side of the lawn. He tried to block out the chants of the damned floating book. As packed full of knowledge as the levitating tome undoubtedly was, Joe was getting the impression that Grim was a bit of a loose cannon—one of those mates who never ever considered what might happen two or more spaces down the Monopoly board of life. 
 They faced off once more, and once more Lilli Spicer released the hammer spell. Once more, Joe watched the crystalline hammer come hurtling toward him. 
 But he had its measure now. He tasted its power. Somehow, he understood it in a way that he couldn’t explain to himself, let alone anyone else. 
 The silvery spell struck him, but this time, it didn’t bat him across the lawn like a shuttlecock. This time, the spell shattered when it hit Joe, the massive hammer breaking into shards of glittering magic. These shards hung in the air for the briefest of moments so that Joe felt like he was standing in the midst of a shattered glass globe as it popped. He had no clear notion how, but fragments of the dissipating arcane energy absorbed into him. 
 Joe lurched forward, feeling suddenly like he was going to be violently sick. He couldn’t get past the feeling that he was going to throw up, although what he might throw up was beyond him. 
 Distantly, as he fought the urge to purge himself, Joe heard Grim telling him to hold it in, but there seemed precious little chance of that happening. His insides were reeling, frothing over with something that had less to do with biology and more to do with thaumaturgy. 
 The dwarven maid ran as quickly as her little legs would allow, heading in Joe’s direction. Her voice, when she tried to tell Joe not to release it here, was strangely muffled in his ears. 

It? Joe wondered. What does she mean by release it?

 He found out a nano-second later. 
 Joe released the hammer’s energy in a burst of unadulterated and unrefined regurgitated power. The blast of scintillating silvery opaque magic flowed unchecked from his mouth, nose, and eyes, as well as the palms of his hands and the space above his heart. 
 His two companions dived for cover as the rampaging blast of magic burned across the grass and then made contact with the steaming piles of magical creature manure. 
 “Oh no,” Joe heard Grim say dully. 
 The regurgitated magical power lanced into the piles of volatile excrement and set it off like a match to a powder keg. The blast that followed, apart from being fragrant in the extreme and covering the neighboring streets in an unexpected shower of mature mixed turds, knocked Joe and Lilli over. Grim was propelled into the branches of the apple tree, which rained leaves as the shockwave washed over it.  
 The damage would have been the least of their problems if the blast hadn’t breached one end of the magical menagerie. In the space of time that it took the trio to regain their wits and the ever-switched-on Lilli to patch the breach with a hastily thrown-together spell, the real damage had been done. In a rush of wings and chorus of excitable roars, several of the former residents of the menagerie basement had made a run for it.  
 “What do we do?” Joe asked no one in particular, watching as one of the gryphons—he couldn’t tell which—crashed through the garden fence. 
 “There’s only one thing for us to do,” the dwarf said, straightening her singed maid’s cap. “We need to go and capture the buggers.”



 Chapter 11 
   
   
   
 “How bad is this?” Joe asked as he followed Lilli around to the back of the house, Grim floating along behind them. 
 “A handful of magical creatures breaking out into central London?” Lilli puffed, stopping outside a large shed. “Well, I’d say that it’s pretty far from ideal, wouldn’t you? Seeing as the magical world is meant to be kept separate and secret from the mortals and everything.” 
 The dwarf began frantically tearing at the ivy that covered the twin wooden doors of the large shed. It looked like it had not been opened for a long time. Joe set to helping as well, reaching up high to rip down the creepers and lichen that had established itself over the flaking paint. 
 With a soft curse in a gravelly tongue, which Joe hazarded a guess was Dwarvish, Lilli stepped away from the doors. Her eyes flashed silver, and she said, “Jock, get your backside down here this instant. I need your help.” 
 Joe looked around, hoping, despite the obvious severity of their situation, to catch a glimpse of the bogeyman. 
 There was a blast of cold wind, a dim sound like faint laughter welling up from the depths of an abandoned mine, and then a flashing stream of silver light that faded almost before Joe had registered it. Joe blinked and looked around. 
 “Very nice manifestation,” Lilli said approvingly. 
 Joe saw that she was patting at a shimmering string of fat pearls around her neck. 
 “That’s Jock?” Joe asked. 
 “I told you, he can turn into anything at all,” Lilli said. “Forms like this make it easier for the pair of us to stay together. Now, let’s get on with it, shall we, lads?” 
 Lilli’s eyes burned silver once more and a gleaming hooked scythe of silver light appeared in the air. With a deft sweep or two, Lilli stripped through the clinging ivy that covered the shed doors, freeing them from its clutches. 
 With a little difficulty, Joe flipped the rusted bolts that held the doors closed and heaved them open. 
 “What,” he said as his eyes became accustomed to the gloom, “is that?” 
   
 * * * 
   
 The giant cart hurtled out through the rear doors of the capacious rundown shed and out into the Marylebone alley that backed onto the houses of Fallen Knight’s Walk. 
 It looked like something that might have been used to transport part of a circus back in the mid⁠–eighteen hundreds; a great beast of a wagon with churning multi-spoked wheels, faded baby-blue paint covered in swirls of silver, and partly caged sides through which onlookers might be able to see any animals within.  
 Where the wagon driver would have sat, high up on the box with his reins and whip in hand, there was now only a bench with a steering wheel that looked like it had been purloined from a Model T Ford set in front of it. It had all the aerodynamic properties of a grand piano and a ride that hinted that any suspension it might have had had long since given up the ghost and rusted away. 
 When Joe mentioned this comparison to the dwarf who sat at the wheel, propped on a series of musty pillows, she grinned and nodded. 
 “That’s right, Joe,” she said. “That’s what the gaffer was going for when he had it knocked up. Course, it was made a fair while ago, when these things were a bit more common and the circus was still in vogue, but it’ll serve our purposes well enough.” 
 Joe held on tightly as Lilli threw the cart around the corner. He was sitting next to her on the top bench. Being used to the fairly low position afforded to a normal motorist in a van or a car, sitting a good eight or feet up in the air was fairly disconcerting. 
 “I know beggars can’t be choosers and all that,” Joe said, “but won’t this attract quite a bit of attention?” 
 “People will just think it’s some kind of publicity stunt or a circus that is coming to London,” Lilli told him as she yanked the steering wheel again and sent the cart around the corner on two wheels. 
 “But, uh, there’s nothing actually pulling the cart,” Joe pointed out, trying his best to hold on to his enormous breakfast. 
 “People see what they want to see, love,” Lilli said, waving a hand at Joe as if he was being pedantic. “They’re good like that. How many times have you seen something that didn’t look like it made any sense, only to have your clever old brain come up with some reason as to why it could exist, hmm?” 
 Joe considered this but only half-heartedly. Although it had been a few hours since he had eaten the massive breakfast Durango had whipped up for him, he had a feeling that the chocolate and churros, along with the avocado, was thinking of making a break for freedom. 
 “A cart like this can’t be powered by nothing, can it?” the dwarf continued as she wove down a mercifully empty side street. “So non-magical folk assume that there must be an engine lurking in here somewhere, right? Of course, I added that exhaust pipe doohickey up there behind you to lend a bit of credence to that lie.” 
 Joe chanced a glance toward the roof of the cart. A long, dull gray pipe stuck crookedly up from the top of the cart. It was waving backward and forward. 
 “Is that… Is that made of toilet rolls?” he shot at Lilli. 
 “Maybe,” said the dwarf. “Now, shut up for a minute, I need to concentrate.” 
 One thing could be said for the streets and roads of Marylebone, and that was that they had probably not been designed to accommodate a large circus cart traveling at fifty miles per hour. 
 “How the hell do you even know where you’re going? How do you know where the creatures will have gone?” Joe asked. 
 “They might have made a break for it, but they’re not exactly going to have headed for Madame Tussaud’s or some other tourist attraction,” Lillie said, gritting her teeth as she squeezed the cart down a street, clipping the wing mirrors off the cars on her left. Yells and screams followed in their wake. 
 “What do you mean?” Joe asked. 
 “I mean, this isn’t exactly the first time we’ve had a breakout,” Lilli explained. “They’re wild beasts, these things. They’re not made for cities. They’re going to make for the closest green space. A place which makes the rascally buggers feel like they’re having a bit of a day out but is still not completely alien to them.” 
 Joe screwed his eyes shut as Lilli took a shortcut and smashed through one of the gates that led into Paddington Streets Gardens—a compact park filled with statues and pleasant flower arrangements. The cart, it transpired, was built like a Challenger 2 tank and blasted through the wrought iron gates like they were made of reeds. Joe supposed this was because it had to be strong enough to keep magical creatures of various potency within it. By the time they blew through the park and out through the other set of gates in a cloud of stone dust and shrieking metal, there were precious few statues left standing, and the flower beds were in ruins. 
 “Green spaces… Green spaces…” Joe muttered wildly, looking around to get his bearings.  
 Horns blared as the cart shot out onto Marylebone High Street, jumping the curb and crashing through some mercifully empty furniture set outside a cafe. 
 “Regent’s Park! You’re heading for Regent’s Park!” Joe shouted. 
 “Bingo,” said Lilli. 
 As they hurtled up the road, which was relatively quiet due to it being the weekend, Joe had a brainwave. 
 “Grim?” he yelled over the rush of the wind. 
 “That’s me,” the grimoire said from next to him. 
 “Grim, can you bring up that map page?” Joe asked. “That piece of parchment that you sent to get me and guide me to Fallen Knight Walk?” 
 “Course I can. What are you thinking?” the grimoire replied. 
 “That page showed me where I was,” Joe said. “So, if you can use that same magic to pinpoint the creatures that have escaped…” 
 Grim slapped Joe on the side of the arm as he flipped his cover open. 
 “That a boy!” the old book said. “Now you’re using your lemon. Let’s see…” 
 The pages blurred and then stopped. 
 “There you go,” Grim said, and he opened in front of Joe. 
 It was like looking at some archaic GPS once more, and Joe caught himself wondering why they didn’t have an option for this kind of view on any navigation apps. The London streets were laid out in beautifully inked detail, just as they had been the previous day. Joe’s eyes flicked around the page. It showed an area of London that basically encapsulated Marylebone, St. John’s Wood, Paddington, and Regent’s Park. Clearly labeled with dots of pulsing red ink were the escaped creatures. There were a couple more red dots, but they seemed to have actually returned to the house on Fallen Knight Walk. 
 “You see, they like the idea of getting out and about,” Lilli bellowed, her maid’s cap raised above her head like a small parachute—it was only still attached to her head thanks to the string that was knotted under her jaw—“but they know they get a damned good deal at home. It’s like a vacation for them before they’re paired off with their new bond-mates and they start working on changing the world in whatever way the wizard or witch is set on doing.” 
 Joe scanned the map again, peering more closely at the labels and trying to ignore the crashes and shouts of fury and alarm that seemed to be surrounding them as they wove through the London streets. 
 “We’ve got a fairy—I didn’t realize there were fairies in the menagerie!” 
 “Of course there are fairies,” snapped Lilli. “Focus, if you please, Mr. Ramsey!” 
 “Right, sorry. There’s a fairy, a… chimera, and… the drake,” Joe said. Reading the tiny, slanted writing on the parchment was not easy. 
 “And they’re all in the Regent’s Park?” Lilli asked. 
 “Yes— No!” Joe said. 
 “Well, which is it? Yes, or no?” the dwarf maid said impatiently as she steered the circus cart the wrong way down a skinny one-way street, skinning the paint off a row of expensive European cars before wrenching the wheel right and heading along Weymouth Street. 
 “The fairy and the chimera are in the park,” Joe said, “but the drake is on the street. Grim, float where Lilli can see you.” 
 Grim did as instructed, and Lilli, after taking a quick glance at the page, ripped the cart left. The cart clipped a courier van as it rounded the corner of Hallam Street. It was such a close thing that the driver of the courier van actually had to throw himself into the back of his vehicle as the corner of the cart smacked into his rear door and slammed it close behind him. 
 To take his mind off the madness that he had been swept up in, Joe leaned over to Lilli and asked, “How come it’s so important that we try and keep the magical and non-magical worlds separate? I would have thought that these days, what with all the magical films and stuff that people digest, that humanity would have become a lot more accepting of that kind of thing?” 
 The dwarf shot him a look from the corner of her eye. 
 “What, because the world is such an accepting place these days?” she asked. 
 “Well, yeah,” Joe said. 
 “You think that, because people have the choice and the right to identify as male, female, gender-fluid, or as a piece of cheese if they fancy it, that the world would open its arms to the idea of wizards and witches walking amongst ‘normal’ folk?” she yelled at Joe. 
 There was an almighty bump and crash as a bench was reduced to splinters under the iron-rimmed wheels of the magically-propelled cart. 
 Joe opened his mouth to say something optimistic, but Grim cut across him. 
 “The magical world is kept secret from mortals, kid, for good reason,” the grimoire told him. “If mortals discovered that wizards and witches and magic and all the rest of it existed, well, they’d just freak the hell out. It’s as simple as that.” 
 Joe grabbed the seat as the cart took to two wheels once more, rounding a corner with such velocity that they almost tipped over. He saw, with the tail of his eye, the front wheel that was in the air scythe over the head of a grandma crossing the road. 
 The old woman looked up as the cart crashed back down and shook her fist at the retreating vehicle. Her calls of, “Keep your eyes on the frog and toad, you bloody berks!” drifted in the wake of the cart like flotsam behind a galleon.  
 “I mean, even a youngster like yourself would’ve read how ‘normal’ folk—a breed of people I’ve often heard of but never actually seen—tend to burn magical types at the stake, yes?” 
 Joe nodded but didn’t trust himself to speak as Lilli pushed the circus on, toward where the drake was waiting for them. 
 “And I told you how knights and other members of the upper crust used to habitually hunt magical creatures for sport, didn’t I?” Grim continued. 
 Joe nodded. 
 “Yeah right, well, that was the worst they could do back in the sixteen hundreds,” the grimoire chattered on, apparently entirely unconcerned with the lurching, churning ride that Joe was experiencing. “Now, mortals in the twenty-first century could do much, much worse to the magical world. They’d not only try to stick their noses into it, but they’d want to control it like they try to control everything else in this world. They’d want to harness magic, bend it to their will, and exploit it like they do with everything else they deem to have value.” 
 Joe had to admit that that sounded like just the sort of thing the great leaders of the world’s powerhouse countries would probably do. 
 “The first thing they’d probably do is weaponize it somehow,” he said.  
 “Exactly,” the dwarf said. “That’s why it’s imperative we keep it secret. Now, hold on as I’m bringing her to stop.” 
 No sooner had she said it, than she had reached down and yanked on a brass lever set into the floor. 
 The circus cart came to an abrupt and none-too-silent halt. Sparks erupted from the hubcaps as the antique brakes clamped them. Joe managed to stop himself from going base over apex at the last moment. 
 “Let’s go!” Lilli yelled. “The drake is in there!” 
 Distantly, and unsurprisingly, Joe could make out the wailing of sirens on the air. He looked at where the compact maid was pointing. They had fetched up outside of a small pawn shop. It only took a second for Joe to note the shattered, frosted glass of the front security window, the trickle of black smoke leaking out through the door that was hanging off one hinge, and the telltale flicker of firelight coming from inside. This was the place. 
 Joe was feeling pretty windswept, not to mention slightly wobbly on his feet. The cart may have ceased its rocking, rolling ride, but his legs were having trouble believing it. 
 “Okay,” he said, half to himself and half to Lilli. “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 He hopped down from the seat as Lilli climbed down a ladder and immediately fell over as soon as his feet touched pavement. 
 “You all right, kid?” Grim asked, hovering down beside him. 
 “Fine. Just getting my land legs back,” Joe replied, using the spokes of the wheel nearest him to pull himself up. 
 He followed Lilli into the store, with Grim following behind him. 
 As soon as Joe was through the door, he caught sight of the drake. It wasn’t hard to pick out in the little family-run shop. Sinuous, the size of a Labrador, and the bright, beautiful green of a tree python, it had small, folded wings that ran from the outside of the wrists of its forelegs to the elbows and jewel-bright emerald eyes, which Joe recognized from feeding it the penny that morning. It was, in short, about as hard to spot as a scorpion on a wedding cake. 
 It was attached to the metal cage that fronted the counter of the pawn shop, the single claws that tipped its forelegs hanging onto the heavy-duty mesh. It was screeching, not so much in anger but in frustration. There was also just a hint of enjoyment in the voice that Joe detected as the little head swayed on the snaking neck as if the drake thought this was all a fun game. It was tearing at the cage, obviously trying to get at the gold jewelry that lay in display cases on the counter. A frightened owner gibbered to himself while he swung a cricket bat at the drake. 
 The drake snapped and croaked as the cricket bat banged into the cage. It looked to Joe like the young creature was fixed more on the movement of the bat than the man wielding it. In return, it would occasionally let out a few timid puffs of fire. As Lilli and Joe made their way quickly but carefully through the store toward the drake, one such gust of fire set the cricket bat on fire. 
 Not without cause, the man behind the counter started shrieking. This was soon cut off when he spied the young man heading toward him. There was then a slight adjustment of his eyes, and he saw the dwarf dressed in the maid’s outfit. It was at that precise moment, Joe reckoned, that the man must have thought he had suffered some sort of complete and utter mental breakdown because he started laughing. 
 “What do we do?” Joe shot at the dwarf. 
 “Whatever you can to get the blighter under control,” Lilli replied. 
 “We can do this, kid,” Grim said reassuringly. “Just reach out with your mind and feel for my magic.” 
 Joe did so, the world slowing around him as it was prone to do in times of high emotional and physical stress. 
 It was easy this time. Perhaps because of the intensity of the situation he found himself in, or perhaps because he had to get himself together to help Lilli and, indirectly, Vasmo, he couldn’t have been sure. He let his mind uncoil and found, to his amazement, a small burning sun of power that he thought must be the reservoir that Grim had opened to him. Unfurling his consciousness like a fern frond, Joe connected with that miniature star of blazing magic and drew from it. He didn’t drain it clumsily this time—there was no time for him to mess about, and he didn’t want to blast the man behind the counter or Lilli accidentally with some regurgitated power. 
 If he had been standing in front of a mirror, Joe would have seen his own eyes ignite with golden light. He felt a whooshing surge of vitality flow through him as he let the magic in. Drawing on the power of the grimoire floating behind him, he became aware of just how deep that repository of magic that Grim held was. He had nothing to compare it to, obviously, but he knew that he could stand there all day drawing from the grimoire and probably barely make a dent in it. 
 Not knowing exactly how to do it, or if what he had in mind would be possible, Joe built a spell in his head instinctively. 

Man, I hope I’m doing this right, he thought. 
 “Don’t worry, mate. As the parachute said to the skydiver, I’ve got your back,” Grim said. 
 Joe held out his hand, and five thin little bolts of lightning crackled from his fingers and thumb. They struck the drake squarely in the back with a sharp snap-snap-snapping sound. The spell might have done more than just cause the beast to squawk in surprised rage and turn its head in the direction of the assault, but Joe was so surprised that he had managed to make anything happen at all, he wrung his hand like it was on fire, and the magic died. 
 Still, it acted as a distraction, and that was something. For starters, it meant that the man behind the counter was no longer in danger of being turned into the Human Torch against his wishes. 
 Joe dived to the side as the drake unleashed a gout of flame in his direction. He got the impression that the drake wasn’t really trying to cook him, just to make sure that he didn’t try his little lightning bolt trick again. The set of shelves that he had taken cover behind was still blown to pieces though, the gusting fire shattering the glass and sending items of jewelry showering out over his head. 
 He popped up, refusing to be cowed, held up his hand and— 
 Nothing happened. 

I’ve broken it already? Joe thought, confusion running through him. 
 “You’ve got to make sure you keep the connection open, mate!” Grim said helpfully as Joe threw himself flat to avoid another spurt of flame. “You have to keep part of your mind on our link, even if it’s just a tenuous thread. It’s a knack, keeping a little segment of your consciousness on that thread when someone or something is trying to make a well-done steak out of you.”  
 “Right! Sound advice!” Joe yelled. 
 Eyes glowing gold once more, he scrabbled along behind the counters and then ducked out again. This time he made a conscious decision to send a single bolt of energy at the drake, rather than five. 
 Unfortunately, his aim was a little off, and all he accomplished was melting a small hole in the metal grill that the drake was still clinging to. Behind the grill, the overwrought shopkeeper yelled.  
 The drake scuttled along the caging, opened its mouth, and shrieked at Joe. It snorted another jet of fire at him, forcing him back into cover, then leapt into the air. 
 A moment later, it fell to the floor with a thud. 
 Lilli, her eyes ablaze with silver light, stepped out from behind a bookshelf. Her hands were raised, and her concentration was bent on the dog-sized drake. She had coiled it up in a lasso of mercurial light. With a final grunt of satisfaction that the spell would hold for the time being, the dwarf stumped over and sat on the writhing reptilian-looking thing.  
 “That’ll hold it until I get it stashed in a cage in the back of the cart,” she puffed. 
 With the struggling drake pinned under her, Lilli reached into the front pocket of her maid’s apron and pulled out a leather pouch closed with a string. She tossed it to Joe.  
 “I’ll get this fellow back to the cart,” Lilli said, wrestling the drake up onto one shoulder and making for the door. 
 “And what am I doing with this?” Joe asked, holding the small purse up. 
 “Just take a pinch of dust from the little bag and blow it in the face of that poor bloke behind the counter,” Lilli said, jerking her head at the owner of the shop, who was still standing behind the partly melted mesh grill and staring at the flaming cricket bat as if wondering what the hell to do with it. 
 “But, what—?” Joe began, but the dwarven maid was already out of the shop door. 
 Joe opened the bag, dipped his fingers in, and carefully inspected the contents. Glittering blue powder flowed out of his fingers and back into the bag. 
 “I recognize this stuff,” he murmured to himself. 
 Grim ruffled his pages: the bookish equivalent of a throat clearing. 
 “Yep, it’s a magical dust that wipes a mortal’s memory,” the grimoire said briskly. “It ain’t foolproof, especially if the mortal has some hidden magical talent—and I would like to cite you as proof of that. And before we get bogged down in all the moral dubiousness of wiping peoples’ memories, etcetera, etcetera, I suggest you use it on our chum back there and then get the hell out of here, kid. Ethics can wait for when we’re not about to be plucked up by the rozzers.” 
 It was sound logic. 
 Joe marched to the back of the shop, dipping his fingers back into the little leather bag as he went and extracting a pinch of the blue powder. 
 The man behind the counter had managed to get the cricket bat fire out using the expedient method of dumping it into a metal rubbish bin and then peeing on it. He was just tucking himself away, looking relieved, when Joe gave a polite cough from the other side of the metal cage. 
 The man looked up as he buttoned up his fly. His eyes were wide and wild. 
 “Did you— Did you see that?” he said, his voice high and tight with hysteria. 
 “Sure did,” Joe said. “Hey, look, I’m sorry about this.” 
 “Sorry?” the man asked. His face was pulled into a rictus grin. “Sorry about what?” 
 “This,” Joe said and blew the pinch of blue powder into the man’s face. 
 With a soft sigh, the man’s horrid grin relaxed into one of blissful unawareness. His eyes crossed, and he went over sideways, crashing through a wheely chair as he went. 
 Joe was out of the door in a shot. He scrabbled up onto the bench seat and gave the waiting Lilli a nod. Grim flipped back over to the page that was acting as their sat-nav. 
 “The other two are still in the park,” Joe said. “Let’s roll.” 
 They took off once more, leaving a gaggle of pedestrians clustered around the front of the stricken pawn shop. 
 The Regent’s Park combined large, open spaces with tree-lined pathways, formal gardens, and four children’s playgrounds. It was also home to the Avenue Gardens, the Open-Air Theater, a picturesque boating lake where punters could hire rowing boats, London Zoo, and Queen Mary’s Gardens, where anthophiles could see more than twelve thousand roses in Queen Mary’s Gardens. 
 It was in Queen Mary’s Gardens where Joe, Lilli, and Grim found the chimera. 
 There had been little discussion as to going into the park with the cart. In the space of time that Joe had wondered if it was in any way legal, or if there was any hope of talking their way out of it with any coppers who might have shown up, they were already zooming around the extremely desirable and expensive Park Crescent, where a four-bedroom apartment would set you back a cool ten million pounds. In a trice, or so it seemed, they had blasted up Marylebone Road, past Regent’s Park Station, and then bowled over Ulster Terrace and into the park proper. 
 “We’re going to be in so much trouble if we get caught,” Joe said, pulling a small piece of hedge out from the collar of his jacket. 
 Lilli gave a derisive snort from next to him. 
 “Caught? By the mortal police?” she said. “I wouldn’t worry about that, lad.” 
 “You’re not worried?” Joe asked. 
 “Not about them,” she told him. “Although, I am worried about potentially running into…” 
 She tailed off as the cart charged across the Inner Circle of the park. 
 “What?” Joe pressed. “Worried about running into who?” 
 “Hold on, I think I see signs of… Yep, she’s here,” Lilli said. 
 They ran over a bed of Britannia roses and reduced some lovely striped deckchairs to matchsticks as Lilli followed whatever sign she had picked up.  
 The chimera was, essentially, a fire-breathing monster with the forepart of a lion, the slightly anticlimactic middle of a goat, and a reptilian hindquarters and tail. 
 “The Ancient Greeks loved to depict it with a live serpent being the tail,” Grim told Joe as the cart came to another skidding stop, tearing up a few hundred pounds worth of pristine turf. “Can you imagine a creature with two sentient heads at each end of the body? It’d never get anywhere.” 
 “Not to mention the fact that the snake would probably be pretty angry all of the time, wouldn’t it?” Joe observed. 
 “What d’you mean?” Grim asked. 
 “I mean it’s not exactly prime real estate, is it?” Joe said, hopping down from the circus cart. “Being at what is, when you really get down to it, the ass end of things.” 
 The grimoire paused as it followed Joe. 
 “You know,” Grim said, “I genuinely never thought of that.” 
 They hurried through a few beds of dormant roses that had been reduced to little more than charred stubs. As they went, Joe noticed a crooked smoking sign that read Invincible. 
 “Oh, boy,” Grim said. “I was around London when these babies were planted, back in the thirties. I remember them looking a lot less burned then.” 
 Many of the roses had, indeed, been set alight recently. Some of them still smoldered. There was also a distinct lack of casual strollers, which hinted to Joe that something had gone amiss here. It might have been a little eerie usually as Joe, like most born and bred Londoners, was used to having people around him at all times. However, he thought that it would only be to their advantage at such a time as this. If the chimera decided that it was going to put up a fight, then the less chance of there being any collateral damage the better. 
 As it turned out, the chimera gave them no problems. 
 Joe had actually noted the creature looked to be on the elderly side when Vasmo had first shown him into the menagerie. That observation proved to be correct, for when they found the four-hundred-and-fifty-pound beast it was lying in a smoldering nest that it had created, presumably, with its fiery breath. It was lying curled up in a bed of warm ashes, snoring heavily. 
 “Silly old thing,” Joe heard the dwarven maid chide the chimera softly, her hands on her hips in the manner of one scolding a recalcitrant child.  
 “How do we handle this?” Joe asked. 
 They handled it by Lilli gently binding the snoozing chimera in bonds similar to those she had crafted for the drake. Joe, with a deal of instruction from the ever-knowledgeable Grim, then levitated the beast into the back of the cart and into a waiting section of caging that Lilli held open. 
 Joe was sweating by the end of the exercise, partly out of concentration and partly out of exertion. 
 “Your magical stamina will grow with time and practice, just as physical fitness improves with training,” the dwarf told him as Joe puffed out his cheeks and breathed heavily. “The use of magic is somewhat like using a muscle.” 
 “I’m sorry, I couldn’t just levitate it,” Joe said. “I just couldn’t get my head around not having anything supporting it, you know? It was too hard to picture. It kept slipping in my head.” 
 “No worries, kid, no worries at all,” Grim said. “Like our excellent dwarven friend here said, it’ll come in time.” 
 Grim had tried to convince Joe that he could cause the chimera to just rise into the air and into the back of the circus-style cart, but Joe hadn’t been able to. In the end, he had compromised by conjuring a platform of pale yellow light under the sleeping creature and using that to lift it into the waiting transportation. Somehow, it had been easier having a tangible object to focus on. 
 “Raspberries!” Lilli ejaculated with such vehemence that Joe almost toppled off the rickety ladder that led up to the box. 
 “What?” he asked, recovering at the last second and managing to pull himself up. 
 “The fairy’s no longer in Regent’s Park,” the dwarf said. 
 She stabbed a stubby finger at the page that Grim had opened himself up to. Joe looked at where she was pointing. The little red dot that signified the last creature they needed to catch had moved from the bottom edge of Regent’s Park, where it had been, all the way up to the southern edge of St John’s Wood.  
 “Looks like it’s stopped in at a supermarket,” Joe said, peering closer at the ink map. He looked up at Lilli. “I don’t suppose it’s stopped in there to do a spot of shopping before heading back to Fallen Knight’s Walk, has it?” 
 “Unfortunately, no,” the dwarf said. “No, I don’t believe a fairy is imbued with the sort of awareness or selflessness needed to duck into a shop and grab a block of butter, a fresh loaf, and a box of tea before it shoots back to the place it just escaped from.” 
 “They’re trouble, are they?” Joe asked. 
 “Let’s just say,” Grim said, “if fairies were guests at a dinner party, they would be the kind of guests that purposefully ask someone a question just after they had put food in their mouth. This person would, as polite people are prone to do, do the old obligatory fast-chew-and-point-at-mouth-while-laughing-nervously-while-finishing-chewing routine before answering the question. The fairy would then ask them another question as they put the next mouthful in their mouth. And again. And again. And so on and so forth until the poor person they’re with goes postal with the salad tongs. You see what I mean, kid?” 
 Joe nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “My uncle would sometimes get in those kinds of moods if we were at the pub having lunch and Spurs were losing. When I’d tell him to shut up, he’d always point at the TV, apologize, and tell me that he had to have some fun somehow.” 
 They shot off once more, churning up the almost one-hundred-year-old flower beds as Lilli urged the cart on toward their final pickup. 
 As they were skirting the northern edge of the boating lake, Joe was suddenly overcome by a question. It was a question that stemmed from something Lilli had been saying before they had dismounted to deal with the sleeping chimera. 
 “Lilli?” he said. 
 “Yes, dear?” Lilli replied, steering the cart past a bunch of lads kicking a football about. As the cart roared past them, one unfortunate chap caught a lobbed pass full in the face as he stopped and gaped at them. 
 “You were saying before that you weren’t worried about being caught by the Old Bill—the mortal police I should say,” Joe said. 
 “That’s right,” the dwarf agreed. 
 “And then you stopped when you mentioned some other people that you weren’t keen on running into if it could be helped,” Joe said. 
 Lilli shot him a look out of the corner of her eye. There was no doubt this time, she most certainly looked a little edgy. 
 “I’m not sure if I’m the one who should be talking to you about that, Joe,” she said. 
 “Oh, come on, let’s not do that,” Joe said, exasperation etching his words. “Let’s just have as much of the info as we can straight from the off, yeah?” 
 Lilli gave him a stern glare and then returned her attention to what was happening in front of her when she accidentally went through a football goal belonging to part of the Regent’s Park Football Club. 
 Feeling a little more confident now that he had twice used magic, Joe used a spell to direct a small beam of hot light through the tangled strings of the goal netting so that it was freed from around the cart. He was quite pleased with that, although next time he hoped that he’d be able to do it without blistering the paint of the cart. 
 “Ah, hell and blazes, I can tell you’re one of those persistent blighters, aren’t you?” the dwarf said testily. 
 “That’s right,” Joe said. “Always keen for an answer when a question pokes its head out of the marsh. So, come on, fill me in.” 
 “It should have rightly been the gaffer who told you about all this,” Lilli said. 
 “My sainted aunt, Miss Spicer, if you don’t tell the kid, I will,” Grim said. 
 Lilli swatted at the book, but Grim dodged out of reach. 
 “Fine,” she said as they whisked toward the northern edge of the park, zooming down the path that was only just wide enough for the cart, which led to the Outer Circle. Within seconds, they had passed out of the park completely. There was a moment as the circus cart shot over a small bridge that spanned Regent’s Canal when Joe’s stomach felt like it migrated into his throat. Then they were bowling onward. 
 “In a nutshell, there are those who don’t care about keeping the worlds of the magical folk and the non-magical separate, see?” Lilli said. “There are those who believe the mortals should be second-class citizens—subservient, like.” 
 “Subservient how?’ Joe asked. “Like they should be standing around waving palm fronds while wizards eat grapes and swan about in robes? That sort of thing?” 
 Lilli’s eyebrows rose at this, but they were hurtling along Prince Albert’s Road now, and she kept looking straight ahead. 
 “I think Miss Spicer is talking more about wizards ruling through the courts and government while mortals do all the menial low-level jobs,” Grim said. “Jobs like keeping the country fed, keeping the streets clean, and all that stuff that the top geezers of a civilization always see as being so unskilled and unimportant, right up until the gutters overflow and the pantry is bare.” 
 Lilli nodded.  
 “Anyway, there’s this organization, you see, dear. They’ve infiltrated the highest echelons of government and business in the mortal world, but they are still rumored to be putting their final plans together to make Great Britain the first openly magical nation in the world.” 
 “Right,” Joe said, not really knowing what else to say. “That’s… ambitious. And these guys, do they have a name? Or wait! Let me guess, it’s a name you fear to speak? Or it can’t be said? Or something like that?” 
 “What? Don’t be daft,” Lilli said. 
 “What kind of plonker would be scared of a name?” Grim said. 
 “Never mind,” Joe said. “It was just… Forget it. What’s their name, then?” 
 “This group,” Grim said to Joe, “is called the Iron Order.” 
 Joe gave the grimoire a surprised look. 
 “The Iron Order?” he repeated. 
 “Was I speaking in a funny accent, kid? Yeah, the Iron Order,” Grim said. “So named because of the highly magical properties of iron. It being the most thaumaturgically important metal.” 
 “What about—?” Joe started to ask. 
 “Gold or silver?” the grimoire finished the sentence for him. “Yeah, it’s funny how the mortals built that myth themselves, ain’t it?” 
 “Why is iron so special?” Joe asked. 
 “Because iron is associated with the earth itself,” Lilli broke in, “but it’s also connected with the skies and the universe because it is found in stars and other celestial bodies.” 
 “My goodness, she dusts, she sweeps, and she thinks on her feet! She’s got it all,” Grim said, sounding very impressed. 
 Lilli looked like she might have tried a swing at the grimoire if both her hands weren’t required to hold the wheel. 
 “She’s right, too,” the floating book said. “You know, iron in the earth is often the result of crashed meteorites. It truly is a metal that reflects the ideology ‘As above, so below.’ That’s the kind of thing that gets factions and groups like the Iron Order really revved up.” 
 “More pertinently though,” Lilli said, speaking loudly so that she could be heard over the blaring of a truck horn, “they also believe that all magical creatures should be theirs, too.” 
 “Which is why you’re thinking that three of us need to try to be careful not to catch their notice?” Joe asked. 
 “Always easy when you’re buzzing around London in a giant, magically-powered blue cart out of which the occasional drake flame is billowing,” Grim quipped lightly.  
 The cart hurtled down Charlbert Street, through the intersection with Allitsen Road, and crashed with perfect neatness into a parked Vespa, sending shards of plastic and debris over the road. A few pedestrians screamed, but Lilli looked like she couldn’t have cared less.  
 “The men and women that make up the Iron Order are one of the chief reasons that the gaffer’s business exists,” she said hurriedly, straightening her mobcap and tightening the string under her square jaw. The dwarf secured the tie in the same way that Joe had seen heroes in action movies check their guns were loaded. 
 “How’s that?” Joe asked. 
 “Because they don’t allow anyone who disagrees with their policies regarding the future of the country to bond with a magical creature, dear,” Lilli said. “Vasmo, and other magical creature tamers, throw a spanner in the works of that plan as they believe every magically-inclined person should have the chance to choose a bond-mate.” 
 Joe, although he knew very little about this Iron Order, already found himself disliking them with an intensity that surprised him. Seemed like no matter where you were, or what layer of the world you inhabited, there would always be those rich, smarmy, stuck-up know-it-alls who thought they knew better than everyone else.  
 He squared his shoulders and looked toward the small supermarket sitting on the corner where two streets met, not far from where Lilli had parked. The thought of sticking it to the Man, whoever the heck they might be, was suddenly a very appealing one. 
 “I guess we should go and get that fairy, then,” he said. “And bring that little sucker home to safety.”
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 When Joe, Lilli, and Grim edged their way into the grocery store, it was to find the whole place in a marked state of uproar. Bedlam reigned, and it did not take even Joe’s limited experience long to pinpoint the source of the pandemonium. 
 The fairy was a six-inch-tall figure zipping around the ceiling of the store trailing glittering dust in his wake. Bewildered and disbelieving mortal shoppers were screaming and attempting to find cover in all sorts of unlikely places. 
 “If only they realized that fairies are like any kind of bully,” Lilli grumbled to herself, fingering the string of pearls around her throat that was Jock. 
 “They’re all a bunch of big badasses until a bigger badass comes along?” Joe asked. 
 “Precisely, ducky,” the dwarf maid said. “My, you’re catching on quite quickly for someone we all thought might be mortal when you first turned up at the house.” 
 “Thanks?” Joe said, unsure if that had been an insult or a compliment. 
 “Now, in spite of their size, mate,” Grim said, “fairies are tough and resilient little rascals. So stunning them is the way to get this one under control. Knock him cold and he won’t hold it against you. In fact, they usually respect you for besting ’em.” 

But, he’s so small and, well, shiny, Joe thought awkwardly to himself. To his mind, knocking the fairy out would be tantamount to braining Tinkerbell. 
 “Ah, none of that mushy thinking, mate,” Grim said sternly. “Fairies might look all cutie-wootsie, but they can sense weakness and lack of commitment like a shark smells blood in the water.” 
 “I wish you’d stop doing that,” Joe muttered. 
 “Yeah, well, I wish I was coming in here to have five minutes up in the top shelf of that magazine rack up there, but it’s probably not going to happen, is it?” the grimoire retorted. 
 “That mouthy book is right,” Lilli said, keeping her eyes on the fairy as it pelted a cowering woman with ripe tomatoes. “Give the tiny little git an inch and—” 
 “—he’ll take a mile?” Joe finished. 
 “I was going to say he’ll take your ears,” the dwarven maid said, “but it’s the same thing. Ready?” 
 Joe nodded and reached for the power that his link with Grim made available to him. 
 There were some fresh squeals from farther down the shop. These were followed by a high-pitched chattering laugh and the unmistakable sound of someone unleashing a pair of whipped cream aerosol bottles. 
 “Remember, be smooth and easy with your magic, kid,” Grim said to Joe. “Smooth and easy, and try not to lose your head.” 
 “Metaphorically or literally?” Joe said dryly. 
 “Both would be good,” the grimoire replied seriously. “Just keep going with those simple little zappers you were conjuring up with that drake. Those kinds of spells will be perfect for the fairy and will help you get your eye in and hone your technique.” 
 “Okay,” Joe said, nodding at the floating book. “Okay. Let’s go.”  
 Joe and Lilli set off down the aisle they had been standing at the top of. Grim peeked over the tops of the shelves, giving them a running commentary on what the fairy was up to and where it was. 
 “Okay, it’s run out of cream,” Grim said in a low voice. “But it looks like it was having a lot of fun with the squirtable things, so it’s going for the toothpaste now. Oh! Some lady’s made a dash for the loo, but it looks like the fairy already tied her laces together. I bet her nose is going to be a proper rainbow in the morning…” 
 Joe and Lilli didn’t really need the grimoire’s guidance. The din that the fairy was making as it moved like a tiny wrecking ball through the grocery store was impossible to miss. As it chased the few customers that hadn’t been able to make a dash for the one exit, giggling gleefully, it left a trail of mashed fruit, exploded chip packets, burst bottles of fizzy drink, and scattered toiletries in its wake. 
  It was the grapes raining down like machine gun fire around his head that made Joe think that the mischievous creature had cottoned on that it was being hunted by the three of them. 
 Grim dropped down and opened his covers to provide a shelter for Joe, so he didn’t take a seedless red grape in the eyeball. Meanwhile, Lilli conjured a large silver fly swat from thin air and attempted to bat the fairy out of the air. 
 “Jeez, it’s quick!” Joe gasped as the fairy dodged aside, laughing madly, so the fly swat knocked over a tower of toilet paper.  
 “How d’you think they get in and out from under kids’ pillows when it comes to swapping cash for teeth, eh?” Grim asked him as more grapes ricocheted around them. 
 “That is the tooth fairy?” Joe exclaimed. 
 “Nah, but it’s from the same family if you catch my drift,” the grimoire said. 
 Joe ducked out from behind the cover Grim had afforded him and sent a lancing bolt of golden light at the fairy. Once more it dodged aside, and the bolt of magic blasted out a ceiling light in a shower of sparks. 
 “Keep at it!” Grim yelled. 
 The fairy was wheeling about, chuckling with evident delight as it sought to evade Lilli’s giant fly swat. Joe backed down the aisle as a shelf full of baked beans fell toward him, dislodged by the fly swat. He fired another bolt of golden magic as he went, but this one also went wide of the mark. 
 For the next five minutes, both he and Lilli played a game of cat and mouse with the fairy around the mini supermarket. 
 Things soon got treacherous underfoot thanks to the devastation their little battle was causing. Joe went down in a spray of sticky fruit juice as he darted down the beverage aisle, intent on the fairy bobbing about in front of him. The fairy turned and pointed at him as he thrashed around like a beetle on its back, trying to get back to his feet, compounding his humiliation by lobbing an overly ripe plum at him that splattered across the top of his head. 
 “Ow, dammit! No stone fruit!” Joe yelled. 
 He fired another bolt of energy at the fairy, this time with slightly less refinement than Grim had advised him to use. The crackling shard of magic ripped up the cheap ceiling panels of the shop, sending dust and plaster raining down. 
 The fairy stuck out its tongue and blew a raspberry at Joe before chucking a second plum at him. This one was nice and green and hit him squarely in the crotch. Even through the haze of stabbing, nauseating pain that all men knew so well, Joe could appreciate the ironic humor of being hit in the groin by a plum. The only way it could have been funnier from the sidelines is if he’d been hit simultaneously by two of them. 
 In his agony, Joe accidentally unleashed a jagged jet of gold light from the center of his palm. The searing magical energy looked to have inadvertently echoed the intensity of the acute pain he was feeling because the bolt of magic hit the shelf holding the various brands of microwave popcorn and caused them to explode. Kernels burst into puffy, fragrant life and showered into the air in a delicious blizzard.  
 The fairy squeaked in surprise and attempted to grab at the flying puffs of popped corn as they swirled around it. As he clutched his unmentionables in the time-honored tradition of all males who have been smote unexpectedly in the dangly parts, Joe saw the little creature stuffing a morsel into its mouth and beaming. 
 The silver fly swat descended out of nowhere and caught the distracted fairy right on top of the head. There was a flash of white light, a crackling sound, and the fairy was driven unapologetically through a display of chocolate biscuits. 
 Before the air was even clear of the fall of tasty corn snacks and biscuit crumbs, Lilli darted out from an aisle. Joe noticed that she had a roll of electrical tape in her hand. She pounced on the stunned fairy and wrapped it deftly in the entire roll of tape. Then, tossing the spent roll aside, she slipped the unconscious form into the large central pocket of her apron. 
 “Neat work, that man!” she said to Joe, who was getting unsteadily to his feet and trying his best to ignore the twinges of pain shooting through his nether regions. “Bloody corking idea to try and distract the naughty little fellow with snacks. I never would have thought of that!” 
 “What?” Joe said, shooting a quick look at Grim, whose rear cover was toward him. “Oh yeah. Yep, a distraction. That’s what that was. Totally meant to do it. Thought it might… distract. Yeah.” 
 The pair of them walked hurriedly back through the highly disorganized grocery store, their feet crunching and slipping through the mire of assorted foodstuffs. 
 “Now,” Lilli said, “let’s get this lot back to base before…”  
 Her voice tailed away, and her footsteps came to a sudden halt. 
 Joe, who had almost totally recovered from his plum-related discomfort, looked up. 
 Two men stood in the open doorway of the small community supermarket. They were dressed in the same kind of kimono-esque outfits that Vasmo habitually wore. Theirs, though, were not dusty, faded, and patched like the old wizard’s. The clothes that these two men wore were spotless, perfectly tailored, and as pure a black as sin. The boots that their trousers were tucked into went up to the knee and shone like polished obsidian. One was bald, while the other had his bright blond hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. Both of them were wearing sunglasses. 
 None of this would have caused Joe to bat an eyelid generally. Not with London being such an eclectic melting pot of styles, personalities, and cultures. What stood out for him was the fact that the bald man had what appeared to be a metallic owl sitting on his right shoulder, while the bloke with the blond ponytail had some kind of bright red squirrel sitting on his. What was more, the squirrel’s head appeared to be wreathed in a translucent orange fire. 
 Even if Lilli and Grim hadn’t mentioned the witches and wizards of the Iron Order, Joe would have known these two were bad news. They might as well have had the word ‘henchman’ or ‘bad guy’ tattooed across their foreheads. 
 “And what’s been going on here do you think, PA Snow?” the bald guy asked, his voice laced with the promise of impending violence. 
 “Looks like a bit of a fracas, PA Spade,” said the man with the ponytail. “Looks very much to me like some sort of unregistered magical creature has gotten loose and caused a bit of damage to some poor prole’s shop.” 
 “And these would be some of those lovely members of the Iron Order you told me about?” Joe asked the dwarven maid out of the corner of his mouth. 
 Lilli gulped. “That’s right,” she said. 
 The bald man, the one going by the name of PA Spade, stepped forward and took his hands out of his pockets. He was wearing a pair of leather gloves, and they creaked as he flexed his fingers. There was something unsettling about a man wearing leather gloves, especially when the weather wasn’t even that cold. 
 “You two have the look about you of a couple of concerned citizens who have done their duty and captured a stray magical creature,” he said. 
 “And you look like a thumb that someone’s drawn a face on,” Joe replied lightly. “Look, I can play guessing games, too.” 
 PA Spade’s face fell into a rather unfriendly cast. Admittedly, it had looked about as welcoming as a sandpaper-covered toilet seat to begin with so it hadn’t had far to fall. 
 Behind him, PA Snow grinned. It was not a nice grin. It was the sort of grin that something long and scaly might wear as it waited outside a mouse hole. 
 “And who the hell are you, boy?” PA Spade asked. On his shoulder, the metallic owl spun its head in a slow three-sixty. 
 “That was creepy,” Grim said. 
 It was only then that Joe realized the grimoire was hiding behind his back. 

What’re you doing back there? he thought. 
 “Keeping out of sight,” Grim whispered. “These two look like if brains were leather they wouldn’t have enough to make shoes for that fairy we just caught, but I don’t want to tip them off early as to what kind of power you might have at your disposal.” 

The element of surprise kind of thing? Joe thought. 
 “That’s right,” Grim replied quietly. “Lure them into a false sense of security. That’ll settle the chumps into a predictable pattern of responses, allowing them to occupy their minds with other things while you wait for the extraordinary moment—that which they will not anticipate. An old Chinese geezer told me that once.” 
 “My, uh, nephew and I were just in here to grab some, uh, sausages and, uh, bottled egg whites,” Lilli said, grabbing a pouch of egg whites from the shelf nearest her. “Ah, here they are!” 
 “Is that right?” PA Snow said, in a venomous voice that dripped liberally with sarcasm. “And what were you going to make with them, dwarf?” 
 He spoke the last word in the same tone he might have spoken the word ‘tax collector’. 
 “Um… a sausage meringue?” Lilli tried. 
 The two wizards regarded Joe and Lilli silently. 
 “Whose cart with the drake and chimera is outside?” PA Snow asked, reaching up to idly stroke the head of the fiery squirrel on his shoulder. 
 “Cart?” Joe asked. 
 “What cart would that be?” Lilli asked. 
 “We don’t know anything about any cart, do we?” Joe said. “As for a chimera, isn’t that a kind of sweet potato?” 
 Joe noticed that the bald man seemed to have developed a tick in his temple. Clearly, there was a man with a short fuse. 
 “Listen here, you little son of a—” he started to say. 
 Joe held up his hands. 
 He had decided that the time had come to use one of his favorite and much-tried diversionary tactics. It was the one where he used a figure of speech that didn’t exist or make any sense whatsoever really, then followed it up with a friendly and convincingly chummy ‘you know what I’m saying?’ It was a maneuver that had bought him precious seconds during his time roaming the capital’s back streets and lanes when he had found himself in situations with the kind of individuals whose idea of a good time was opening their beer bottles with someone else’s eye socket. 
 “All right, all right, boys,” he said. “You got us. The fairy’s stashed in the freezer back there. It’s all yours.” 
 “I think this one is trying to pull our legs, PA Snow,” the bald man said. “I think he’s talking rubbish.” 
 “I think you’re right,” the blond man said, cocking his head to one side as he regarded Joe through the mirrored lenses of his sunglasses. “I suppose that means we’ll have to take these two, the cart, and the creatures along with us to the House of Inquiries.” 
 Joe noticed that Lilli paled at the mention of this House of Inquiries, but he hitched an ingratiating smile onto his face and pulled his trump card. 
 “Well,” he said, “you can’t catch the termites without the hose. You know what I’m saying, chaps?”  
 The bald man’s face creased up as he chewed this one over. 
 “You can’t… what?” PA Snow said. 
 “What’s he talking about PA Sn—” PA Spade started to ask. 
 Joe’s eyes blazed gold, and he fired a jet of light at the two men of the Iron Order with one hand while with the other, he yanked Lilli into the cover of an aisle. 
 “Come on,” he hissed as he dragged the dwarf along, ducking and weaving through a gap in an aisle that their confrontation with the fairy had made. 
 It didn’t take long for Lilli to come to her senses and take charge of herself. Glancing back, Joe could see that his spell had brought down a bit more of the ceiling and had completely blown out one of the large windows at the front of the store. 
 “What’s with all the PA talk?” Joe whispered. “Who are those buttheads?” 
 “PAs are Paranormal Agents,” Lilli said, being careful to keep her voice low. 
 “Goons for the Iron Order,” Grim said. 
 “Do you think I managed to take them out?” Joe asked, peeking around the corner of the aisle they were in. 
 “I don’t think so, kid,” Grim said. 
 As if to back up his point, a maddened bellow of vindictive rage came from the front of the shop. 
 “You’ve had it now, you pair of disloyal prole-lovers!” the icy voice of PA Snow called. 
 “Prole?” Joe hissed at the other two. 
 “Derogatory term for non-magic folk,” Grim said.  
 “We’re going to send the pair of you to hell, with the blessing of the Iron Order!” Joe heard the irate PA Spade yell. There was a loud bang, a flash of flame, and some shelves farther back toward the two men were blown apart. 
 The hunt was on. 
 Joe had come to learn a lot of things about human psychology. The streets of London acted as one of the best teachers in the world in that regard. He knew in order to get the best of an inherently volcanically angry man like PA Spade, you had to upgrade his anger from furious to downright incandescent as quickly as possible. People who were frothing at the mouth with the desire to do you damage, more often than not, ended up being their own worst enemy. 
 “In that case, if you’ve made your mind up about wanting to send us to hell, is there anything you want me to pass on to your mum, Baldy?” Joe called down the aisle. 
 “My mother lives in Wimbledon, you little twerp!” roared PA Spade.  
 “No, I meant your real mum, idiot!” Joe yelled back. 
 A scything sweep of metallic darts, which looked a lot like feathers, swept through the shelving that Joe and Lilli were crouching behind. It was a good thing they had been crouching as the horizontal metallic hail pinged off the metal shelves like bullets and reduced the cereal boxes in the aisle to confetti. It rained crunchy breakfast foods. 
 “Ah!” Joe said under his breath, reaching up to the collar of his jacket. 
 “Are you hit?” Lilli hissed frantically. 
 Joe continued to scramble around in the neck of his jacket until he pulled something free from the back of his neck. 
 “No, no,” he assured the dwarf, holding the cluster of cereal stuck together with honey up to the light and then flicking it away. “No, it’s just honey nut, and I’m allergic.” 
 Lilli punched him on the arm. 
 “What?” Joe said. “It’ll make me all rashy. It’s embarrassing.” 
 “Let’s just concentrate on surviving this, dear,” Lilli told him, “and I’ll sort you out with an antihistamine draught when we get home.” 
 It was like hunting for and trying to subdue the fairy all over again, only this time the shoe was on the other foot. The two Paranormal Agents searched through the grocery store while Joe, Lilli, and Grim attempted to make it to the front door and exit unnoticed. 
 Unfortunately, this was a lot easier said than done. The two agents of the Iron Order crashed through the shelves fairly indiscriminately, and it wasn’t long before Lilli and Joe had been split up and were fighting for their freedom and their very lives. 
 It turned out that the creatures that the two wizards had with them gave them the ability to harness the power of fire and metal spells. 
 The bullet-headed PA Spade was capable of firing out harpoons, ninja stars, and other whirling slivers of metal death, though happily such magic took rather a heavy toll on the burly man’s energy, and it took him a while between spells to recharge with the juice his little metallic owl allowed him to dip into. 
 Fireballs and flamethrowers were the order of the day for PA Snow, though he was hampered more by the tight confines of the environment the four of them were fighting in than anything else. The two goons might not have been Oxbridge material, but they knew that setting fire to a shop they were currently in was probably not the smartest move they could make. Especially not if they were worried about keeping a low profile. St John’s Wood was an affluent district of London, and a fire would attract the authorities in no time at all. 
 A gout of fire drew Joe’s attention back to the present. There was no point worrying about whether the coppers were going to show up at any second, not if he got himself barbecued. 
 He dashed through the aisles, leaping over displays of crackers, confectionaries, and fruit. He was still far from confident with his ability to actually cast magic, but he sent a few tentative balls of sparkling golden light back at PA Snow, who was in hot pursuit of him. The only real effect they had was in slowing his pursuer down. 
 Joe quickly witnessed what a more skilled and practiced wizard could do with the magic they had to hand. It took quite a bit of his concentration not to linger and watch the way the man with the blond ponytail used the fire magic at his disposal to block the shimmering globes of gold that Joe flung at him. 
 Joe had thought, for the most fleeting of moments, that he might have caught the man out with the first ball of energy he shot at him. PA Snow had raced around a corner, and Joe had timed his shot to perfection—a perfection that quite surprised both himself and Grim. 
 PA Snow was too quick, though, or the golden projectile might have been going a little on the slow side, for he raised his hand and conjured a concave buckler shield of translucent orange fire in front of him. The golden ball smashed into the shield and dissipated in a shower of molten sparks. 
 Cursing, and urged on by Grim, Joe was forced to throw himself over the bank of reach-in freezers so that the stream of fire that was shot back at him merely singed the hems of his jeans. 
 And so it went, with Joe trading pot shots with PA Snow, who was gradually getting more and more frustrated. Joe relied more on his speed and agility to thwart the other man, jumping and hurdling over obstacles. At one point, when he’d almost made it to the door, he found himself cut off by the dueling forms of Lilli and PA Spade and had to adjust his course. 
 Not knowing what else to do, Joe threw himself onto the still-moving checkout belt. As he lay on his back, he deployed streaks of resplendent gold lightning from his fingertips. He shredded a selection of salad greens and sprayed the figure of PA Snow with obliterated cucumbers so that he was forced to duck down behind a bin filled with potatoes. 
 A returning fireball streaked toward Joe. On instinct, he threw up a hand, making sure to maintain his connection with the grimoire that was floating somewhere out of his sight. A bodged flat plane of semi-transparent golden light appeared in the air in front of him. 
 If that shield had been a car it would have been one of those rust buckets with mismatched panels, the wing mirrors tied on with string, and one of those terrifying wheels that wobble alarmingly as it turns. 
 But, crucially, it did the job. 
 The fireball hit the instinctively cobbled-together mirror, ricocheted, and plowed into the cash register to Joe’s left. The shield cracked and broke like a sheet of toffee brittle that had been hit with a ball bearing while flaming five- and ten-pound notes drifted through the air and coins fell tinkling all around. 
 “Holy hell, kid, I thought your goose was well and truly cooked there,” Grim ejaculated. “You ain’t dead!” 

Not yet, Joe thought, grinning fiercely despite the brush with burning death. 
 He punched out his hand, and another beam of fizzing, crackling energy shot from his fist. The jagged yellow lightning bolt of magic smote the open fridge next to where the Iron Order agent was standing with his mouth hanging open and detonated a large display of chilies that were arranged there as part of a drive to push Mexican food. 
 The chilies burst apart in a glorious firework display of red, orange, green, and yellow, misting outward and covering the unwitting PA Snow from head to foot. The man threw up his hands and shrieked as about thirty million Scoville’s worth of fresh chillies coated his face. He collapsed backward, supine in under three seconds, thrashing on the ground and clawing at his face. 
 “Yes!” Joe exclaimed, reveling in this minor first victory. 
 “Ay caramba!” Grim said. 
 The moment was only slightly ruined when he reached the checkout part of the till, slid down the slippery mental ramp, and flipped backward off the edge of the loading ramp so that he landed in a heap on the floor.  
 “That’s certainly one way to take a guy out of the fight,” Grim noted. 
  Joe quickly picked himself up and went in search of Lilli. It didn’t take long. The sound of fighting filled the supermarket, which was looking more and more like it had been the venue of a frat party hosted by a bunch of tornadoes. 
 PA Spade was, as Joe had figured earlier, an angry man. He was also, regrettably, a fairly competent fighter. When Joe skidded to a halt—quite literally, due to some destroyed ice cream freezers—in the aisle adjacent to the one that Lilli and the Paranormal Agent were fighting in, he took a moment to gather himself. 
 He had read somewhere that knowing your enemy was second only to knowing yourself, so he peeked around the end of the aisle, noting as he did so that Big Jimmy Dough-Boy’s triple-choc cookies were on sale. 

Gotta survive, even if it’s just to take advantage of that offer, he thought. 
 “Good, are they?” Grim asked sarcastically. 
 “Yeah, you’re right. There are bigger issues at stake here,” Joe admitted. 
 As he spoke, the bald-headed man let out a furious roar and unleashed a spell at Lilli, his eyes turning a matte gray. The incantation must have been a powerful one for it conjured and sent spikes of metal flying toward the little figure of the dwarf maid. 
 In response, Lilli rolled and dodged with clinical precision, the three-foot-long bolts of metal punching into the floor around her. Her constant movements as she avoided the fusillade of lethal missiles, did not allow her to cast any of her own magic in response. 
 When she rose to her feet, planting herself squarely so that she was perfectly balanced, it was only in time to have PA Spade manipulate the metal shelves around her, and even the metal beams in the floor and roof, so that they shot out toward the dwarf. 
 As Joe stepped out and started stalking toward the bald Iron Order agent, Lilli conjured a pair of dicing silvery blades from out of nowhere and attempted to slice and hack the metal beams out of the air. 
 Even with her prodigious skills, the dwarf was suddenly on the back foot. Sweat was streaming down PA Spade’s head, which was bright red with exertion, but, after a moment or two, he had managed to restrain the dwarf, trapping her in a rough metal coffin. 
 Judging by her struggles and muffled swearing, Lilli was trying her damnedest to get out, but for now, it looked like Joe was alone in the fight. 

Damn it, we don’t have much of a chance without Lilli, Joe thought swiftly. 
 “Agreed,” Grim said. 
 Joe did some quick thinking. As he did so, he looked around the wrecked supermarket, hoping inspiration would jump out at him. He was an intelligent and versatile guy despite having lacked some direction in his life, and a plan bloomed organically in his mind as his eyes came to rest on something that was all too familiar to him from his previous career. 
 He grinned. It was a Whirl-matic Extractor 700. The perfect model for his plan. It was almost as if he had known all along that it was going to come down to this. He smiled wider as he ran it through his mind one more time. 
 “You know, if I was easily rattled and hadn’t seen a thing or three in my time,” Grim whispered, “you smiling to yourself in that manner might make me feel just a little uneasy.” 

Okay, Grim, shut up for a sec, Joe said in the silent privacy of his head. Here’s the plan…  
 When he was done, Grim flicked a page back and forth thoughtfully. 
 “You know,” he said, “there’s so much that could go wrong with that plan of action that it might just work.” 
 A few seconds later, Joe whistled at PA Spade and sent a barrage of glittering gold strands of light firing in his direction. 
 As the Paranormal Agent of the Iron Order blocked his attack, Joe yelled, “Come on then, Baldy, if you think you’re hard enough!” 
 He legged it up an aisle before his adversary could vent his magical spleen at him, but he was glad to hear the dull roar of rage and the stamp of feet as the other man took off after him. 
 Joe led the bald man on a merry chase around the supermarket. He was careful to stop every now and again and fire a light orb or two at the man chasing him, just to keep him interested. He used a few of the tried and tested techniques that he had picked up from movies like Home Alone; throwing down any objects or food that might be likely to trip his pursuer up. He almost had some success with the large dispenser of walnuts that he smashed open, but PA Spade managed to keep his feet and actually almost caught Joe with a magical harpoon that thudded into a barrel of kiwi fruit instead. 
 He did manage to hit his hunter with a beautiful overhand throw of a one-kilogram salami. This did not slow PA Spade much, but it was extremely satisfying to see the man take the stick of cured meat right between the eyes and clutch his nose, cursing. 
 Joe made sure to lead his enemy past where his mate, PA Snow, was still writhing on the ground amidst all the pulverized chilies. He was whimpering, trying desperately to clear his swollen, puffy eyes of chili seeds and tears while his little flaming squirrel sat dejectedly nearby. As he ran past, Joe gave the man a colossal boot in the ribs that got him howling all the louder. 
 By the time that Joe got back to where they had started, he had given himself a decent lead again. He slid to a stop by where Lilli was trapped in her rugged metal coffin. Desperately, he tried to pull the metal apart, but it was stuck fast, as hard and unmoving as it had ever been.  
 “Kid, Baldy is coming!” Grim called from where he was floating over the shelves. “If you’re set on sticking to your scheme, then might I suggest you do something.” 
 “What?” Joe asked. 
 “Bond with the cantankerous old shrew,” Grim said. 
 “Here, watch who you’re calling old, you useless pamphlet!” Lilli’s voice called out from the confines of her prison. 
 Joe saw her clever eyes flicker toward him. She lowered her voice so that Grim couldn’t hear and then said, “The grimoire is right, lad.” 
 “Right?” Joe asked. 
 “Take some of my power. Bond with me if you can. It might be our only shot.” 
 Joe considered this. It struck him, suddenly, that it was quite an intimate thing, to bond with someone or something. 
 Still, there was no time to muck about now. He’d be quite happy for him and Lilli to exchange awkward glances later. So long as it meant they all got out of that damned supermarket in one piece. 
 “All right,” he said. 
 He reached through a gap that the bent poles and girders had left and clasped the dwarf by her warm, callused hand. 
 Immediately, he felt a surge of sparkling, clean energy flow into him. It was the feeling of springtime, he thought. Of growing things. If the feeling had had a smell to it, it would have been the scent of cut grass, rich earth, and strawberry jam. He closed his eyes and drew it deep into himself.  
 “You little weasel!” the voice of PA Spade roared from behind him. 
 Joe whirled. 
 “How you got the better of PA Snow defies my understanding,” the angry bald man said. “It’s clear to me that you’re about as much use as a glass hammer when it comes to magic.” 
 “That’s a bit rough,” Joe said. “I did hit you with that salami if you’ll recall.” 
 PA Spade snarled wordlessly. He took a step toward Joe, right into the spot Joe had hoped he would. 
 From behind Joe’s back, out of sight of PA Spade, Grim whispered, “He’s just used his magic to pull a length of rebar out of the ceiling. He’s going to try and make a shish kebab of you.” 
 “Yeah, you’re no great shakes at magic, are you, boy?” PA Spade said, evidently enjoying this moment. Savoring the kill before he made it. “No great shakes at all. I’ll finish with you, then take the dwarf into custody.”  
 “I might not be such great shakes at magic yet, mate,” Joe said, his eyes glinting with golden light, “but there’s one thing I do know.”  
 “Oh, yeah?” leered PA Spade. “And what the hell is that then, dead man?” 
 “Air-cons,” Joe said. 
 He dived sideways. At the same time, the piece of rebar that the Iron Order agent had been bringing up behind him, and that Grim had been keeping an eye on for him, came stabbing down. The rebar missed Joe by a few feet, plunging into the epoxy resin floor.  
 Joe raised his hand and, utilizing the new combined magic that his bond with Lilli had provided him with, conjured a giant glowing golden crowbar that dug into the ceiling around the air-conditioner unit he had spied earlier. Dust and plaster cascaded down over PA Spade’s bald dome. The man looked up. 
 “What the bloody hell do you think you’re—?” he said.  
 With a mighty mental wrench, Joe used his mind and his magic to prize the air-con unit out of the ceiling. 
 In a cloud of dust, the unit fell like a two-hundred-pound brick from where it had been secured, bringing with it a length of piping. It crashed down on the hapless wizard standing directly below it and crushed him to the floor. Plasterboard came crashing down next, along with some coiled wire and some random pieces of metal. By the time the dust had settled, nothing could really be seen of PA Spade except his feet. From under the mound of debris, the heartfelt groan of a soul and body in torment was just audible. 
 Joe didn’t fancy hanging about just so he could pat himself on the back. He ran over to where Lilli was still imprisoned in her metal box and pressed a hand to it. He imagined the coffin opening like a flower, and a moment later, with a squeal of tortured metal, it did just that. 
 “That owl of Baldy’s is still fluttering about,” Grim noted. “Means you didn’t kill him. Never mind.” 
 “That was… That was incredible, dear!” the dwarven maid stuttered. 
 Joe smiled and motioned to the exit with his head. 
 “You can make me a cup of tea at home to say thanks,” he said. “Now as the shepherd said to the sheep, let’s get the flock out of here.”
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 Miraculously, they made it back to Fallen Knight’s Walk without running into further trouble. Joe had no idea whatsoever what kind of magic or know-how was involved in keeping the mortal police at bay, but the cart made it all the way back around Regent’s Park without so much as having a siren sounded at it. 
 Joe might have wondered at the sheer improbability of not running into a single police car on any other day, but after the outing he and Lilli had just been on, he found he did not have the energy to spare. He chalked it up to magic and left it at that. 
 They parked the cart back in the shed and then spent the next hour or so unloading the three creatures that had escaped. Before they even had a crumb for lunch, they secured the menagerie. 
 It turned out that Lilli wasn’t just a housekeeper but something of a whizz with the magical equivalent of bricks and mortar. Using Jock’s Betokency magic, which enabled her to manufacture and manifest any shape or object she needed, the dwarf rebuilt the part of the basement that had been destroyed. 
 Joe, not keen on sitting idly by while the dwarf did all the work, made sure that all the magical creatures were secured in their stables and enclosures. He also practiced using some of his newfound magical skills to excavate the rubble that had fallen into the menagerie and reset the large blocks of masonry that had been disrupted by the exploding manure heaps. 
 Thankfully, Durango flapped down into the garden bearing a tray of sandwiches and assorted French pastries when they had been hard at it for an hour or two, and they were able to refresh themselves as they worked. 
 As Joe alternated between chomping away on his croque monsieur and making sure that the fairy had come out of its fly swat–induced coma okay, he finally got his mind to run over the absolute craziness that his morning had been taken up with.  
 Running through the blurred instant replay in his mind, he was proud of how he had acquitted himself—not to mention delighted at how he had avoided being killed. He was of the Woody Allen school of thought so far as death was concerned: he liked to think that he wasn’t afraid of it, he just didn’t want to be there when it happened. 
 Being a pragmatic guy, Joe also reflected on how far he still had to go in his magical training. Hell, in all honesty, he wasn’t even sure if he had even started his magical training. He had a feeling that it wasn’t supposed to have really begun until Vasmo got back from his wizarding knees-up. In truth, the day’s adventure had felt far more like being thrown into the deep end than anything else. Not just thrown into the deep end but lobbed from one of those one-hundred-foot diving boards. 
 Those men, those Paranormal Agents of the Iron Order, had been experienced magic users, and he wasn’t sure if he and Lilli could have gotten away, and won the day, if they hadn’t had a generous helping of surprise on their side. Nor, more pertinently perhaps, that slipperiest of elements: chance. 
 Finally, they were done, and Joe and Lilli trooped back upstairs. They flopped themselves down in the most comfortable of the parlors and let out twin sighs of delight at being sedentary. Grim, relaxing as only a book could relax, plonked down with a heavy thump onto the coffee table. Jock had vanished from around Lilli’s neck at some point during their refitting of the basement, most likely to go and take his ease under her bed.  
 “I think,” the little maid said, her short legs dangling well above the carpet, “that it might be nice if we don’t do that again tomorrow.” 
 Joe heaved another sigh and nodded his head once. 
 “I second that motion,” he said. 
 “Oh, well, if that’s what you think is best,” Grim said from the coffee table. 
 Joe thought it probably was a mark of the dwarf’s weariness that she didn’t call the grimoire one of the juicy names she doubtless had in store or throw something at him. 
 “I forgot to ask you, love,” Lilli said, turning her shrewd eyes on Joe, “are you hurt at all? I would’ve asked earlier, only you were walking, so I thought if there was anything then it couldn’t have been that serious.” 
 Joe hadn’t actually given it any thought. He certainly hadn’t felt himself get hurt during the afternoon’s proceedings. Now that he was sitting, though, he was fairly certain that he was going to have a fine multi-colored bruise covering one butt cheek—though he had a feeling that had been attained when he had assed up on the slippery supermarket floor, rather than the result of any enemy magic. 
 “I’ve got a cut on my forearm,” he said, deciding to keep the ass bruise to himself, “but it’s nothing serious. Just another scar to add to the collection.” 
 In actuality, Joe didn’t have that many scars, but he hoped the comment would help salvage some of his reputation. It had been his spewed-up magic that had unintentionally freed the magical creatures in the first place. 
 “We better go and take a look at it, lad,” Lilli said. “Odds are you’d be the kind of young man who tries to tough it out and ends up having his arm drop off due to infection or something like that. And I’m too busy to be picking up limbs from all over the place.” 
 Stoically, Lilli got to her feet. That was more of a mission for a dwarf sitting in a deep armchair than it was for a human, and Joe tried to stop her with a wave of his hand. 
 “I’m telling you, it’s fine,” he said. “It’s stopped bleeding.” 
 “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” the dwarf said. “I know you’re probably quietly delighted at having a fresh scar, being a lad and all. After all, boys like scars because they’re kind of like medals they’ve received for doing something particularly brave, foolish, or daring, don’t they?” 
 “Uh,” Joe said. 
 “Or maybe you like ’em because you’ve got some filly on the go you’re looking forward to showing it casually to like a secret begging to be revealed,” the dwarven maid plowed on. 
 To his dismay, Joe found himself growing hot around the collar. He hoped the dust he was still liberally coated in would disguise his blush. 
 “I don’t actually have a, um, filly—which I presume is older-woman speak for a girl?—on the go,” he said. 
 “Currently,” he added, in a lightning stroke of genius that would have fooled absolutely no one. 
 Lilli smirked at him. 
 “A scar is what is left when intentions are made flesh, kid,” Grim said. “But the dwarf is right. You should let her check it out.” 
 “Besides, it’d be a good chance for you to have a look at the medicine cabinet,” Lilli said. 
 “That’s right,” Grim said, a worrying note of anticipatory excitement creeping into his voice. “And, after what I saw today, chances are you’re going to need a season ticket for it, kid.” 
 The medicine cabinet, it transpired, was in a large stone-flagged room off the kitchen. The room was lined on three sides by a heavy-duty counter. There was a massive farmhouse sink set into each counter, which told Joe that this was probably where the laundry and dishes got taken care of. The place smelled like soap, and the air was warm and humid. Light streamed in from a big, lead-paned window at the back of the room. 
 A creaking drew Joe’s attention to the high ceiling. Above them was a levitating clothes rack, revolving slowly in the air like a carousel. Unlike the average fairground carousel though, this revolving device was covered in an assortment of freshly washed, but very baggy, holed and patched underpants. 
 Lilli caught Joe looking up at the revolving pants. She smirked at him. 
 “Vasmo’s,” she said simply.  
 “I guessed they weren’t yours,” Joe said, “and I imagine Durango’s would have had a tail hole cut out of them. If he even needed to wear underpants.” 
 “Yeah, that gargoyle has got it made, all right,” Grim said casually. “Not many workplaces in this day and age where you can strut around without any pants on.” 
 “Let’s not get sucked down this particular rabbit hole, shall we, boys?” Lilli said. “Come on.” 
 The counters were ringed on the inside with an elevated platform, which Lilli had obviously installed to accommodate her dwarven height disadvantage. She clambered up and opened a capacious cupboard set on one wall.  
 The cupboard was filled with vials, paper packets, pottery tubs, glass jars, and wax-stoppered flasks, all fastidiously labeled in a blocky script that Joe was coming to recognize as belonging to Lilli. There were all sorts of colors on display, through the containers that could actually be seen through. Mauves and oranges, disco yellows and neon pinks, earwax beige and blood red. 
 “We’ve got something for almost everything in here,” the dwarven maid said proudly, running her stubby fingers across the array of medicines. 
 “I know that one by sight now,” Joe said, indicating a large glass jar in one corner, which was covered by a beeswax cloth. The jar was filled with glittering blue powder. 
 “Yep, that’s our good old memory-wiping powder,” Lilli said. “It’s my own recipe, you know?” 
 “Really?” Grim asked, sounding genuinely interested. “You’re an amateur apothecary, Miss Spicer, are you?” 
 Lilli shrugged nonchalantly, but Joe could tell that she rather prided herself on her skills. 
 “I’ve been dabbling for years,” she said. “Of course, I didn’t come up with the actual formula. The knowledge of who cooked it up originally is one of the things that has been lost to the passing river of time, but I have tweaked it to make it more palatable, should we say, for modern audiences.” 
 “What do you mean?” Joe asked. 
 “Well, as time has passed and cultures have matured and become more civilized—” 
 “Ha, civilization!” interjected Grim. “Another one of those things blokes have been banging on about for eons, but I’m still yet to see it.” 
 “As civilization has progressed,” Lilli continued, “minds have changed. Mortals used to believe in all sorts of things in times gone by. Now, though…” 
 “They believe in different things?” Joe said. 
 Lilli pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Honestly, young man,” she said, “now that you’ve put me on the spot, I’m hard-pressed to think of anything they believe in very much anymore.” 
 “So, what else have we got in here?” Joe asked. 
 “Before we get into that,” Lilli said, “let’s take a look at that arm of yours.” 
 It was the work of a moment for Lilli to examine the cut on Joe’s forearm, apply a salve that smelled of mint and lavender, and then wrap it in a leaf of some kind. 
 “Leave that on until tomorrow morning and try not to itch at it,” she said. 
 She then turned her attention back to the medicine cupboard.  
 “We have magic powders, mostly, as you can see,” the dwarf said. “This is for convenience’s sake, but we also have a few choice unguents, salves, poultices, balms, and wraps. In truth, I don’t keep too many of them pre-made. They don’t have the longevity of a powder, and it’s a rare day when the gaffer puts himself in the kind of position of mortal peril we found ourselves in today.” 
 “You think those men, those Paranormal Agents, really would have killed us, right there in the middle of a mortal supermarket?” Joe asked. 
 “They certainly weren’t just there to grab a bunch of kale and a packet of goji berries,” Grim remarked. 
 Lilli gave Joe a stern look, her dark eyes smoldering with the intensity of a couple of banked coals. 
 “We did well today—you did well today, young man,” she said. “Make no mistake though, those Iron Order goons would have settled for dead if they couldn’t take us alive.” 
 “She’s right, kid,” Grim said, in his usual light tone. “You’ll soon learn that in this occupation you’re on the cusp of entering, when you figure out all the not-so-great things that could happen to you, the term ‘waiting game’ takes on a whole new meaning.” 
 “Once again, thanks for the rousing pep talk,” Joe said, giving the grimoire a thumbs-up. He rolled down his sleeve. 
 “Now, other than the memory-wiping powder, which we call abstraction dust, by the way,” Lilli said, “we have some other very handy little numbers that I have put my own spin on to work on the modern London mortal.” 
 “All right, fire away,” Joe said, determined to try and remember as much as he could. 
 “So, I’ll just run you through the basic ones,” Lilli said. “The ones that you’re most likely to need in your day-to-day activities. This deep crimson one here with the slightly coarser grains is a general healing powder, commonly known as analeptic powder. It’ll help patch up your basic cuts and bruises as well as act as an antidote to most run-of-the-mill poisons. Basically, it’ll make you feel better and take the sting out of most minor spells, too, so it’s worth carrying on you at all times.” 
 “Analeptic powder, okay,” Joe said, willing the name to stay lodged in his head. “Sounds like the magical equivalent of paracetamol.”  
 “This little number,” Lilli continued, pulling down a delicate vial from a rack that held a whole collection of identical glass tubes stoppered with cork, “is an elemental resistance powder. Note the chalky consistency and the pretty purple color of the powder as well as the not-so-pretty smell.” 
 The dwarf unstoppered the vial and held it out. Joe took a sniff and immediately wished he hadn’t. To call the smell eggy wouldn’t have been saying the half of it. 
 “Wow!” he choked. “Your breath must be incredible after taking some of that stuff.”  
 Lilli, chuckling, said, “That’s the beauty of equilivil. It tastes of absolutely nothing. Thank heavens.” 
 She replaced the cork and put the vial back on the shelf, then she grabbed a small earthenware pot and held it down so that Joe could peer into it. 
 “This is an energy powder,” she said. “It is very potent, dear. Only a little is required to keep a wizard up and going for a full day if he needs it.” 
 Joe looked into the little pot and saw a gorgeous daffodil-yellow powder. It looked to have a sandy texture. 
 “It’s called vimpounce,” Lilli said, replacing the little pot on the shelf. “Very handy stuff in a tight corner as it also revitalizes magical ability and stamina as well as physical ability.” 
 “What’s the catch?” Joe asked. 
 To his delight, Lilli’s eyebrows shot up, and she gave a little exclamation of surprise. 
 “Now, what makes you think there’s a catch to it, ducky?” she said. 
 “What comes up must come down,” Joe said. “With anything like that, the consumer’s body or mind is going to have to pay a toll of some kind, right? That’s just the way the universe works. Can’t have something for nothing.” 
 Grim’s pages ruffled. Joe was becoming more and more able to identify when the floating book was chuckling, and he was chuckling now. 
 “A regular little smartypants, eh?” Grim mused. “Watch out you don’t cut yourself being that sharp, kid.” 
 Joe shrugged. “I don’t think it’s being particularly smart. You drink enough coffee and you’ll get a shot of energy and a boost in productivity, but you might pay for it with a headache.”  
 “Well, you’re right,” the dwarven maid said from her perch. 
 Joe was pleased to see something that might have been a grudging spark of respect kindle in her eye. 
 “Yes, you’re correct, dear, there is a price to pay with this particular powder,” Lilli said. “As I said, when a magic user takes vimpounce, it will keep that witch or wizard on their feet for a full twenty-four hours if they need it to. The crash after use is akin to a hangover.” 
 “That doesn’t sound so bad,” Joe said. 
 “Yes, but there are hangovers and then there are hangovers,” Lilli said. 
 “Ah,” Joe said slowly. 
 “The crash from vimpounce would be like one of those hangovers where your brain feels like it is trying to jump out of your body. Like a sailor abandoning a sinking ship. The kind of hangover that blends the joys of heatstroke with a first-class migraine, and mixes it up with a mouth that tastes like you’ve just gargled Sid’s used kitty-litter.” 
 Joe made a face. “That is terrifyingly specific.” 
 “What kind of apothecary would I be, if I didn’t sample my own wares before releasing them on an unsuspecting general public, hmm?” Lilli said. 
 “Makes me bloody glad I don’t have a mouth,” Grim said vehemently.  
 “I think I can picture what you mean,” Joe said. 
 He was twenty-one years old. There was no thinking about it. He knew precisely what the dwarf was getting at. 
 “Now, this crash can be countered with an elixir,” Lilli said, pulling down a small brown bottle from the shelf and showing it to Joe. “If this potion is drunk before twenty-four hours have elapsed, the effects of the powder will be canceled, the wizard returned to normal, and the potential effects of the crash will be negated.” 
 “This means that the wizard can have increased energy and rejuvenated magical capabilities for as long as he needs, up to twenty-four hours?” Joe recited. “And they can skip the vimpounce hangover if they take the elixir before the twenty-four hours is up?” 
 “Correct,” the dwarf said, stowing the little brown bottle of anti-vimpounce back in its space. “There is something else you need to know about vimpounce, too.” 
 “Another side-effect?” Joe asked. 
 “That’s right, dear,” Lilli said. “It’s a bit more pronounced, this one. Although, it does only happen once. It’s a bit of a hindrance, though.” 
 Joe looked expectantly at the little maid standing on her raised bench. She was still about half a foot shorter than he was. 
 “Take too much of that energy powder too often and your heart will pop like a cheap balloon,” Lilli said conversationally. 
 Joe’s eyebrows shot northward. 
 “Oh. Oh, right,” he said. He eyed the little earthenware pot with a modicum more respect than he had previously shown it. “Right. Yeah. I thought you were going to say you got, like, the runs or something.” 
 “Nope. Heart explosion,” the dwarf said. 
 “And not the cute kind,” Grim noted. 
 “So, do all wizards carry around little pouches like you had on you today?” Joe asked. 
 “Most carry around a little pouch or wallet of abstraction dust,” Lilli said. “But that’s because it’s the powder that is most often used, and it needs to be blown into the face of the target. For everything else, I like to put them into gelatin capsules. It means I know exactly what the dose is and also makes carrying and taking them a heck of a lot easier. Here.” 
 The dwarf reached up, pulled open a couple of little wooden drawers, rummaged inside them for a second or two, and then tossed down a couple of little tins. She also dropped a leather pouch, similar to hers though far less worn, onto the bench. 
 Joe caught the tins and scooped up the pouch.  
 “The pouch has got your memory-wiping powder in—more than enough for now,” Lilli explained. The tin with the red dot on is full of analeptic powder caps: the healing powder. The tin with the brown cross on it is half equilivil, half vimpounce.” 
 “Purple for elemental resistance; yellow for high energy,” Joe said. 
 “Right,” said Lilli. 
 Joe looked up at the packed cupboard. 
 “How is all this stuff made?” he asked. “I mean, you don’t have to tell me how you make it, but what kind of sources do you get the ingredients from?” 
 Lilli puffed out her cheeks. “The ones that we have in this cupboard are mostly made from herbs, fungi, and certain elements taken from magical creatures, of course.” 
 The dwarf must have seen the dubious expression on Joe’s face when she mentioned taking things from magical creatures because she rolled her eyes and added, “Naturally, it’s all ethically harvested. All organic. Goodness knows I wouldn’t want to rub any of these new young, sensitive wizards coming through the wrong way. This is the modern age after all.” 
 “What kind of ingredients can you take from the creatures?” Joe asked. 
 “Well, I suppose a good example would be to tell you what the abstraction dust is made of,” the dwarf said. 
 “Powdered unicorn horn?” Joe guessed, unable to help himself. 
 “Yeah, good one!” said Grim, laughing along with Lilli. “Ah, imagine the numbskull trying to grate off a bit of horn from a live unicorn. That’s funny. You’re funny, kid.” 
 “Where does it come from, then?” Joe asked defensively. 
 “Powdered unicorn horn!” the grimoire said, barely able to be understood through his dry rustling laugh. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard!” 
 “Abstraction dust comes from absent-minded squids,” Lilli said. 
 “Oh right, because that doesn’t sound nuts,” Joe said. 
 Grim stopped laughing abruptly. “Well no, it doesn’t,” he said. “Orange juice comes from oranges. Abstraction dust comes from absent-minded squid.” 
 “What do you do, just squeeze the ink out of them?” Joe asked sardonically. 
 “That’s right,” Grim said. 
 “They let you harvest their ink and turn it into memory powder through a fairly straightforward process of drying and refinement,” Lilli said. “But more complicated powders can be made from several magical creatures’ materials.” 
 “Does that mean that there are, theoretically, an infinite number of powders?” Joe asked. 
 “That’s right, kid,” Grim said. “Not all of those powders are good or friendly, though.” 
 “Some can turn you purple and swell you up, some can make your magic go wild, and some, if you take them under a waning moon, might leave you with the emotional capacity of a ham sandwich,” Lilli said. 
 “I heard of one witch who cooked up a powder she hoped was going to give her longer legs, but she miscalculated the number of days she was meant to leave it under a broody goose and it ended up twisting her legs around the complete opposite direction,” Grim said. He sighed reminiscently. “The ancient Egyptians were a wonderful bunch. Stark raving loons most of ’em, but they sure knew how to push magical boundaries.” 
 Before they left the laundry-cum-apothecary store, Lilli grabbed ahold of Joe’s sleeve and pressed something into his palm. Joe looked down and saw a little brown bottle of the elixir that countered the vimpounce in his hand. 
 “I know you well enough by now; you’ll need it sooner or later,” Lilli said.  
 The dwarf stumped to the door and held it wide. As Joe walked through it, she gave him a searching look. 
 “Fingers crossed it’s going to be a while,” she said, “but you just never know.” 
 “You just never know,” Grim said as he floated his way out of the room, and Lilli shut the door behind them. “That should be the epitaph of about ninety percent of the magic users I’ve ever known.” 
 Surprisingly, after trying to soak in as much of Lilli’s medicinal wisdom as he could, Joe found that he was feeling less tired than when they sat down in the parlor. 
 “You know what?” he said. “I think I might take the hellhound for a walk and stretch my legs in a more ordinary fashion before dinner.” 
 “A fine idea, Mr. Ramsey,” said Lilli, injecting a little of her old bustling demeanor into her talk. “You do that, and I’ll go and see Durango about dinner. After today’s escapades, I feel like we have earned something particularly toothsome this evening.” 
 As Joe and the hellhound walked up the street, the great sable and gray-haired beast seemed to be feeling about as relaxed and content as Joe himself did. It stuck its great muzzle into every nook and cranny, looking for whatever it was canines look for. 
 Joe sauntered along feeling oddly at peace with the world. He and Lilli had been through a harrowing experience, certainly, but they had come through it. He and Grim had been mostly responsible for the accident that had resulted in the escape of the handful of magical creatures from the menagerie, but they had rectified it. They had been unexpectedly assailed by those dingbats from the Iron Order, and yet they had come out on top there, too. 
 It was not the day that any of them had planned. It had been full of unexpected problems and potentially lethal obstacles. Despite that, though, they had come through it as a team. 
 It was a good feeling. Although he was aching in his bones, his muscles were weary, he had a bruised ass that was going to resemble an abstract expressionist painting by the end of the week, and he was nursing a cut arm, he was feeling like he had achieved something. He felt like he had both improved and taken the first step down a road that was going to lead him into the great unknown. It was exhilarating. 
 For so long, he had felt slightly incomplete like there was something indefinable that was missing from his life or that he was waiting to arrive. He realized now what that thing was. 
 Adventure. 
 Joe felt that he was on the cusp of the kind of adventure that would bring the facets of his personality closer together, even as he left behind the world that he had known. 
 It was a shock to the system then, being filled with this newfound optimism for the future, when the hellhound came back from relieving itself on the lamppost at the end of Fallen Knight’s Walk carrying something in its mouth. 
 It was a piece of parchment. Joe was not a big one for littering and always made a point of picking any loose rubbish up and chucking it in the bin. He took the piece of paper from the hellhound. Idly, he turned it over. 
 His heart felt like it stopped in mid-beat. 
 He was staring down at a wanted poster—one of those old-school notices with the caricatured face of the person who was being hunted for in the middle of it and the name below. Only, this can’t have been old or some kind of prop or joke because Joe’s face was plastered on it. 
 “What the…?” Joe breathed. 
 His eyes scanned down the page. There was not much to it. Not much… but plenty. 
   

WANTED


JOE Ramsey


£10,000 Reward

   
 “What’s that the mutt’s fetched for you?” Grim asked, coming to float over Joe’s shoulder. He had been bobbing along a few paces behind, giving Joe some space to think. “You’ve got to watch that with hellhounds. They love bringing things back to their masters. Sometimes it’s a stick, sometimes it’s a bit of trash, and other times it’s a human head.” 
 Joe held up the piece of paper mutely. 
 Grim stopped in his prattling. 
 There was a lengthy pause. 
 “Ah,” the grimoire said. “Bugger.”



 Chapter 14 
   
   
   
 Dinner was a more subdued affair than either Joe or Lilli might have anticipated despite Durango having pulled out all the stops to make a lobster wellington. 
 “There is nothing more worth celebrating than the fact that you didn’t die, don’t you think, monsieur Ramsey?” the French gargoyle had said as he had uncovered the silver slaver and placed it in the middle of the table. 
 “There is that, I guess, Durango,” Joe replied. “It looks fantastic, by the way.” 
 “But of course,” the gargoyle replied with characteristic French modesty. “I ’ave perfected the recipe over many trials.” 
 “Right,” Grim chimed in, “because everyone knows the pigeon is the lobster of the air, isn’t that right, my old mucker?” 
 Durango raised his stony chin and peered distrustfully at the grimoire lying at the end of the table. For a moment, Joe thought he might fly into another one of his rages, but it was almost impossible to tell whether a book was taking the mickey. 
 Instead, Durango just said, “Précisément,” and stumped off with his strange unbending gait. 
 The wanted poster lay in the middle of the table between the garlic butter and the bowl of green beans. 
 Lilli was looking at it unseeingly. As Joe watched her, she took a deep breath in and sighed it out. 
 “Well, the cat’s out of the bag and no mistake,” she said. 
 Despite the obvious gravity of the situation, Joe couldn’t resist the call of the green beans marinated in olive oil and garlic. He used a set of silver tongs to deposit a decent portion of the vegetables onto his plate before passing them on to the dwarf. 
 “What I want to know is,” he said while Lilli carved into the perfectly done pastry of the lobster wellington, “how the hell my mug ended up on a wanted poster.” 
 “That is an easy one,” Lilli said, through the beguilingly delicious steam of the lobster dish. “The Iron Order knows about you, Joe.” 
 “Well, that’s not surprising,” Joe replied. “I did crush one of their men with an air-conditioning unit and inadvertently marinade another of their agents in chili. I still don’t get why that merits my very own wanted poster, though.” 
 “Not to mention the ten thousand pound reward,” Grim said. 
 “Right,” said Joe, cutting a slice of lobster wellington for himself and putting it onto his plate. “It seems… I dunno… excessive, maybe?” 
 He was watching the dwarven maid carefully as he spoke. There was no doubt. The tightening around her eyes and the clenching of her jaw told him that he was hitting close to the mark. Not in the gold, perhaps, but pretty damn close. 
 Lilli Spicer caught him looking and stuck a forkful of green beans into her mouth. Joe reckoned that was a way to buy herself some more time before she spoke what was on her mind. While she chewed, Joe busied himself drenching his lobster in garlic butter. 
 “If you’re thinking that the health rejuvenating capsules you’re now carrying will help alleviate clogged arteries, think again, kid,” Grim quipped. 
 “You’re just jealous that you don’t have taste buds,” he retorted. 
 “Touché,” Grim replied. 
 Joe took a bite of the lobster. “Holy jumping corn casserole, that’s incredible!” he said through a mouthful of lobster and pastry. He swallowed hugely, jammed another forkful into his mouth, and then motioned at Lilli with his fork. 
 “You want to know why these Iron Order pillocks have taken such an interest in you?” the dwarf said. 
 Joe nodded. 
 “Well, they’re interested in you, certainly,” Lilli said after she had taken a sip of water, “but they’re more interested in the fact that you have this dopey bundle of rags trailing after you.” 
 Joe looked sideways at Grim, then back at Lilli. 
 “Why did they care so much about that?” he asked. 
 Lilli sighed again. It struck Joe that she was a good sigher. She looked like she could keep it up all day if she had to.  
 “Just another ruddy thing the pestilential gaffer should be dealing with,” she muttered, spearing a bean with excessive violence. 
 “What is?” Joe persisted. 
 Lilli stabbed another bean, champed on it with a fierceness that made Joe think it had done her a serious wrong, and then said, “It’s the grimoire. It’s Grim.” 
 “I’m blushing again,” Grim cracked. 
 “Shut up, Grim,” snapped the dwarf. 
 “Okie dokie,” Grim said. 
 Lilli took a deep breath and then looked across the table at Joe. 
 “You’re aware that bonding with Grim was not a usual thing, aren’t you, lad?” she said. 
 “I did gather as much,” Joe said. “I mean, I was pretty overwhelmed at the time, what with being shown all those animals that I had spent my whole life believing were nothing more than fanciful imaginings.” 
 “And the fact that magic was not just something confined to tales,” Grim said helpfully. “That it is, in fact, part of the very fabric of the world. That would have taken a few minutes to digest.” 
 “Right,” Joe said, pointing his fork at the book. “There was that, too. But, even with all that going on, I was struck by a certain ominous note, you know, when Vasmo was chatting to Grim’s page. He did seem a bit shocked when he found out that Grim and I had bonded.” 
 “I bet he ruddy well did,” Lilli said with a raise of her eyebrows. 
 “And that was because not too many people bond with books,” Joe said. 
 “Grimoires,” Grim amended. 
 “Sorry, grimoires,” Joe said. 
 “Anyway,” Lilli said forcefully, “it’s the combination of you and Grim that has obviously aroused the interest of the Iron Order. You see, Joe dear, bonding with grimoires—some of the oldest and most powerful magical artifacts known to thaumaturgy—isn’t just uncommon. It’s downright rare to the point of being unheard of.” 
 Joe looked at Grim. Grim, as far as Joe could make out, returned the stare blankly. 
 “Best way that I can describe it, kid, is, well, you know how people always say that all humans are one of a kind, yeah?” Grim said. 
 Joe nodded. 
 “Well, I’m more than that,” Grim said. “I’m one of a time.”  
 “Vasmo was keeping the grimoire for a special wizard who the Occultists’ Conclave had marked since birth,” the dwarf said. 
 “Like a prophecy kind of deal?” Joe asked. “Now that sounds magical.” 
 Lilli snorted again as she cut into her lobster and dipped a bit in garlic butter. “Oh yes, it sounds very impressive, doesn’t it?” she said. “Very grand. Very momentous. The Occultists’ Conclave loves that sort of thing, lad. I was here, over twenty years ago now, when the gaffer came home with Grim tucked under his arm. He was as giddy as a schoolgirl.  
 “Of course, it would have been a lot more impressive if the twits had not got so carried away and remembered one important thing before they cracked into the celebratory brandy and cigars.” 
 “And what’s that?” Joe asked. He’d been well and truly sucked into Lilli’s story now. So much so that his latest mouthful of lobster wellington sat cold and forgotten on the end of his fork. 
 “That having a child marked from birth to fulfill the spot ordained by some prophecy or other is all very well and good, but it’s about as much use as a sponge swimming pool if it isn’t fulfilled. The Occultists’ Conclave is packed to the gills with geniuses, but geniuses are terrible when it comes to overlooking the obvious.” 
 “And what did they overlook?” Joe asked. 
 “Dumb luck and chance,” the dwarf said. 
 “So, there was this kid, this baby, that Vasmo’s wizarding gentlemen’s club had been raising to bond with Grim when he came of age, right?” Joe said. 
 Lilli inclined her head in the affirmative. 
 “Why? What was this chosen bloke going to do?” Joe asked. 
 “He was supposed to lead the magical world against the Iron Order,” Lilli said. “Of course, at the time, we didn’t know that it was going to be the Iron Order.” 
 “No?” Joe asked. 
 “No, love,” Lilli said. “Don’t forget to eat, Joe, otherwise Durango will throw one of his wobblers and have your guts for garters, and I don’t think I have the energy for it this evening.” 
 Joe popped his forkful of lobster into his mouth and speared another morsel. 
 “So how do you know that the Iron Order is who the prophecy, or whatever it was, was talking about?” 
 “There was just talk of this selected little chappy being the one to help drive back the forces of evil,” Lilli said. She cleared her throat and put on her most commanding and portentous tone of voice. “Which, it said, would one day soon loom above the island of Great Britain like a storm cloud, threatening to blot out all light, etcetera, etcetera.” 
 “And I threw a spanner in the works of all of that planning when Grim bonded with me?” Joe asked. 
 “That’s right, dear,” Lilli said cheerfully. “That’s all gone down the U-bend now, now that Grim has bonded with you, just as you say.” 
 Joe chewed thoughtfully as he let this information wash around inside his head. 
 “That’s why the gaffer had to leave so urgently—it wasn’t just because he had no ready cash on him to pay you with.” 
 “And yet he did have a fish’s eyeball in his pocket,” Grim observed quietly. 
 “Twenty-one years of preparation just went down the lavatory the moment that Grim told him he had bonded to you,” Lilli said. “I did wonder why his face was so pale when the two of you came up from the basement. A man who drinks as much whisky as that man never looks less than lightly boiled, but he lost all his color.” 
 “So, that was what he was talking about when he said that normally the Occultists’ Conclave doesn’t have much to chat about during their opening parliament, but this year they would,” Joe said, half to himself. “The old boy has gone to discuss the road ahead with the other wizards at the Occultists’ Conclave. They need to come up with a Plan B on the fly.” 
 The dwarven maid nodded. She finished her last few bites of food in double time, then dabbed her lips daintily with her napkin. 
 “The fact that the Iron Order is after you, Joe, is now our chief conundrum,” she said. “Vasmo told me that he had an inkling that the Conclave would most likely decide that they would just bide their time for the present while they figured out what was to be done.” 
 “But now, after our little cameo in the Spade and Snow Show, we don’t have as much time as they thought, right?” Joe said. 
 Lilli put her napkin next to her plate and pushed back her chair. 
 “Worst comes to worst, I think you’re going to need to get more proficient at using your magic,” Lilli said. 
 With a deft lean, the diminutive figure plopped off her stack of cushions and landed squarely on her sturdy feet. 
 “And I’ve a feeling, ducky, that you’re going to have to get more proficient fast,” she said. “That means I’m going to have to call the gaffer. He’s the only one that has the authority, or the skill, to oversee your training.” 
 Without further ado, the dwarven maid marched out of the room. Without really meaning to, Joe followed. 
 Lilli stumped determinately down the corridor and into the main hall. Once there, she walked up to the table where the old telephone that was connected to the magical network was situated. It was too high for her to reach, but the dwarf just stamped her foot four times on the floor and a small bright blue ladder appeared in front of her, materializing out of the floor. Lilli stepped deftly onto it and stepped up to use the phone. 
 As Lilli had a muted conversation down the phone, Grim floated up to Joe. 
 “So, what do you think?” the grimoire asked. 
 “About?” Joe said. 
 “The whole prophecy, kid being picked out to be the savior of the magical world thing,” Grim said. 
 Joe considered this.  
 “Not the craziest nor the unlikeliest thing I’ve ever heard,” he said. 
 “Really?” the grimoire asked. 
 “Okay, admittedly, everything that I have heard of that beats it for craziness or unlikeliness is fictitious,” Joe said, “but still, after the day we’ve had, I’m willing to accept this without much questioning.” 
 “Well,” Grim said as Lilli hung up the phone, “fair enough then.” 
 “You sound surprised,” Joe said. 
 “I’ll say that, in the past, when I’ve witnessed such moments of revelation there has been a slightly more incredulous reaction,” Grim said. 
 Joe grunted. “You could probably blame video games. Or movies. That seems to be the usual thing to do.” 
 “Right,” Lilli said, clapping her hands and looking like someone who had had a weight lifted from her shoulders and placed onto someone else’s. “That’s taken care of. The gaffer is on his way.” 
 Joe blinked. “He just took your word for it, just like that?” 
 Lilli put her hands on her hips. At that moment, she looked more like the statue of James II in Trafalgar Square than a maid. 
 “I’ve known that man for almost fifty years,” she said. “Most of the time we play our respective roles of housekeeper and wizard without any friction, but he knows when it’s best for him not to fart about. You get what I’m saying, lad?” 
 Joe thought he knew all right. He already had a lot of respect for the dwarven maid, but he wouldn’t have wanted to find himself in her bad books. 
 “How long is he going to be?” Joe asked. 
 Lilli consulted the hallway clock. 
 “Oh, I think we should just have time for dessert,” she said. 
 In fact, they were only halfway through their mille-feuille with roast strawberries and mascarpone when the wizard barged into the dining room. Joe jumped, spraying pastry across the tablecloth as the door banged open. Vasmo looked windswept and rosy-cheeked. In his eyes, Joe could just make out the fading electric blue that signified he had been using some serious magic. 
 “Jeez, I thought Lilli was kidding!” he exclaimed. “How in the world did you get back so fast?” 
 With his characteristic impatience, the old wizard grunted and flapped his hand at Joe as if hoping to wave his question back into his mouth. When this couldn’t be done, he said, “I should have guessed you’d ask some infernal nonsense question such as that as soon as I walked through the door, boy,” he said. 
 Joe would have told the wizard where he could shove his ‘boy’, but he just so happened to still have a mouth filled to the brim with strawberries and mascarpone, so he let it slide. 
 “When young wizards first bond with a magical creature, they’re all obsessed with fireballs and light beams, flashing blades of liquid acid, and ice cannons,” Vasmo went on. “The young buffoons never seem to realize that the really powerful magic comes from channeling energy from your magical creature in specific ways that you train gradually over time.  
 “Of course, every single fresh wizard wants to learn every single damned spell in the lexicon, but this is a fool’s errand. A wise wizard or witch knows that the foe to be most feared is not the thaumaturgist who has practiced a thousand spells once but the thaumaturgist who has practiced one spell a thousand times.” 
 These words rang a bell somewhere in the back of Joe’s brain, but there was too much going on for him to explore them beyond face value. 
 “But I thought, being bonded to Grim, I don’t really have a set series or group of spells that I’ll be able to practice,” Joe said, coughing slightly as he inhaled some pastry. “I thought that was what set me and Grim apart from others?” 
 “That’s right, lad, quite right,” blustered Vasmo, his Momo-made cloak swirling nicely around his shoulders as he paced the length of the dining room. “This perfection of a single spell—realistically, it’s quite a few spells, but you know what I mean—is typically easier for most wizards as they are limited by the fact they are bonded to a single creature. You, though, Joe, are not like most wizards. Not only are you able to bond with as many magical creatures as you wish, thanks to your connection with Grim, but your powers taken directly from the grimoire will vary depending on your opponents.” 
 “That’s news to me,” Joe said. 
 “It is, I grant you, knowledge that I have only recently refreshed myself with,” the old man said.  
 “At your Occultists’ Conclave do?” Joe asked. 
 “It was not a do, boy,” the wizard said sharply. 
 “But you said, you mostly just lounged about eating deviled eggs, finger sandwiches, and mini quiches,” Joe pointed out. “Oh, and blowing smoke up one another’s—” 
 The old man held up a silencing hand. 
 “We’ve not the time for this idle chit-chat, lad,” he said gruffly. “That ability of yours, the knack for mirroring or regurgitating the power of your foes, is the one spell that you’re going to use the most. It’s the one spell that I think is imperative that we have you practice a thousand times to perfect.” 
 “Sounds good,” Joe said thickly through another mouthful of strawberries. 
 “Of course it sounds good,” the wizard said tersely. “I wouldn’t have bothered saying it if it was going to be complete nonsense, would I?” 
 Joe opened his mouth to reply, but the old man cut him off with a look. 
 “Now, finish stuffing your mouth and follow me,” Vasmo said. “I have brought a few colleagues with me that I wish you to meet.” 
 Outside, the sun was westering. The London sky was filled with the sort of deep purples, salmon oranges, and pale shades of yellow that couldn’t help send a twinge through Joe’s impressively contusion-covered backside. 
 There was a trio of people waiting for them in the garden when they stepped through the French doors.  
 The first of the three strangers that captured Joe’s attention was a woman clad all in icy blue and white. She was tall, thin, and pale, with a beehive of bright-white hair coiled in dreadlocks on top of her head. She was striking enough, but it was the big white bear standing at her shoulder that had arrested Joe’s eye. It turned out that there was nothing like a bear in a London garden to focus the attention. 
 “This is Kestrel Gage and her otso bear, Horace,” Vasmo said. 
 Kestrel inclined her head and gave Joe a small smile, which Joe returned. 
 “This is Thornas Toller,” Vasmo continued, moving on to the next stranger in line. He was a short, rotund man with a neat beard and giant mustache of bright orange, which matched the few wisps of hair he still had teased over his shiny bald pate. He was clutching a pointed hat in one hand while an ornate-looking bird darted around his head. There was something of the owl about the creature, though its colors were jewel-bright. 
 “This is Reeth, my bond-mate. She’s a minka bird,” Thornas said in a bass voice, noticing Joe’s eyes following the mythical creature. “A pleasure to meet you, Joe. Kestrel, Lucius, and I have heard a lot about you.”  
 “Kestrel and Thornas are from the Occultists’ Conclave,” Vasmo said. “They’re here to help me train you, Joe.” 
 Joe nodded. He wasn’t sure what he should say, so he opted for, “Well, thanks a lot for coming. I think it’s safe to say that I could use a hand.” 
 Kestrel and Thornas both smiled encouragingly, but the third person let out a little derisive snort. 
 Joe turned his attention to the young man who was the third of the trio. He was gazing around at the house and grounds with a scowl full of contempt on his aquiline features. His hair was a deep, dark black and combed back on his head. He had a couple of large bags at his feet. 
 “Lucius, was it?” Joe asked, a bite of coolness entering his voice due to the scornful way the other guy was eyeing the house. 
 “That’s right,” Lucius said. His accent was as plummy as any Etonian’s. His bright green eyes flicked to Joe’s face for a moment, and the scowl became more pronounced. 
 Joe liked to give people he just met the benefit of the doubt, but he couldn’t quite shake the impression that Lucius was a pompous, pretentious little numpty—and that was putting it nicely.  
 “This is, indeed, Lucius,” Vasmo said, licking his lips a little nervously, or so Joe thought. “He isn’t a wizard per se, but someone who was—and still might very well be—a very important facet of the Occultists’ Conclave’s future plans.” 

Ah, so that’s why he’s got a face like a bulldog licking poo off a thistle, Joe thought. This is the ‘Chosen One’.

 “Doesn’t look too happy about it, does he?” Grim said loudly from behind Joe.  
 Although he could not have known what thought Grim was replying to, Lucius bristled. His scowl etched its way even further into his face as he turned his startling green eyes on Grim. 
 “And there floats what should have been mine,” he spat. 
 Vasmo held up a stern hand and glared at the young man. “Hold your tongue, if you please, youngster. And do not start anything. We are all of us tired, and these are unprecedented times.” 
 Lucius stared daggers at Joe but said nothing more. 
 Vasmo looked from one young man to the other. “Get some rest, gentlemen. Tomorrow, your training begins.” 





 Chapter 15 
   
   
   
 Joe woke early the following morning and stared at the ceiling of his bedroom. He had, unsurprisingly, perhaps, after the preceding day’s adventures, slept deeply and without a single dream to trouble his repose. It must still have been early, for only the gray tentative light of approaching dawn illuminated the room. The foot posts of his four-poster bed were still just black lines in the gloom. 
 For the first time since he had become privy to this new, exciting, almost unbelievable magical world, he was slightly uneasy in his mind. That was saying something, seeing as there was a basement packed to bursting with all sorts of creatures that, should the mood take them, could probably maim, kill, or eat him—or a combination of the three—as easy as pie. 
 He ran his mind back over what had happened after Vasmo had led him, Thornas, Kestrel, and Lucius back into the house. There had been some desultory chat between the three wizards, but Lucius hadn’t uttered a single word. Having eaten already, not to mention being fairly knackered from the physical and mental exertions of the day, Joe had excused himself and headed up to bed early. Lucius had already gone ahead of him, though, shown to a room by Lilli. The last glimpse that Joe had caught of the black-haired young man before he marched sourly from the room, had been of the bright green eyes fixed contemptuously in his direction. 

Lucius… he thought, rolling onto his side with a sigh. There’s something about that guy. Damn, but I hope he doesn’t decide to take up the position of chief pain in the neck. He’s got that aggrieved toff insulted by the commoner thing going on. He’s obviously not happy about finding out that he’s not the one that’s going to be bonded to Grim.  
 “Can you really blame the little thwarted scalawag, eh?” Grim said from the bedside table that he was lying on. “I mean, c’mon, look at what he’s missing out on.” 
 “Maybe, I should just let him spend the day with you inside his head, rabbiting on like something with a bell clapper instead of a tongue,” Joe said, his voice vaguely muffled by his pillow. “He might sit down to dinner thinking that he actually got off the hook. He might see that he’s dodged an extremely wise-cracking smartass bullet.” 
 Grim, who was never one to let a light insult derail his train of thought, flipped up onto his edge. The two dents in his cover that Joe had always thought looked a bit like eyes were more pronounced in the dim light. The mouth-like scoring had a roguish slant to it. 
 “I know, I know, if I had a mouth, I’d have one big enough for ten rows of teeth,” the grimoire said, “but that’s just because I’ve got so much helpful and wise advice that I wish to impart to you, young human.” 
 Joe grunted. “I don’t suppose all that hard-earned percipience could wait until I’ve got a cuppa in my hands, could it?” 
 Grim considered this. “Probably not, no,” he said. 
 “Didn’t think so.” 
 Joe hoisted himself onto his elbows and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He looked over at the armchair in the corner of his room and saw that his clothes, which had been getting a certain lived-in quality to them, had been freshly laundered and lay folded on it. 
 “Hmm,” Grim said thoughtfully as Joe got out of bed and began to dress. “Yeah, this new guy might be called Lucius, but I’m detecting very little of the light about him.” 
 “What are you on about?” Joe asked as he buttoned his jeans and reached for his shirt. 
 “Your Latin is a little sub-par, is it?” Grim said. 
 “My Latin is nonexistent,” Joe said. 
 “Kids these days,” Grim said sadly. “The name Lucius stems from the Latin word ‘lux’, right? Meaning light.” 
 “Yeah, well, in a world where people are naming their kids after dragon queens, horses, their favorite restaurant chains, and who knows what else, excuse me for not putting too much store in a name,” Joe replied. 
 “Yeah, I suppose things are a bit different these days, aren’t they?” the grimoire said. “You know, I actually saw an article, in one of those trashy magazines that our dear Miss Spicer hides under the kitchen sink and reads when she thinks no one is watching, that recounted how a couple of parents couldn’t decide whether to call their daughter Stephanie or Tiffany.” 
 “And?” 
 “They split the difference. Called the poor kid Stiffany.” 
 Joe paused amid pulling on a sock. 
 “Yep,” he said resignedly. “Yep, that sounds about right. It’s a hell of a world out there.” 
 Grim rustled his pages enigmatically. 
 “So, in your vast and lengthy experience, would you say that I shouldn’t worry about this guy and just chalk his mood up to jealousy?” Joe asked. “You reckon I should trust Vasmo and his mates’ judgment?” 
 There was an incredulous pause in which Joe heard the early bird clear its throat outside and prepare to head off for a breakfast date with the worm. 
 “You’re having a laugh, aren’t you?” Grim said. “Trust? Wizards?” 
 Joe looked across at the grimoire. “What?” he asked.  
 “I mean, it’s all a case of trusting him to do what,” Grim said. “As a rule, though, trust and wizards, the pair’s like… handling jalapenos and then itching your… Well, let’s just say they don’t go together. That’s not to say that you can’t trust Vasmo and his pals to look out for you, but they’ve a lot invested in this Lucius chap, and wizards hate nothing more than admitting that they’re wrong. And it sounds to me like this is a bit of a cock-up at their end.” 
 “And Lucius?” Joe asked. 
 Grim made his little bookish shrugging motion by creasing his covers.  
 “Wizards and witches, successful ones at least, are slicker than boiled onions,” the grimoire said. “They have to be. This kid has been born and raised not just to be a magic user but a magic user with the weight of the future on his shoulders. Just keep an eye on him. He should be on your side, but we all know that envy is a mirror in which even the dodgiest, most misguided, and foul deeds can appear righteous and smart.” 
 Joe puffed out his cheeks. He had an inkling that today was going to be a long and trying one. Still, seeing as he was up, he may as well make himself useful. 
 “Come on,” he said to Grim. “I’m going to do the chores on the list Vasmo left me, then get some fresh air and walk the hellhound.” 
 “Fine idea, that man,” Grim said. “Clear your mind, get your chi centered, and whatever else it is you have to do to get your head in the game. I’ve got a feeling that you’re about to have one of those days that stretches a bloke’s patience.” 
 “Let’s hope it just gets stretched and not broken,” Joe muttered and headed downstairs on flannel feet. 
   
 * * * 
   
 “Not bad, Joe, not bad at all!” Vasmo said approvingly, waving around the golden pocket watch he had been studying. “A ten-second containment period followed by an orderly expulsion. Certainly a marked improvement from blowing the house up!” 
 “Jolly good show,” came the deep, approving voice of Thornas Toller from where he sat watching the proceedings on a garden bench.  
 Joe grinned appreciatively and wiped the sweat away from his forehead with the back of his forearm. 
 “Ten-second containment followed by an orderly expulsion,” Lilli Spicer commented under her breath as she picked up the tray of teacups and bustled back toward the house. “Reminds me of some of the dwarven bathtub gin that gets made back home in the Pennines.” 
 Joe puffed out his cheeks and took a deep breath. The day was overcast, but the clouds seemed to have trapped London’s heat under their pall. He had already had to remove his jacket despite being back out in the unofficial training ground that was the back garden, together with Vasmo, Thornas, Kestrel, and Lucius. 
 For the past couple of hours, Joe had been put through his paces by the older three magic users that Joe had come to look on as being ‘qualified’. He wasn’t at all sure if this was the correct term for a wizard or witch who was in total command of their powers, but it helped him to think of it like that. He didn’t think that magic outside of the storybooks was something that you could be given a license for. It felt more like the kind of ability or skill that you might have a natural knack for (or not) and be able to hone over time like a language or playing the piano. 
 Anyway, Vasmo, Kestrel, and Thornas had been taking it in turns to hit Joe with different spells to see if he could absorb their offensive magic in the same way that he had absorbed the glowing ball of light that Vasmo had cooked up a couple of days earlier in the basement.  
 With safeguards now in place around the highly volatile remnants of the manure piles, as well as a designated spot for Joe to expel any magic that he was able to sponge up, Joe had made some interesting progress. 
 “Indeed, you’re no longer acting as a rubber shield and bouncing the spells off like you were when we started, are you?” Kestrel said to him. 
 The tall, pale woman might have looked like an ice queen of the nouveau style, but she had turned out to have a warm personality. Though she seemed to be naturally taciturn, when she did speak it was in a lovely Scottish brogue. 
 And what she said was true. After he was knocked on his butt the first few times the three older thaumaturgists had fired weak spells at him—much to the delight of the spectating Lucius—Joe had managed to deflect one of Thornas’ wind spells away from him so that it knocked over a heavy stone bird bath in one corner of the garden.  
 To prove that it had not been a fluke, the rotund zephyrency practitioner—or wind wizard as Vasmo had explained—had fired another swirling vortex of localized wind at Joe straight away. Joe had deflected it once more, this time bringing down a small rotten bough from the apple tree behind him, which almost inadvertently concussed the lounging Lucius.  
 From there on, as he became more confident and more attuned to the abilities that his bond with Grim afforded him, Joe began to be able to draw in the spells fired at him more easily. Not only that, but he gradually became better and more consistent at holding the siphoned-off magic within himself and for longer.  
 “Do you need a moment?” Vasmo asked. 
 “Just a quick breather,” Joe said, putting his hands on his hips and straightening up. “It’s weird. I know I’m not really physically moving around that much, but it still takes it out of you.” 
 “So weird,” Lucius sneered in a mocking voice. 
 The other young man was sitting languidly on the sidelines on an ancient sun lounger. He had a blanket of Angora wool cast over his long legs and was wearing a tweed jacket that he probably hoped made him look sophisticatedly scholarly, but which Joe reckoned made him look like a substitute math teacher more than anything else. He had spent the morning being fussed and fawned over by a stony-faced Lilli, who looked to have been instructed by her gaffer to try and keep the former ‘Chosen One’ from throwing his toys out of the cot. 
 “Although the magical muscles might not be visible as the muscles of the bodies are, they still take energy to use,” Vasmo said. “They still need to be fed, maintained, and looked after. And, as I have said before, like the muscles of the body, the more you use them, the stronger they become.” 
 Out of the corner of his eye, Joe saw Lucius shake his head. He got the impression that the other young man felt like all this was elementary stuff. Information that a child should know. 
 “So, ten seconds is all right?” Joe asked Vasmo. 
 “Ten seconds is a good start,” the old man said. He walked over to a metal table and chairs and poured himself a drink of water from a carafe. As he poured his drink, Momo slid from around his shoulders and hopped onto one of the chairs. He regarded Joe solemnly through his star-bright eyes. 
 “Wow, ten seconds,” drawled Lucius, stretching his arms over his head. Somehow, he even managed to make that simple action reek of disdain. “At this rate, you should be a vaguely competent wizard in around five years or so.” 
 “Oh, I don’t know about that,” said Kestrel in a level voice, pronouncing ‘don’t know’ as ‘daenae’. “It seems to me like Joe’s getting his eye in a bit now. Shouldn’t be long before he shows us what a bonny fighter he might be.” 
 Joe didn’t bother replying to Lucius’ taunt. It wasn’t that the other guy’s jibes didn’t grate on his nerves, it was just that he felt as if his energies could be better used mastering his own powers. That way, when Lucius eventually got to the point of doing something that couldn’t be ignored, Joe could more efficiently and satisfyingly deal with the smarmy git. 
 Kestrel got up from where she had been sitting, stroking the top of Horace’s big white head with her foot. The otso bear had been snoozing contentedly ever since they had all trooped out into the garden. 
 “One more crack from me, boyo,” Kestrel said. “Then we’ll mix things up a wee bit.” 
 Kestrel Gage was, as Joe had found out not long before, a practitioner of Verglasency. 
 “It’s a bit of a mouthful, so I’ll not hold it against you if you refer to it as ice magic,” she had told him. 
 This meant that she, through Horace, was able to make use of a host of frigid spells that gave the phrase ‘take a chill pill’ a whole new meaning. It had been fairly uncomfortable, the first time Joe had failed to absorb one of her ice spells as he shivered and waited for the feeling to return to his numb fingers. 
 Joe took up the position he had been standing in for the past couple of hours while Lucius watched on with that same acidulous expression on his face. 
 “Okay,” Joe said, nodding at Kestrel. “Let me have it.” 
 Kestrel’s eyes went an opaque milky white as she channeled magic from the slumbering white bear nearby. She drew back her hand and then flicked it forward, almost like she was tossing a snowball. A fluttering ball of swirling ice shards, held together with blue and white light, skipped through the air between Kestrel and Joe like a stone across an invisible lake. Joe linked with Grim, who was floating nearby, just before the spell reached him. 
 It was a strange sensation, that moment when he allowed the magic to enter him as if through a doorway. It was like seeing a bullet coming for him, and instead of doing everything he could to get out of the way or protect himself from it, he had to open his arms and try to hug it to him. He was slowly getting used to it, though. 
 The spell struck at chest height. Joe was aware of the potential of the magic, and he could feel how, if he were to let it, it would freeze and burn and numb him all at once. Instead of fighting it, though, he embraced it. It helped to think of it like catching a cricket ball that had been belted at you. You could either let it hit you dead-on and feel the full brunt of the blow or time your catch so that you moved with the ball, gradually taking the sting out of it. 
 Joe rolled with the magical punch. He still felt a definite pressure, a definite force, as the spell impacted him, but the spite of the spell dispersed before he gathered the rest of the magical energy to him. 
 All of a sudden, he was chock-full of hijacked ice magic. He could feel it tickling at the ends of his fingers, burning with a menthol intensity in his lungs, and vibrating in his chest with a frequency that reminded him of someone running a wet finger around the rim of a wine glass. 
 He held onto that magic for as long as he could. With a fierceness that had him gritting his teeth, he tried to swallow that commandeered magic. He tried to find somewhere inside of himself to store it, but he just couldn’t figure out where the extra power could go. What made it harder was that with every passing second, the intensity of the vibrations he felt grew more acute. They elbowed every other concern out of his mind until it took every ounce of his concentration to just not fire it indiscriminately in the direction he happened to be facing. 
 With a semi-frustrated cry, Joe turned and unleashed the magic into the patch of garden that had been designated as the reservoir of collateral magic. A messy stream of glittering white magic erupted from his upraised palm. It splashed into what had formerly been a tangled mass of decades-old bramble bushes and established dandelions but was now more of a patch of churned and ravaged mud. Hoarfrost spread in pretty patches across the trashed section of garden, the claggy mud freezing and cracking where the magic hit it. 
 “Come on, that must have been eleven seconds, was it?” Joe panted, looking over at Vasmo. 
 The old wizard froze in position, a buttered crumpet halfway to his bearded lips, his pocket watch most assuredly not in his hand. 
 “Uh, yes. Yes, I’d say it was. Absolutely,” he said.      
 Joe rolled his eyes. 
 A languid applause made Joe turn. It was Lucius, standing on his feet in mock celebration. His face was bereft of its usual disparaging smirk, but derision glittered in his leaf-green eyes. 
 “Bravo,” he said. “I haven’t seen such an impressive display since I was about six and playing with all the other newbie magic users.” 
 Joe raised his eyebrows and chuckled. 
 “Come off it,” he said amiably. “You don’t expect me to believe that someone like you had any mates, do you? Pull the other one, it’s got bells on.” 
 Lucius’ cocky face morphed into one of undignified anger. 
 “Watch how you speak to me,” he said in a low voice, striding over to Joe and poking him in the chest. “You’re barely better than any other run-of-the-mill common Londoner.” 
 Joe blinked, looked down at where Lucius had poked him, then looked up again. 
 “That was an insult, was it?” he asked. 
 “I think it might have been, yeah,” Grim said from next to him. “Not a great one, mind, but he’s only been here a day. The fellow might get better at it as we go along.” 
 “Steady now,” rumbled the deep bass voice of Thornas Toller. The corpulent wizard was trying to extricate himself from the bench he had been relaxing on, but with his short legs, it was taking him a moment. 
 Lucius’ eyes narrowed and flicked over to Grim. 
 “You’re nothing but a lottery winner,” he said. “A prole in the right place at the right time.” 
 Joe refused to rise to the bait. It would have been as easy and natural as breathing to give this berk a thick ear, but he didn’t think it would make things better. It would undoubtedly make him feel a lot better, but it would only exacerbate the tension between them. 
 Instead, he subjected the other young man to a long, cool stare. It was something he had seen his Uncle Steve do on numerous occasions to other tradesmen on building sites when things had gotten heated for one reason or another. 
 Thornas had managed to extricate himself from the clutches of the bench but made no move to intervene. Joe had a sneaking suspicion that the older thaumaturgists were letting this one play out. Sometimes, airing grievances was the only way to break the tension.  
 After a few seconds of intense nose-to-nose eye contact, Lucius stirred and said, “What do you think you’re looking at, Ramsey?” 
 Joe cocked his head to one side. 
 “I’m still trying to figure it out,” he replied. 
 Lucius’ face flushed. He opened his mouth to snarl something but was cut off by the sharp clearing of a throat.   
 “Lucius, this attitude of yours does you no credit,” Vasmo said, his voice thick with unspoken warning and, a little less dramatically, crumpet. “You have been trained to show more decorum, have you not?” 
 This sentence seemed to poke at a delicate part of the young man standing opposite Joe. For the space of a blink of an eye, the smug veneer cracked, and Joe caught sight of what he thought might be the real Lucius underneath. For a flash, he saw a young guy who put on a good show of having life by the scruff of the neck but was really winging it just as much as everyone else. In the depths of the bright emerald eyes, Joe thought he saw an almost overwhelming uncertainty; the soul of a man who had been walking on velvet only to have the rug pulled from under him. 
 Lucius stuck his bottom lip out at Joe. 
 “Oh dear, I wouldn’t want to offend the poor newbie,” he said scathingly. “My apologies, sir. I remember how inept and self-conscious I was when I was first introduced to this wonderful world of ours.” 
 “Yes, well, if you could take your seat, or at least perceive that whatever feelings of competitiveness the pair of you might feel toward one another, they pale in comparison to the greater threat that looms,” Thornas Toller said, “then perhaps we might continue. The sun is over the yardarm, and I for one could do with some refreshment.” 
 “Very well,” Lucius said, his unctuous, refined accent dripping with insincerity. 
 With another of his trademark smirks, he turned and sprawled himself back on the lounger, pulling his fine woolen blanket back over his long legs. 
 “Excellent,” Vasmo said, doing his best to surf over the tension that had pervaded the back garden. “Now, to the next test, if you please.” 
 He pulled a sheaf of notes out from the inside of his kimono, magicked a quill from somewhere, and began scribbling. 
 “What are you writing?” Joe asked. 
 “I’m—” the old wizard began. 
 “He’s documenting,” Grim interrupted. 
 “Well, yes. Yes, I am documenting,” Vasmo said testily. “The link that you share with this loud-mouthed, know-all volume of vulgarity is one that very little is known about. I intend to rectify that situation if I’m able.” 
 “Makes sense,” Joe said. “So, what is the next test?” 
 The next test involved Kestrel and Thornas assaulting Joe with ice and wind magic. 
 Simultaneously. 
 As had been the result when he had faced their supernatural barrages at the beginning of the training session, now too Joe found himself flat on his back the first few times he faced the experienced witch and wizard. They didn’t hit him with any spells that outright hurt or caused him obvious injury, but it was far from comfortable falling repeatedly on his already nicely bruised backside. 
 “Come on, Grim,” he said as he hauled himself to his feet for the third time, “you were all sagacity and intelligence this morning. What am I doing wrong here?” 

Any advice that’ll wipe the smug look from Lucius’ face will do, he added mentally. Otherwise, if I do manage to take possession of some second-hand magic, I’m liable to fling it at him. 

 “We wouldn’t want that,” the grimoire said as he floated over. “You might ruin that natty tweed jacket of his and that’d be a crying shame, wouldn’t it.” 
 He didn’t bother to keep his voice down. Joe was fairly certain that tact and subtlety were two things that Grim was totally unaware of. Maybe apparently immortal books didn’t have to worry about offending mortals who were, in the grand scheme of things, here today and gone tomorrow.  
 “Just give me a pointer,” Joe muttered, being careful to avoid Lucius’ glare, which he thought he could feel starting to blister his face. 
 “You’re trying too hard, my old mucker,” Grim said. He was falling more and more into the distinct London patois. Joe wondered whether he did this wherever he was in the world. 
 “Trying too hard?” Joe repeated. 
 “Yeah, mate,” the levitating tome said. “You’re trying to concentrate on blocking two different spells, am I right?” 
 “Well, yeah.” 
 “See. Your perspective is all wrong,” Grim said. 
 “What the hell has perspective got to do with it?” Joe shot at him, stretching a kink out of his back. 
 Grim did a double-take. “Life is all about perspective, sonny Jim. All about how you interpret things,” he said. “Haven’t you figured that out yet? For goodness sake, you’re sitting on a bloody big ball of gas, water, and liquid rock, which just so happens to be the perfect distance from a sphere of hot plasma, heated to incandescence by nuclear fusion reactions in its core, and you don’t think that the interpretation of things in front of you might have some importance in this chaotic bingo game you call life?” 
 Joe opened and closed his mouth. He opened it again, made a small noise, then closed it. 
 “Is that your carp impression?” Grim said. “It’s very good. Very life-like.”     
 The grimoire floated closer so that only Joe could hear his next words. 
 “You’re looking, as human beings are prone to do, like everything is separate, yeah?” Grim said. “Well, magic ain’t. Stop looking at those incantations coming toward you as two separate spells, and try looking at them as two threads from a single ball of massively tangled yarn. Follow me?” 
 “No,” Joe said. 
 Grim’s pages stirred as he sighed. 
 “Just… see them as two halves to a whole,” the book said. “Take the pair in with both hands, rather than trying to catch each with separate hands, okay? 
 Joe nodded, though he was still trying to get his nut around this instruction. 
 He didn’t have long to ponder the grimoire’s words. As soon as Grim had floated off again, like a boxer’s corner man, Thornas and Kestrel struck again. The eyes of the fat little bloke with the mustache glowed bright yellow as Kestrel’s went that strange opaque white. 
 This time, the result was different. 
 Joe absorbed both spells, sponging them up with an ease that caught him off-balance. The feeling of having both ice magic and air magic roiling around inside of him was very odd—like having two contesting energies fighting inside of him. As a result of this tumultuous feeling of magical stomach upset, Joe had to release the combined magic a lot sooner than expected. However, when he did fire it into the designated spot in the garden, the magic came out not just as a straight regurgitation of a blast of brutal wind or a shower of small blunt icicles but as a gust of icy air. 
 “Goodness gracious me, did you see that?” Vasmo exclaimed excitedly. “Did you see that? The lad combined the two spells inside of himself! Then, poof! Out comes something entirely different!” 
 Vasmo and his two companions looked fascinated. There was one person, though, who did not seem excited about this new development. 
 Lucius got to his feet, stretched his arms above his head once more, and yawned with fantastic ostentatiousness.  
 “If you’ll excuse me, tutors,” he drawled as he fastened the button of his tweed jacket, “I’d like to beg your leave.” 
 “And why is that, Mr. Umbra?” Thornas rumbled. 
 ”I think perusing some of the interesting volumes I spied in the library last night would be more beneficial to me than being witness to Ramsey’s continuing lack of form,” Lucius said smoothly. 
 “Oh, don’t go,” Joe said lightly. “I won’t be able to concentrate without the backing track of all your razor-sharp witticisms.” 
 Lucius glowered at Joe but said nothing. 
 “Very well, Lucius,” Vasmo said. “Off you go. The rest of us will be in shortly. I apologize that we were not able to accommodate you or involve you in this particular piece of practice.” 
 Lucius inclined his head in a respectful little bow that made Joe want to kick him squarely in his pompous ass, then turned and walked through the French doors and into the house. 
 “Not my biggest fan, that one, is he?” Joe said, turning to face the old man. 
 “I wouldn’t let it get to you,” Vasmo said gruffly. “You must understand what a terrible blow this probably is to the young fellow’s pride—and there are few creatures more prideful than a young man standing on the threshold of his twenties at the best of times.” 
 He scratched disconsolately at his tangled doormat of a beard for a moment. Joe tried his hardest to keep the horror at what he saw fall out of the facial fuzz to a minimum.  
 “Yes,” Vasmo mused. “Yes, that is one of the chief problems doing what we do, Ramsey.” 
 “What’s that, gaffer?” Joe asked. 
 “We spend days and weeks and months dealing with the noble creatures that lodge with us in our menagerie,” the old man said. “It is easy to forget that not all living things are as easy to understand as a hellhound or a pollywog.” 
 “I’m still not entirely sold on the pollywog, Vasmo,” Joe said, giving the old wizard a small smile, but Vasmo was staring off into the distance. 
 ”Sometimes I forget,” the old wizard mumbled with a soupçon of regret in his voice. “I forget that when thinking and talking bipeds are involved, you are not necessarily dealing with creatures of logic. Instead, you are dealing with creatures bristling with various aspirations, secrets and dreams, prejudices, fears, and motivations driven by pride and vanity.” 
 “That might be so, gaffer,” Grim said, “but it still doesn’t excuse the lad from being a total twerp.” 
 “Agreed,” Joe said. 
 Vasmo seemed to come to himself then. He cleared his throat and looked around at Joe, Thornas, and Kestrel.  
 “Right, now,” he said. “Let us try one final test. It might be too much for you, Joe, but as I have probably said before, the best views and most interesting perspectives are often granted to those standing on the edge.” 
 “Uh, I’m not sure if that’s entirely comforting,” Grim pointed out. 
 “You’re going to see if the lad can handle all three of us sending magic his way, is that it, Vasmo?” Kestrel asked. 
 “That’s right,” the old man replied. 
 Thornas scratched pensively at the gut that strained at the front of his kimono-style wizarding outfit. He pushed his pointed hat to the back of his balding head as if he might be able to see Vasmo’s motives a little more clearly. 
 “Surely, though, he’s too green to fend off all three of us,” he said. 
 “Probably,” Vasmo replied cheerfully. “But that is what all this is about: experimentation.” He pointed at his sheaf of notes on the little metal table, which were trapped under his water glass. “We are quite literally writing the book on the bond that Joe has with the grimoire. We still know far too little about it, and there’s only one career path in life in which ignorance should be cherished.” 
 “Aye,” Kestrel said, “and there’s not one of us who is looking to take up as a politician, is there?” 
 “All right, then,” Joe said. “I feel like I’m in a bit of a groove. Let’s give it a go.” 
 The four of them lined up, Joe on one side and Vasmo, Kestrel, and Thornas on the other.  
 “Ready, Mr. Ramsey?” Vasmo asked. 
 Joe set his feet and squared his shoulders. 
 “Remember, kid,” Grim advised from nearby, “don’t let it overwhelm you. Don’t get distracted. Absorb three magics as you would one. Don’t think in numbers. Magic doesn’t work like that. It doesn’t obey any of the rules that humans have cooked up to help them make sense of their world.” 
 Joe nodded at the floating tome, then he gave the old man the thumbs-up. 
 Light. Ice. Wind. 
 It was a dazzling combination—quite literally. 
 The spiraling blast of gale-force wind that Thornas unleashed whipped the ultra-fine ice crystals of Kestrel’s spell up into a double helix of shimmering powdered glass. This sparkling airborne gyre was shot through with pure white light, Vasmo’s Lambency manifesting as a piercing finger of beaming brightness. 
 What the spells might have achieved, separately or combined, was of little concern to Joe. He would have been interested had he been sitting on the sidelines with a drink and a notebook, but, as the incantations’ sole target, his chief care was in avoiding getting smoked by any of them. 
 He braced himself, dipped mentally into Grim’s magic, and let the offensive magic ground in him like he was a lightning rod and they were three bolts of celestial electricity. The sheer force of the three separate hexes was enough to send him stumbling back. With immense difficulty, but a matching gusto and determination, Joe soaked in the three brands of magic. 
 In a rush that took his breath away and replaced it with pure hijacked magic, he found himself filled to the brim. He could feel his eyes glow like a couple of golden searchlights. With an effort, Joe staggered around to face the patch of garden that had been designated as the excess magic dumping ground. However, such was the intensity of the swooping, surging roar and rush of the magic he had soaked in that he could barely contain it. 
 “Bugger!” he cried. “Get clear!” 
 He fell to his knees, bowed his head to try and stop it swimming and spinning, then raised his hands in what he desperately hoped was the right direction. 
 Magic ripped out of him. Such was the ferocity of the deluge that Joe was amazed it wasn’t producing an air-splitting, window-shattering roar. As Grim had mentioned, though, magic did not play by the same rules, nor conform to the expectations placed on it by human beings. The sound was like a concentrated rush of storm wind, bolstered with a high-pitched ringing that was on the very edge of hearing. 
 As for the visual side of things, the torrent was a beautiful shimmering cascade that looked like light made liquid or, maybe, air made solid. The magic hit the deckchair and table where Lucius had so recently been reclining and spitting out his caustic insults at Joe. The spell froze the furniture solid, then melted it, then blasted it into a zillion fragments of liquefied nothingness, all in the space of time it might have taken a hummingbird to pass wind. 
 In a frazzled second, it was all over. Joe was left kneeling on the lawn, panting, while Grim came and floated companionably at his shoulder. 
 “Well,” the grimoire said, “I think it’s safe to say that if old Lucius was watching that little display from a window, he might very well rethink the next barbed insult he casts your way.” 
 Joe got to his feet and turned to see the three other thaumaturgists looking at him in frank astonishment. Thornas took off his hat, wiped a bead of sweat from his beefy pink dome, and swapped looks with Kestrel. The tall woman raised a sharp eyebrow. 
 Vasmo continued staring at Joe for a long moment, then he snatched up his notes and started scribbling frantically. 
 “Everything okay?” Joe asked. 
 “Oh, yes. Yes, indeed,” the old wizard said. “It’s just fascinating is all. Absolutely fascinating. I begin to think that perhaps the Iron Order will not have it all their own way after all.”



 Chapter 16 
   
   
   
 Whether it was because they thought he might be tired or because they were keen to avoid becoming onlookers at a fistfight, Joe was given the rest of the afternoon off. 
 “Spend some time with Miss Spicer,” Vasmo had told him, his eyes sparkling as he patted Joe on the shoulder and sent him on his way. “She’ll keep your mind occupied and your hands out of trouble. Who knows, you might even learn something from her.” 
 Joe needed very little encouragement to hang out with the dwarven maid. After their run-in with the Iron Order around the Regent’s Park, the prickly little woman had thawed considerably toward him. Not that she had been overly cold or aloof before, but Joe was of the opinion that he had proved to her that he was not entirely useless, green as he was. He liked to think that he had gained a modicum of her respect. 
 Leaving Lucius to enjoy a bit of book-based tutoring with Vasmo, Kestrel, and Thornas in the library—after Thornas had made sure to requisition a large serving bowl of beef bourguignon from Durango, which was filling the house with a mouthwatering fragrance—Joe went in search of Lilli. 
 He found her in the kitchen, where she and Grim were busy helping the cook prepare for dinner. Well, Lilli was—she stood on a stool and peeled potatoes into the huge farmhouse sink. Grim was floating around like a very talkative book-shaped helium balloon. 
 When Durango looked up from the mammoth black range he was carefully cooking a vast amount of bouillabaisse over and saw Joe, he looked relieved. He was wearing an apron, and his chef’s toque was leaning at a rakish angle, which did not match his stony facial features. 
 “Ah, Monsieur Ramsey, thank goodness you’re ’ere,” the gargoyle said. “Perhaps you might be able to curb this papery flying thing’s penchant for flapping his pages and telling all these terrible things that ’e assures us our jokes. The cooking of a bouillabaisse is a delicate and serious thing. It is not a time for jokes.” 
 Joe looked over at Grim.  
 “Aaaah, that’s because I haven’t hit you with this one, mate,” Grim said. “You’ll love this one. It’s food-related, you know. Now, how does it go again…? Ah, yeah. One time I cried while my dad was chopping up onions.” 
 The grimoire paused for a beat, then said, “I miss Onions. She was a good dog.” 
 His voice was probably meant to be placating, but Joe saw Durango’s bat-like ears fold back on his head as he carefully sprinkled in a few threads of saffron into a pot filled with a rich red sauce. With his other hand, the gargoyle extended a razor-sharp claw and began dicing up a fennel bulb. 
 “Good grief,” Lilli said, shaking her head. 
 “Or this one. You’ll love this one, Durango,” Grim said, floating over until he was about two feet from the gargoyle’s tense back and bristling wings. “What do you call a three-legged cow? Eh? What do you call it? Lean beef!” 
 “Grim?” Joe said. 
 “What do you call a cow with no legs?” Grim said, entering the dangerous stage of jocularity where the only way to stop them from spilling out every rubbish joke they have stored in their memory banks is to physically assault them.  
 “Grim!” Joe said loudly. 
 Grim halted at the cusp of the punchline of a particularly crass joke involving a moth, a tractor, and an underqualified psychiatrist. 
 “Yes, Joe?” he said. 
 “Can you be quiet for a minute, please?” Joe asked. 
 “Sure, mate,” Grim said. 
 Silence fell like a spell. Joe saw Durango visibly relaxing as he began to grate some orange zest onto a chopping board. 
 “Uh, was there something you wanted to say, kid…?” Grim asked. 
 “Hm? No. No, I just wanted you to zip it for a few minutes,” Joe said. “I was doing you a favor. I mean, I know you have a few dings and scratches on your cover, but I bet Durango throwing a cleaver at you would make a mark even you’d find hard to deal with.” 
 Grim elected to be silent after that. 
 “Can I help at all?” Joe asked. 
 “You ’ave ’eard the expression that too many cooks spoil the broth, non?” Durango said, not looking up from the bunch of herbs he was fastidiously tying with string. 
 “Yes,” Joe said. 
 “Well, two cooks in my kitchen is too many,” the grouchy French gargoyle said. “I only suffer the dwarf to peel the potatoes because—” 
 “—Durango secretly has a soft, marshmallowy center,” Lilli cut in sweetly, “and it saves me from having to go out there and run around after that spoiled brat, Lucius Umbra.” 
 Durango grunted and muttered something in his native tongue. 
 “Well, Vasmo suggested I come and help you out, Lilli,” Joe said, swinging his arms at his side. “I think he was worried that if Lucius and I stayed in the same room together we were going to make the basement explosion look like a teddy bear’s picnic.” 
 “Fortuitously, young man,” Lilli said, tossing the last spud into the sink and stepping down off her stool, “I have just finished.” 
 “Great,” Joe said. “What do you fancy doing?” 
 Lilli gave Joe an appraising look, her blocky little head tilted to one side. 
 “How do you feel after your training?” she asked. 
 Joe stretched from side to side. “My back’s a bit sore,” he admitted. 
 “Probably twinged it one of the many times you got knocked over,” Grim pointed out helpfully. 
 “Cheers, Grim,” Joe said. 
 “Take one of your analeptic capsules,” Lilli suggested. 
 “The healing powder tablets?” Joe asked. 
 “That’s right,” the dwarf said. “Then come with me. I think we could busy ourselves doing something that the gaffer might approve of.” 
 “And what’s that?” Joe asked, pulling out the tin containing the healing caps, opening it, and popping one into his mouth. 
 “I’m going to start showing you the art of the apothecary,” Lilli said. “You’re going to learn—to try and learn—how to make your very own powders.” 
   
 * * *  
   
 Lilli and Joe ended up back in the laundry, which also doubled as the apothecary. While the little maid bustled about and began setting up a station to work at, Joe marveled at the efficaciousness of the analeptic capsules. As soon as it had settled in his stomach, he felt a warmth spread through his insides. This warmth snaked seductively through him, touching and soothing little aches and pains that he hadn’t even realized he was carrying.  
 When it reached his lower back, where his chief discomfort lay, the healing warmth paused. For a few seconds it intensified, so much so that Joe winced. Then it faded. When it had gone, Joe found that the pain he had felt had gone with it. 
 “That stuff is amazing!” Joe said enthusiastically. “You could make a killing selling that to sports teams and athletes, Lilli.” 
 The dwarf shrugged her square shoulders as she retrieved all sorts of pieces of equipment from cupboards and shelves. There were pestles and mortars, beakers, knives, spoons, industrial-sized syringes, and a heap of other fantastical-looking gear. 
 “I did broach it with the gaffer a while back,” she said, “but there’s just no way that you’d be able to get it through all those boring rigorous testing committees that need to okay something before it can be used. It’s ironic, love, because it’s naught but organic ingredients, and they seem to be all the rage these days.” 
 Joe considered this. “Yeah, but I guess it’d be pretty hard to convince a board of mortal doctors that what they’re looking at down their microscopes really are the snout scales of a drake, the claw clippings of a hydra, the butt hair of a giant rat, or whatever else might be in them,” he said. 
 Lilli chuckled. “That’s right, lad,” she said. “Those beggars are so damn dubious when it comes to the butt hair of giant rats. Now, come here and help me lay these cutting tools out, smallest to biggest.” 
 Joe did as he was told, carefully placing the collection of scalpels and choppers in a neat row along a bench. 
 “Lilli?” he asked. 
 “Yes, young man,” the dwarf replied, not looking up from the mortar she was wiping out with a cloth. 
 “Is there a particular powder that you enjoy making the most or that is, I don’t know, special to dwarves?” Joe asked. 
 Not for the first time, Lilli hit him with another one of those looks. It was a look that was part blindsided surprise, part confounded skepticism. 
 “What?” Joe asked. 
 “Nothing, dear, it’s just…” the dwarf said. 
 “It’s just that our delightful and fiery-tempered dwarf here doesn’t understand how a newcomer to his world of magic keeps coming up with one profound question after another,” Grim said. 
 “Profound?” Joe asked, surprised in his turn. “How is that a profound question? If you want the truth, I only thought that there might be certain powders that are known only to certain races or people because I’ve listened to the audiobook of The Lord of the Rings about a million times at work, and elves and orcs and dwarves all seem to have their own special baked goods or liquor, you know.”   
 Lilli snorted at this explanation.  
 “Well, it was still a fine question, ducky,” she said. “And the answer is yes, there is a particular powder that is known only to the dwarves. A strengthening powder called thewdust.” 
 “And how do you make it?” Joe asked. 
 “You know, perhaps it’s his sheer ignorance of magical manners that helps him find these questions,” Grim said happily. 
 Lilli chuckled to herself and patted Joe on the arm. 
 “Asking a particular group of people how they make those powders or potions that are unique to their culture is a little like cultural appropriation,” the dwarf explained. 
 Joe made an understanding noise in his throat. “Oh, I see,” he said. “Yeah, that’s a pretty juicy topic on many mortal internet forums. Very easy way to offend people. I apologize for being rude, Lilli.” 
 “Don’t be silly, love,” Lilli said gruffly. “You weren’t to know. Heck, maybe I will show you one day if you try and keep your head down and behave while you’re here.” 
 “Head down? Behave?” Grim interjected. “Where the hell is the fun in that? Nothing worth doing ever got done by behaving.” The grimoire shook himself from side to side. There was a definite air of disappointment about the way he moved. “Behave… Honestly, Miss Spicer, I know you’re better than that.” 
 Looking up at the grimoire and his theatrical heavy-heartedness, Joe was suddenly struck by a thought. 
 “Guys,” he said, “you know how powders are made with all sorts of elements taken from magical creatures? Well, would it be possible to use one of Grim’s pages as the base of a powder?” 
 Lilli paused in her mortar polishing and looked up at Joe. Grim, for once, appeared to be struck dumb. 
 “I’m not sure,” the dwarf said slowly, glancing over at Grim. “Theoretically, all magical creatures’ materials can be turned into some kind of powder—theoretically. But, to my knowledge—and I take a professional interest in such things, you might say—no one’s ever made a powder from a grimoire before. They’re just too rare.” 
 “And no one has ever used my sensitive and wisdom-packed leaves to make one,” Grim said, “because I’d bloody well remember it.” 
 Joe looked up at where Grim was floating around near the ceiling. He tried to keep the speculation out of his eye as he wondered what such a powder might do. As far as he had been able to tell, or had heard from the others, Grim was something of an unknown entity. He might be a bit of a hubristic, sarcastic, wise-cracking son of a binder, but he was undoubtedly powerful. 
 “Can you stop looking at me in that vaguely creepy speculative fashion, please,” Grim said. “It’s making me feel like a piece of meat in the butcher’s shop window.” 
 “Sorry,” Joe said. “It’s an interesting thought, though, huh? You might be the source of one of the most potent powders ever created.” 
 “Lucky old me,” Grim replied. 
 “Don’t tell me your ego doesn’t love the sound of that,” Joe said. 
 “I’ll tell you what, why don’t I give you a page, if you pull out one of your fingernails,” the grimoire said. 
 “But that’d really hurt,” Joe said. 
 “And just because plucking out one of my pages wouldn’t hurt doesn’t make the sacrifice as great?” Grim asked. 
 “No, I never said that,” Joe said. “I mean, look, I’m not going to lie to you—I don’t think I could lie to you even if I wanted to—but I am intrigued to see if we could make some kind of powder using one of your pages. However, I’m not the sort of jerk who is going to pressure you into handing one over for experimentation purposes because that’s just not cool. That’s not the kind of person I want to be.”  
 Grim tilted in the air as he looked down at Joe. 
 “We’re friends, right?” Joe said. 
 “Right,” Grim said. 
 “We’re bond-mates, yeah?” 
 “Yeah,” Grim agreed. 
 “Right, so if you don’t want to, then that’s fine, man,” Joe said. “But I am asking you if you want to give it a go. You’re always banging on about how you’ve been around the block, but you haven’t ever done this, have you? The number of things that you haven’t seen or haven’t done must make up a pretty short list these days.” 
 “Are you trying to appeal to my vanity?” Grim asked Joe suspiciously. 
 “A little bit, yeah,” Joe admitted. “Is it working?” 
 “A little bit, yeah.” 
 “Well?” 
 Grim considered the proposition. His bookish form tilted this way and that. 
 “What do you reckon, Miss Spicer?” he asked Lilli. 
 Lilli made a noncommittal face. “Do whatever you like, dear,” she said, “but do it quietly, for goodness sake.” 
 “Oh, she’s such a tough nut to crack, ain’t she!” Grim said, turning to look at Joe. “Cool as a penguin’s berry basket. I bet that little professional apothecary streak inside her wants to know, though. What do you reckon, Joe?” 
 “I reckon you could be right,” Joe said. 
 “Did you just say berry basket?” Lilli shot at the floating book, but Grim wasn’t listening. 
 “I’ll tell you what,” Grim said. “I’ll acquiesce to your request. But you have to earn the page.” 
 Joe sighed. “How?” he asked. 
 “You’ve got to catch me!” Grim said. The door to the laundry burst open, and the grimoire sped off, giggling like a maniac.  
 The chase through the house that followed was one of those thrilling ones. It was of the variety that all school children, or kids that are up past their bedtime, know, where both quarry and hunter have to try and stay as silent as they can so as not to alert the authorities that be—in this case, the three proper thaumaturgists who were busy trying to teach Lucius Umbra in the library. 
 Joe legged it after Grim up and down the house, into almost every room. 
 “You’ll never catch me, paltry biped!” Grim was yelling as he shot back into the kitchen at shoulder height, doing his best Bond villain impression. “Never! Mwah-ha-hah—”  
 A flying block of gruyère cheese, thrown by an irate Durango, caused Grim to dodge in mid-air and cut his mocking laughter short. 
 “Ha!” the tome cried when he had righted himself. “You’ll need more than cheese to assail me, Frenchman. You’ll—” 
 A broom flipped up out of nowhere, caught Grim square in the cover, and slapped him hard into the kitchen floor. A moment later, Joe arrived and dived breathlessly onto the prostrate book, squashing him flat under his weight. 
 “It seems,” came a muffled voice from somewhere under Joe’s chest, “that I have been bested. Fine French cheese, a broom, and the armpit of a young man: the grimoire’s kryptonite.” 
 “Mon Dieu! Gruyère is not French, it is Swiss! Don’t you know anything, heathen thing?” Durango exploded. “Now, get out of my kitchen before you utter any more blasphemy!” 
 As the man, dwarf, and book made their exit and headed back to the apothecary-cum-laundry, Grim said to Joe, “When was the last time you showered, kid? You’re a little ripe. Trust one who has been crushed into the inner depths of your armpit.” 
 “I was sweating my ass off outside!” Joe muttered. “Excuse me for not foreseeing that you and I would be so up close and personal.” 
 When they had closed the door of the apothecary behind them, the first thing that Grim did was to warn Joe that he had a finite number of pages, and they didn’t grow back. 
 “All sorts of selfish, power-crazed, drooling loonies have tried to steal pages from me before, kid,” the grimoire said. “Lured to me by my power—and my good looks, I like to think—there have been many chancers willing to incur my wrath, or the wrath of the one I was bonded with, for a chance of nicking one of my hallowed folios. I’m embarrassed to say that one or two of them did succeed.” 
 “We don’t have to try this, mate,” Joe said. 
 “Nah, it’s fine, Joe, it’s fine,” Grim said magnanimously. “I know a budding evil mastermind in the making, and you don’t strike me as the type. You go ahead. A deal is a deal.” 
 Carefully, using a scalpel to make as neat a job of it as possible, Joe removed one of the pages from near the center of Grim’s bookish body. As he made the last little slice, Grim began shrieking at the top of his voice. Shocked, Joe fell over a small stool that Lilli used to reach certain shelves and mouthed silently up at the screaming book. 

Holy crap, I’ve only gone and irrevocably damaged him, he thought in stunned disbelief. What have I done? What have I—?

 “Ah, just pulling your leg, mate!” Grim said, shutting off the scream like he had it on tap. “I couldn’t resist! You should have seen your face.” 
 Muttering curses at the grimoire under his breath, Joe got to his feet and examined the page. 
 He had noticed, as Grim had rifled through himself to find a page he was willing to give up, that Grim seemed to be able to change what was written on his parchment leaves. Most of the pages had text on them, though there were a few with diagrams, roughly inked blueprints, and even a few containing maps. All of them seemed to be able to change and swirl, somewhat like the page that had acted as a GPS on two separate occasions. 
 While inside Grim, the ink had seemed fresh and wet and had been moving around as seamlessly as blood in a human’s veins. However, when Joe had removed the page, the ink had immediately settled and dried. 
 Joe couldn’t read what was on the page he had removed as it was in a strange language he’d never seen before. He had learned French and German at school, and he would have recognized them if he had seen them, as well as Italian and Spanish. However, this writing was like nothing he had ever even seen before. If he had had to draw a comparison, it might have been to Arabic, but even then, the match was flimsy at best. 
 Joe showed the page to Lilli to see what she might make of it, but the dwarf had never seen its like before either. 
 “Yeah, it’s a bit of a head-scratcher, isn’t it?” Grim commented when he saw Lilli’s flummoxed face. 
 Before they tried to use the page to make a powder, Joe copied the writing, whatever it might say, down on a clean sheet of paper. 
 “Okay,” Lilli said. Despite her serious and calm demeanor, Joe could tell that she was champing at the bit to try her hand at being the first apothecary in recorded history to make a powder from the freely given page of a grimoire. “Okay, are you ready?” 
 “Whenever you are,” Joe and Grim said together. 
 “Grim, have you any advice for us?” Lilli asked. 
 “Nope,” said Grim. 
 “Nope?” Joe asked. 
  “What?” Grim said. “Why are you acting so surprised? I told you, no one’s ever tried to do this before. The people who have bonded to me before you came along never felt the need to try, and the few who did manage to desecrate me and actually stole pages from me found more use from keeping them whole.” 
 “So, we’re literally the first to dip our toes in this water?” Joe asked. 
 “I guess,” Grim said. 
 As usual, the grimoire seemed fairly unconcerned with proceedings. More than anything he looked interested in seeing what would happen in the immediate future. Joe imagined that he was looking forward to something spectacular to shake up the monotony of the afternoon. Maybe a small explosion or the materialization of small, rabid magical creatures.  
 “I will tell you one thing, though,” the grimoire said. “Once a page is removed from my spine—and not in the tricky way I sent one to act as a guide for you, kid—then that page is essentially indestructible.” 
 Joe looked over at Lilli. 
 “Indestructible doesn’t sound super helpful,” the dwarf said, “but let’s just go through the motions and see what happens. The aim of the game is to reduce it down to its smallest form. If we can do that to an acceptable degree then we should have ourselves a powder. Obviously, the better we can refine it the more potent and concentrated whatever power is within this powder will be. That’s the way it usually works in this gig, dear.” 
 “Okay,” Joe said, taking the page in both hands, “then I guess we just start by tearing it in half, right?” 
 But the page wouldn’t tear. No matter how Joe tried, it resisted every attempt he made to rip it with his bare hands. Next, Lilli busted out shears, knives, and blades of every description from the array that Joe had laid out on the desk, but every one of the insanely sharp instruments was blunted. A special battery-powered blender was deployed. Within a few seconds, the device was a smoking ruin. They tried the pestle and mortar, but the mortar cracked. They doused it in a neon-pink spirit and then tried to set it alight, but the flame only ate up the spirit and then died. 
 Everything they tried was useless. 
 “Man, I am tough,” Grim observed, a note of pride in his voice. 
 Eventually, after about a quarter of an hour of giving the page hell, Lilli was ready to throw in the towel, expressing her frustration in numerous colorful ways. 
 While the torrent of dwarven obscenities bounced around the room, Joe stared blankly at the wall and did some hard and fast thinking. The fact that Lilli seemed to be stumped about their current predicament did not bother him much. In fact, if anything, he took comfort in the fact that logic had failed. It might just mean that he might be able to come up with a nonsensical or out-of-the-box solution. 

Think… Think… When I absorbed the light magic back in Grim’s dungeon room, when I sponged up the magic fired at earlier and reused it… There must be something in that.

 He racked his brains further, even as the stream of dwarvish swear words began to fade to a trickle and Lilli started packing her things up in disgust. 

Now, wait just a second! I absorbed Lilli’s hammer, too, didn’t I? Joe thought. And that was pretty solid magic. More substantial than the spells I was getting hit with this morning.

 “You sure were, kid,” Grim said, and Joe detected a note of something that might have been belief in the grimoire’s voice. 
 “If I can absorb the page, in the same way that I did with other spells and magic,” he muttered to himself, “then maybe I could change its form when I expelled it…?” 
 As Joe’s idea settled in his brain, he glanced across at Lilli. The dwarf had paused and was looking at him. 
 “You’re going to try to absorb the page and spit out a powder?” she said. 
 Joe nodded. 
 “All right, Joe,” the dwarven maid said, fixing him with her gimlet stare, “but remember that wizards and witches who draw on their magical creatures too much, too deeply, can find themselves transformed or disfigured by the energy they’re trying to draw off if they’re not careful. Just be true to yourself. Grim is a highly puissant magical entity. If—” 
 “Hey, what did you call me, with that saucy mouth of yours, Miss Spicer?” Grim shot at the dwarf suspiciously. 
 “I said you were a puissant entity—ruddy powerful,” snapped the dwarf. 
 “Oh. Right,” Grim said. “Jolly good. Carry on.” 
 “Just remember, there’s nothing to be gained in sticking it out if you can’t absorb the page, young man,” Lilli said. “There’s nothing to be gained in harming yourself. Not for that pestilential pain in the rear end hovering next to you.” 
 “Gosh, she’s a sweet one!” Grim said. “If she was any more charming, people would be lying down in the road just to be stepped on by her perfumed heels.” 
 Lilli gave the floating book a sardonic grin. 
 “Go get it, lad,” Grim urged Joe. “Make it happen.” 
 Joe put the page on the counter and leaned over it. He rolled up his shirt sleeves and put his hands to either side as he bent his concentration upon it. 
 Almost immediately, he could feel the sheet of parchment in front of him starting to give but resisting him all the same. It was not a physical thing, he could not see the page actually moving, but he did sense it coming to him in his mind. He relaxed his will for a moment, gathered himself, and then tried to take a more secure mental hold on the page so that he could pull it to him and make it do as he wished. 
 He tried again, pulling harder and with renewed depth this time. And then the page started to disintegrate both within his mind and on the countertop. At that same moment, Joe felt something creeping across the skin of his forearm. Keeping most of his mind on the task, he glanced down and saw text—that same strange language that had been on Grim’s pages—etching itself like a tattoo across the skin of his arm. 
 “What the…” Joe pulled away, freaked out. 
 “Come on, kid, you can do it,” Grim urged him. “I’ve got your back. Just like I know you’ve got mine.” 
 Setting his jaw obstinately, Joe fixed himself on trying one last time. Something told him, some feeling assured him, that he’d almost got it. This time, the unraveling of the page happened faster, and there was no etching of script upon his skin. With a final concerted effort, Joe succeeded in winning the cerebral tug of war, and the page vanished.   
 Joe looked from Lilli to Grim and back to Lilli again. 
 “Well, that was easier than—” he started to say. 
 Joe’s vision went black. Hot molten panic writhed and churned in his guts as he realized that his eyes were open but all he could see was an inky void. Just as he was about to start yelling wildly for Lilli’s or Grim’s assistance, a voice boomed through the private pathways of his mind. 
 It was a male voice, commanding and compelling. It was a voice that could have ordered armies, sweet-talked world leaders, or shaken the faith of even the staunchest hearts. The words reverberated through Joe’s head and heart like thundering drums ringing through the Royal Albert Hall   
 “Find the others. Find the others. Find the others…” 
 The words rolled and boomed through his consciousness, so hypnotic and enthralling that they made Joe forget his blindness for a while. 
 Then, with a final bursting crescendo that almost drove him to his knees, the voice cried, “Find the others!”  
 Joe blinked. His vision came back to him, though it was smeared and blurred by tears or sweat. With his returning sight, Joe also became aware that he was filled to the gills with the magical energy that the absorption of the Grim’s page had diffused through his body. Unable to hold it for much longer, Joe released the pent-up magic, though thankfully it did not manifest itself in an uncontrolled blast like before. 
 Joe was rocked by the expulsion, staggering into the counter beside him and clamping his eyes shut against the gut-wrenching, electrifying magical discharge. 
 When he opened his eyes, feeling quite spent, he saw what had happened. 
 A shimmering onyx powder completely coated the interior of the laundry; the walls, ceiling, floor, windows, and everything in it, including Lilli, Grim, and himself, were dusted in pearlescent black. 
 For a long, shocked moment, nobody said a word. 
 Then, the dwarven maid let loose with a thoroughly undignified and unladylike sneeze. A cargo ship sailing through a fog bank couldn’t have produced a better blast, Joe reckoned. She looked like she’d just pulled herself out of a coal bunker, but as she let rip with the sneezer, glittering black dust cascaded off her, revealing her features beneath. 
 “Well,” Lilli said in a slow, even voice, “that was certainly an unorthodox method of powder manufacture. Personally, I like to contain the powder in glass jars or earthenware. It’s neater, you see. Still, you should be able to salvage and store most of it. It seems to be a fine powder, so you should be able to just brush it up.” 
 Joe coughed and looked around at the completely covered room. 
 “I guess we know what I’m doing for the rest of the afternoon, then,” he said resignedly. 
 “The gaffer’s opinion on housework is: if the item doesn’t become more numerous on its own, stink, spontaneously combust, or block the fridge door, then he doesn’t mind letting it be,” Lilli said. “If the gaffer doesn’t care, and I’m feeling lazy, then so long as these basic rules are being adhered to, things are usually peaceful. However, I think that this might be a tad too much mess, even for him, dear.” 
 Joe nodded mutely. 
 “I’ll go and fetch the dustpan and brush,” said the powder-coated dwarf. 
 When she was gone, Joe and Grim were left in the middle of the disorder. 
 “You know, I’d love to help, kid,” Grim said carefully, “but sometimes having no arms really is a blessing.” 
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 Joe was a guy who believed in paying his dues. He didn’t much fancy the thought of spending the next couple of hours dusting off and sweeping up all the glittering black powder that he had managed to produce and expel all over the laundry like some kind of terrestrial squid, but he knew he had to. 
 “A man who holds himself accountable to nobody ought not to be trusted by anybody, boy,” Uncle Steve always used to tell him. 
 This was something that Joe always tried to keep in his mind when he was faced with a decision to do something hard or something right—two things that usually went hand-in-hand, in his experience. It was actually half of a line of his uncle’s. It was usually followed up with, “and the same goes for HVAC companies” or “now bugger off and get me a mocha,” but Joe rarely added either of these. He thought it robbed the start of some of its punch. 
 There was a lot of powder, but thankfully, it was just as easy to remove as Lilli’s professional cleaner’s eye had thought. It wasn’t ingrained, and there was hardly anything of fabric in the room so it was a simple case of carefully sweeping it up and depositing it into containers. These containers came in a host of guises; pots, pans, old ice cream containers, vases, and Tupperware, which Joe salvaged from all over the laundry and in the kitchen. 
 The idea that wizards and witches went in for Tupperware tickled Joe. He had to have a minute while he laughed to himself in a corner. 
 “I don’t know why you’re so amazed,” Grim said. 
 “I don’t know either,” Joe gasped, “but Tupperware is just so… mundane, isn’t it?” 
 “It’s mundane, and it’s handy, too,” Grim pointed out. “Thaumaturgists need something to store their leftover lasagna in just as well, you know.” 
 “What do you think this stuff will do?” Joe asked when he had finally swept up the last remnants of the powder. 
 “Not the foggiest,” said Grim. “There’s only one way to find that out, and I don’t recommend being the one to do it. You’ve only just arrived in this world, so it’d be a shame for you to play the guinea pig and then end up with your legs on back to front or your spleen attached to the outside of your body.” 
 “So, you don’t think I should capsule some up while we’re here?” Joe asked tentatively. 
 “Hell no, I didn’t say that,” Grim said. “Capsule away, my old mucker. May as well make hay while the sun shines. You never know, it might turn out to be a real ripper. Could be beneficial to have some on standby.” 
 Joe made up a little batch of the glittering onyx pounce, which had the texture of talcum powder, into about a dozen gelatin capsules and stored them with the healing caps he had in his other tin. He was just finishing up when Vasmo barged into the room. 
 “Where’s Miss Spicer,” he said brusquely. 
 “No idea, gaffer,” Grim said. “Why’s that?” 
 “Why? Why is none of your business, Grim,” the old man said, his ridiculously tangled beard wagging up and down as he talked. “I wish to speak with her about a private matter.” 
 His eyes narrowed as he looked around the room and took in the eclectic collection of containers that held the powder. 
 “What have you two rascals been doing?” the old man asked. 
 “Mixing up some powders, gaffer,” Grim replied promptly. 
 Vasmo’s expression lightened a touch. 
 “Is that right?” he asked. “Well… very good to hear. And what have you cooked up here?” 
 “Uh, we’re not entirely sure, to be honest,” Joe admitted.  
 “Ah, experimenting, hmm?” the old man said knowingly. “We’ve all been there and lost many an eyebrow to that call. I’m sure Miss Spicer would be able to tell you what you’ve made. Which reminds me, do either of you know where she might be?” 
 “Not a clue,” Grim said. 
 “If you see her on your travels, could you tell her that I’m looking to have a chat with her, please?” Vasmo said. 
 “Of course,” Joe said loyally. 
 “As for now, Mr. Ramsey, if you could busy yourself with taking care of the creatures in the menagerie for me, if you please? I find myself in the unenviable position of not having enough time to do all the nothing I want. Things are heating up! If you could do as I have instructed, I would appreciate it immensely.” 
 “Enough to see to raising my wages from a button and a fish’s eyeball?” Joe asked. 
 “Hm, yes, very good!” the old wizard said, adopting that special selective deafness that certain employers make use of when the subject of money is broached. Then, with a slightly pensive and bewildered air, he hurried off. 
 “You may never get paid, kid,” Grim said, “but at least you’ve found a way to make the old geezer vanish if you ever need him to. Better by far than any spell that I’ve ever seen.” 
 “Come on”—Joe smiled,—“let’s go and see to our charges.” 
 Joe was an adaptable guy, and he was already going about his chores like someone who had been there for far longer than two days. The magical creatures themselves were warming to him already, too. He wasn’t sure whether they were reciprocating the comfortableness that he felt around them or they were just far more intelligent and less wary than any other animals he had ever met. Whatever the reason, they allowed him to move amongst them as he mucked out their stalls and made sure they had plenty to eat. 
 As he worked, Grim bobbed around him telling stories of times gone by, cracking jokes, or else floating off to go and annoy various magical creatures. They fell into an easy camaraderie, where neither felt compelled to make small talk and were happy to share the rare silences that Grim’s incessant yarning allowed. 
 As Joe took a break, sitting atop a stack of hay bales while he absentmindedly watched the hippocampus frolicking in the large pond, he asked Grim a question that he had been mulling over for a while. The reason that he hadn’t asked it before was that he hadn’t been sure whether it was one of those sensitive things that well-mannered magic users didn’t ask one another out of respect or tact. 
 Joe might have been content to wait for another more diplomatic time, but Grim had just started in on a series of anecdotes involving the, apparently, not-so-legitimate rise of one of Joe’s favorite rock bands, and he needed a way to change the subject. 
 “Grim?” he blurted as the grimoire explained how this particular world-famous band hadn’t so much as played their way out of the Australian bar scene as woven a few choice hexes around themselves and some susceptible music agents. “Grim, the language within your pages, the language that I saw crawling up my arm earlier, what did it mean?” 
 Grim paused in his storytelling. The dents that Joe was beginning to see more and more as the grimoire’s eyes seemed to flash in his direction as Grim turned slightly. 
 “That, my old china, was the lost language of ancient wizards. Very few magical creatures, and only about half a percent of the wizards from that time, are still alive—that’s pretty low.” 
 “Yeah, I realize that half a percent is quite low, Grim, cheers,” Joe said. 
 “Right, so you’ll see that there’s no one to really interpret the language,” Grim said. 
 “What about you?” Joe asked. 
 “What about me?” 
 “Can’t you read the words that are written inside of you?” Joe asked. 
 “Oh no, not me, mate,” Grim chuckled as if Joe had just asked him something completely left field, “I can’t read the language myself. That’s above my pay grade.” 
 “Above your…” Joe said faintly. “But the words are written in you. How can you not understand them?” 
 Grim angled himself in a way that left Joe in no doubt that if he’d had hands or hips, he would have been resting the former on the latter. 
 “Hold on, I see what you’re getting at here, mate,” he said. “You’re supposition is one where you think that just because the lines and the swirly bits and the spaces in between them—” 
 “The writing, yes,” Joe said. 
 “Yeah, just because that’s in me, you’re thinking that I should be able to read it, right?” Grim asked. 
 “That’s literally what I suggested, yes,” Joe said. 
 “Let me ask you this, then, mate,” Grim said. “Just imagine for a moment that you, as a human and everything, could open yourself up right?” 
 “Right.” 
 “If you could open yourself up, once you got past all the glistening purple parts and the god-awful smell, would you be able to identify all the little bits that made you up? I ain’t talking about the obvious bits, mind you. I’m talking about the different cells, all the distinct bones and nerves and genes, the miscellaneous fluids. Would you be able to look inside yourself and go, ‘Oh look, there’s a bunch of autonomic nerves’ or ‘Ah, I see the old chondrocytes are ticking along nicely’?” 
 Joe hesitated. 
 “I didn’t think so,” Grim said swiftly. “You wouldn’t be able to tell how your body is faring. And it’s just the same with me. A bit less complicated, but just because those words are in me, it doesn’t mean I know what they mean.” 
 “But surely you know who wrote it, who put it in there in the first place?” Joe tried. 
 “Pfft,” Grim said, and his pages rustled and rifled like they’d been caught in a gale. “Of course, I know that. What do you think I am, a wally? That was my old man. My father.” 
 “Your father?” Joe asked, suddenly all at sea. 
 “That’s right, kid,” Grim said casually. “The first wizard. Prosper, his name was. As in, cheaters never.” 
 Joe hadn’t given too much thought to how magical creatures came to be. He had simply assumed that they multiplied in the same way almost everything else did. Two dragons mate and make another dragon; two dwarves enjoy an evening’s mining, crack open a bottle of beer, and one thing leads to another. But how would that work in Grim’s case? If he was designated or classified as a magical creature then he must have been conceived or produced somehow. 
 “You look flummoxed, kid,” Grim said, his words etched with a smile. 
 “I am a bit,” Joe admitted. 
 “Well, let me tell you a little tale, then,” Grim said. 
 He floated over and came to rest next to Joe on the hay bale. He paused for a moment while across the huge basement space, a couple of gryphons tussled with one another over a dead rat. 
 “All right,” Grim said, once the rat had been torn into two democratic halves, “once upon a time, before magic as we know it now, an extremely gifted man named Prosper made a connection with the universe that allowed him to channel and release the various energies that we now all put under the umbrella of ‘magic’ out into the world.” 
 “How—?” Joe tried to ask, but Grim flung out his back cover. 
 “Hold your horses, partner,” the grimoire said. “We’ll be having no questions about the origins of magic, otherwise we’ll be here until Christmas time. Let’s just say that he was a sharp bloke, my father. Smarter than a brain pie. However, one of the things he couldn’t control or harness was the capricious cruelty of the universe. He fathered a child that was born with an illness.” 
 Grim paused. Although he burned to ask about a zillion questions, Joe held his tongue. 
 “Prosper spent years trying to find a cure,” Grim continued. “He bent every brain cell, poured all his thoughts and theories, mundane and more esoteric, into large tomes—the grimoires. So invested in the grimoires did Prosper become, that his genius soul started flaking off into fragments that burrowed themselves into these magical texts.” 
 “How—?” Joe said, but once more Grim’s back cover flapped out and whacked him on the arm. 
 “Zip it, please,” he said. 
 Joe made a zipping motion across his mouth. 
 ”Good. Now, this sloughing off of his soul, of his life force and his will, awakened the grimoires,” Grim said. “It instilled life into them, and inadvertently, it created the very first creature-wizard bond.” 
 “And what of the child?” Joe asked. 
 Grim let out a bookish sigh. It sounded like a breeze blowing through brittle autumn leaves. 
 ”Prosper’s research couldn’t save his child in time,” he said with uncharacteristic somberness, “but he continued to write and continued to immortalize what he understood about magic as he was inventing it. Carving it with ink and blood into the grimoires.” 
 Joe looked across at the battered leather-bound tome, with his dents, scratches, and iron studs. 
 “Grim, given that a piece of Prosper’s soul is in you, does that mean that all magical creatures came about like that?” 
 Grim waggled himself from side to side. 
 “I’ll try and explain it without boring the pair of us senseless,” Grim said. “If you can bear with me.” 
 “All right,” Joe said. “I’ll try my best not to nod off.” 
 “The progenitors of all the magical species, so far as I have come to understand it, are, indeed, mundane creatures who were made magical by a wizard instilling their soul into them,” Grim said. 
 “That’s surprisingly straightforward,” Joe commented. 
 “The offspring of those magical creatures, and the offspring of their offspring, are still magical, but they need to bond with another wizard or they’ll wither and die, you see?” Grim continued. 
 Joe nodded slowly. “Which is how the whole bond-mate thing came about and became a part of becoming a legitimate wizard?” he ventured. 
 “Exactly, kid, exactly,” Grim said. “When a magical creature bonds with a wizard, their souls are connected and fused, and the magical creature feeds on the wizard just as much as the wizard feeds on the magical creature. If a wizard or a magical beast feeds on the other too much, though, their souls are at risk of fusing permanently, disfiguring one or both of them—although it’s usually the witch or wizard, what with humans being such delicate flowers.” 
 “And that’s what I almost did when I was absorbing your page?” Joe said, ignoring the barb. “That’s what the writing was. It was a warning of what might happen.” 
 “Got it in one,” Grim said. “Now, that process can make the wizard extraordinarily powerful, but it’s risky. You need to be careful in the future, understand?” 
 Something in Grim’s tone made Joe bite back the sarcastic line he’d been about to throw out. Instead, he said, “Understood.” 
 Thinking about the absorbing of the page, Joe suddenly recalled the voice that had almost knocked him senseless back in the laundry. 
 “Grim?” Joe said. 
 “Yes, mate.” 
 “When we made that powder, there was a moment, just after I drew in your page, that I heard a voice in my head. Did you hear that, too?” Joe said. 
 Grim oscillated in the negative. 
 “What did this voice say?” Grim asked. 
 “It said, ‘Find the others,’” Joe said. 
 Grim ruffled his pages. “Portentous,” he said. “Minacious even.” 
 “What do you think it means?” Joe asked. 
 “I don’t have a Scooby-Doo, kid,” the grimoire said, “but I have a feeling that you might be getting an inkling right now.” 
 Joe paused. He thought he might be, too. 
 “I’m wondering,” he said quietly, “whether the voice was an echo of your father’s, of Prosper’s voice, you know.” 
 “Plausible, considering that it was a piece of me you absorbed,” Grim said. “What about the ‘others’?” 
 “Well, now I’m speculating that the ‘others’ might be a reference to the other grimoires,” Joe said slowly, his eyes gazing unseeingly at a unicorn pulling hay from a rack and munching it contentedly. “If they’re all pieces of one soul, maybe that voice was telling me to unite the fragments of Prosper’s soul.” 
 Joe looked doubtfully at Grim, half thinking that the grimoire would start laughing at him. 
 Instead, Grim floated up from where he sat and turned to face the former HVAC apprentice. 
 “I’d love to say that’s the nuttiest load of garbage I’ve ever heard, kid,” he said, “but it’s not even close.” 
 Joe blinked. 
 “But before we get too caught up in any of that,” Grim continued, “I think you could probably do with a bit of downtime. Let’s head upstairs and see if that spiky ball of dwarvish delight can’t hazard a guess at what this powder might actually do now that she’s had some time to think on it.” 
 The pair walked through the menagerie, through the lower bronze door, and up the stairs.  
 Joe was still speculating on this, on what would happen if he was correct and the grimoires were all part of this greater entity’s soul, and what power this Prosper would wield, and what would happen to Prosper’s soul if all the pieces were united, when there was a monumental crash from upstairs. 
 “Was that Durango in the kitchen, do you think?” Joe whispered. 
 He and Grim were at the top of the staircase that led from the basement up to the ground floor of the house. Joe’s hand was raised, ready to push open the heavy bronze door that opened out into the hallway beyond. 
 “I don’t know,” Grim said. “It wasn’t followed up with any swearing in that froggy lingo of his…” 
 Joe pressed his ear to the bronze door. The metal was cool against his face. It was thick, too, so the noises came through muffled and distorted. He didn’t much fancy walking out into one of the French gargoyle’s famous wobblers, but there was something about the noise that made him a little uneasy. 
 There was another bang, some muffled raised voices, then there was the unmistakable roaring rush of something exploding. The whole big house felt like it rocked with the force of the blast. 
 Up until the other morning, Joe wouldn’t have really known how to identify a genuine explosion. However, in the last twenty-four to thirty-six hours, he had been on the receiving end, or in the vicinity, of a number of the things. 
 He looked up at Grim, floating in the dim orange light of the cheap Amazon clapper lights. 
 “That’s not Durango,” he said.  
 “No,” Grim agreed. 
 “Well,” Joe said, looking over his shoulder at the floating grimoire, “I guess it’s been one of those days, hasn’t it?”
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 Joe and Grim exited the basement and slammed the bronze door closed behind them, just as a deafening smash resounded through the house. There was the sound of heavy footfalls from upstairs, moving purposefully, but not hurriedly, across the floorboards. 
 “This is an attack, kid,” Grim said, his tone betraying not an iota of uncertainty. 
 “An attack?” Joe asked. 
 “Yeah, you know, where some bunch of donuts smash their way into a place to steal something or make some other bunch of saps’ lives a living hell,” Grim clarified. 
 “I know what an attack is, man,” Joe retorted. “I mean, are you sure it’s an attack? Couldn’t it just be another one of Vasmo’s kooky training exercises?” 
 There was a weird humming sound followed by an organic whoosh. Dust fell from the ceiling. 
 “Trust me, kid,” Grim said, “I was at the Battle of Megiddo, as well as the Siege of Paris, and a hell of a lot of others in between. I know an attack when I hear one.” 
 After a quick check of his connection with Grim’s reservoir of magic, he made his way down the hall. Finding the coast clear, he made his way upstairs to go see what all the commotion was. 
 The first face he saw on cresting the top of the second staircase was one that he was all too familiar with, though not in a good way. White-blond ponytail, eyes narrowed to furious slits in his pale face, it was none other than Paranormal Agent Snow. He had clearly managed to have himself decontaminated of chilies, but there was still an angry, blotchy rash around his throat and at the corners of his mouth and eyes. His little fiery squirrel sat perched on his shoulder. 
 “You!” he snarled, his eyes widening. There was an open window at the end of the hallway behind him. If Joe had to have guessed, he would have said the Iron Order goon had either scaled his way in or, more likely, levitated through somehow. 
 “Hey, it’s that guy!” Grim replied, without a trace of rancor in his voice. “The old PA from the supermarket who’s as dumb as a brick and only half as cute.” 
 The squirrel on PA Snow’s shoulder flared bright red. 
 “Ooh, that riled him up good and proper,” Grim muttered happily in Joe’s ear. “Remember, in—!”  
 Snow let loose with an unrefined blast of fire, powered by the strange little squirrel-like bond-mate on his shoulder. The torrent of flame didn’t shoot right toward Joe but zig-zagged in a pattern down the stretch of hall that separated the two men.  
 Joe could see what the other man had gone for: flaming death served straight-up. Judging by his face, which was alight with a malignant glee, Snow expected Joe to take on the same color and texture as a rotisserie chicken within the next few seconds. What he had not been expecting was his gush of flames to be absorbed into Joe like he was some sort of thaumaturgical plughole. 
 “—and out!” said Grim. 
 Joe released the pent-up fire magic he had just absorbed by throwing his arms wide and letting it billow from his chest in one chunky blast. Taking it in had been like sucking up a cauldron of hot gumbo; a deep, slow glow that had heated every part of him. On the way out, just for the time it took the energy to clear his body, the fire magic felt like he was purging pure fury. 
 The gust of flame rocketed straight down the hallway and caught Snow square in the chest. He let out a soft whooping cry as he was propelled backward and smashed straight out the window he had just entered through. Glass and splintered wood cascaded out after him as he dropped out of sight. 
 Joe stood dazedly for a second. 
 “I did it,” he said weakly. “I used magic in combat. Like, properly.” 
 “Yep, you sure did,” Grim agreed. “And there’ll be plenty of time for slapping yourself on the back later if we survive. As it is, let’s go and help the others. Also, I’d stamp out that little flame over there. I know the gaffer is fond of this hideous rug we’re standing on. He’s always going on about it being handmade by Moroccan monks as if that’s some excuse for it looking like someone threw up all over it.” 
 “Best make sure that everything is clear up here, don’t you reckon?” Joe said. “Make sure we’re free of these Iron Order goons at our backs.” 
 “Good tactical thinking, that man,” Grim said. “Let’s do it.”  
 Joe stamped out the little glob of magical fire that was burning on the carpet, then he and Grim moved down the hallway. The rest of the upper stories seemed to be free of enemies, though they found a hole in the floor of one of the spare bedrooms. Looking down, Joe saw the breakfast room below. The chairs were scattered everywhere, while the table looked to have been reduced to sawdust. Up one wall, there was a streak of strange orange dust. 

It almost looks like pollen or spores, Joe thought. 
 “That’s precisely what it is,” Grim said. “I’d say that’s the sign of a witch or wizard who practices Speirency—the use of spore magic.” 
 It seemed like this had been how some of the goons had gained entry to the lower floor of Vasmo’s house. 
 There was a tumult of noise and spellfire emanating up through the hole.  
 Suddenly, the unmistakable voice of Vasmo boomed from somewhere out of sight. 
 “Lucius, get clear! I’ll not have one without a magical creature fighting and falling here! Go!” 
 There was a pattering of feet, and Lucius sprinted through the wrecked breakfast room. From the brief look Joe got of the other man’s face, he looked to be both defiant and angry. He looked like a young man whose every instinct was telling him to stand and fight, while his tutoring had instilled in him the sense to listen to his teachers. 
 Joe couldn’t help but respect that. 

He doesn’t have a magical creature at all, he thought to himself as Lucius disappeared out of sight, and the sound of the heavy kitchen door slamming reached his ears. 
 “Of course, he doesn’t,” Grim said. “He was—” 
 “—meant to be bonded with you, yeah,” Joe said, mentally smacking a palm into his forehead. “No wonder he’s so off with me.” 
 There was a strange tinkling sound and an exchange of indistinct shouting from somewhere deeper in the house. 
 “Come on, kid,” Grim said. “Let’s get down there and help the others.” 
 Without questioning just how he might go about helping, Joe sat down, swung his legs through the hole in the floor, and dropped through. 
 It was lucky that he stumbled when he hit the ground. The shower of burning steam that had been aimed at him passed over Joe’s head by a hand’s breadth. As it was, he was able to get to his feet and soak in the next blast of water magic that was directed at him by a long-limbed woman with a shaved head and eyes that glowed a bright aquamarine. She was wearing a strange, long necklace around her neck, on the end of which was a medium-sized bubble. Inside the bubble was an ugly toad-like creature. 
 It felt like the absorption of enemy spells was becoming easier to Joe, though he thought that that might be because he was in a life-and-death situation now. With stakes of that magnitude, it was like his body and his mind had recognized that it was sink or swim time, and it had no intention of going down in an array of crimson bubbles. 
 The woman who had fired the water magic at Joe stood in stunned disbelief, just as PA Snow had, when she saw Joe hoover up her spell into himself without taking any apparent harm. Her eyes flicked up to the grimoire levitating at Joe’s shoulder, and her mouth dropped open in dawning comprehension. 
 “It can’t be!” she blurted. 
 Joe’s eyes blazed gold as he flung out his hand and expelled the woman’s magic back at her. Without truly realizing what he was doing, he ejected it in the form of a hail of water droplets packed down to the density of bullets. The Iron Order representative dived sideways and out of sight as the water bullets ate up the wall she had stepped around. 
 “Great work, Joe!” Grim urged. “Now, let’s get after her and show her the door.” 
 Joe rounded the corner with care, but the water witch was nowhere in sight. 
 “Probably gone to join her buddy in the dining room,” Grim said. 
 Joe paced as quietly as he could through the house. He ducked his head into the kitchen but was almost rewarded with a frying pan to the nut from Durango, who sat crouched like a demon on the counter. 
 “Why don’t you come and join the fighting, Durango?” Joe hissed while Grim watched his back in the hall. 
 “And let my custard tart go to ruin!” the French gargoyle replied in an affronted voice. “Better that the whole house burns down around me first!” 
 Joe didn’t bother to stop and argue. There was no time. 
 “Just try not to dent the head of anyone on our side,” he said and carried on. 
 It was evident after a few twists and turns that Grim had been right about the fighting taking place in the dining room. Joe guessed that this was because it was the largest room in the house, and as such, it enabled the magic users to extend their range and skill set more. 
 “That’s right,” Grim said softly. “Witches and wizards like to spread out. The whole team dynamic is awkward to magic users on the whole—wizards aren’t really used to fighting with anyone but their magical creatures at their sides. They’re solitary like that.” 
 When he stepped through the doorway and into the dining room, Joe found that the already large room had grown substantially larger. The interior wall dividing it from the smoking room had been systematically demolished. The huge room was now a deluge of shattered brick, in which all hell was currently breaking loose. 
 The woman with the shaved head and the fashionable toad-in-a-bubble necklace had, as Grim suspected, joined her compatriot. This was a man of average build, with a small goatee, bright orange hair, and a large, eagle-sized moth fluttering at his back. 
 Spells and counter-incantations were flying every which way. Even as Joe looked around and got his bearings, he saw Thornas Toller take a blast of what appeared to be boiling hot water to his leg. The rotund little man went down with a squawk, narrowly avoiding a second jet that splashed against the wall.  
 “Thornas, regroup back at the kitchen and make sure Lucius is okay with Durango!” Vasmo yelled from behind a heavy sideboard. 
 The old man’s eyes blazed with blue light as he stood and fired a stream of neon-blue tracers across the space that divided Thornas, Kestrel, and him from the two Iron Order agents. The needles of light showered out, embedding themselves in the grand piano and the pile of bricks, which were being used by the two enemy agents as cover. There was a brief pause, and the shards of solid light sizzled, melting holes into the wood and stone.  
 The obviously shaken Thornas limped from the room, making use of a series of covering light magic spells laid down by Vasmo to make the door that led to the hallway.   
 Grim’s prediction that magic users were habitually solitary fighters looked to be slightly inaccurate. As far as Joe could see, the two enemy thaumaturgists looked particularly dangerous because they were working as a cohesive unit. Luckily, Joe had dealt with Snow. He had a feeling that, had there been three goons, Vasmo, Kestrel, and Thornas would have been in even more trouble than they looked to be in now. 
 The pair of Paranormal Agents looked to be concentrating on Kestrel next, now that they had taken Thornas out of the fight, while Vasmo was only targeted with the occasional potshot. He wondered, very briefly, whether this was because ice and air would probably counter the water and spore magic of the enemy witch and wizard. 

Is that how it works? Do some magics naturally dominate others like certain elements can be inherently top others? he thought.  
 “Sometimes,” Grim told him. “Although, in random combat, you can’t really ever tell what magic your enemy is packing until the fecal matter hits the spinning thing. Looks to me, though, like these Iron Order buggers have been training. Learning to automatically target and gang up on certain thaumaturgists and take them out before they can mount a counter. Pretty slick stuff.” 
 A shower of mist erupted from the shaven-headed woman’s palm and wrapped itself in a cloying blanket around Vasmo. While the water witch wrestled to keep her distraction in place, her colleague with the moth used the diversion to line up a shot on Kestrel, who had glanced over to make sure Vasmo was okay. He conjured a poisonous-looking orange coiling tendril from the ether, his eyes radiating with the bright amber light of a couple of traffic lights. 
 Joe saw what was going to transpire as clearly as if it had already taken place. He darted out with the unthinking reaction time and athletic pace of a fit twenty-one-year-old and dived in front of Kestrel, just as, with a flick of his wrist, the man with orange hair sent the tendril of magic shooting out. 
 Joe simultaneously braced and opened himself to receive the magic. The force of the spore spell knocked him from the air, and he crashed through a coffee table. Not pausing to wonder if he was okay, Joe sucked up the writhing tendril of orange magic into himself, winding it in like a strand of linguine. Then he turned it on the water witch, who was still wrestling with her Undamency in an effort to drown Vasmo in mist.  
 “Yoo-hoo, love!” Grim cried. 
 Joe felt the grimoire channel a little burst of his own unique magic through the bond that linked Joe and himself, bolstering the magic Joe was struggling to contain even further. 
 The water witch looked around, and her eyes widened when she caught sight of Joe’s glowing golden gaze. The spell Joe released fizzled out from between his upraised hands like a swarm of bright orange wasps, although they winked like fireflies. The spore wasps swept low at the female Paranormal Agent. 
 “Oh, shi—!” she began to say. 
 She was obliged to drop the spell she was using to hold Vasmo and conjure a protective bubble of water around herself. The magical wasps scooped her up, bubble shield and all, and smashed her backward into a glass cabinet filled with what Lilli Spicer might have called ‘ the good dinnerware’. 
 The little supernatural bugs sizzled and exploded in little clouds of orange gas as they spent themselves against the woman’s shield. 
 “On your right, laddie!” Kestrel shouted at Joe, recalling his attention from the sight of the spell he had just exuded. 
 Grim hit Joe in the back of the knees as he turned, sending him onto his backside in an undignified manner. It did stop him from being impaled by the smoking apricot-colored lance that the agent with the goatee had just flung at him, though. It whisked over his head and hit the far wall, causing the wallpaper to peel and the stone underneath to turn a nasty, glassy tangerine color. 
 Joe was saved from thinking how the heck he might take care of this agent and his moth when the lance throw’s punchline arrived with a slight delay—and the ceiling caved in. 
 He flung up his hands to shield himself from the shower of rusted piping, floorboards, and decades-old dust accumulation as Lilli dropped through the hole she had just created with a large shovel of glowing green magic. With a cry of rage, the dwarf added her considerable abilities to the fray. A substantial amount of water also came down through the hole, Lilli having apparently sheared through some of the plumbing in her haste to throw herself into the mix. 
 “Might be time to try one of those capsules, kid!” Grim shouted as Lilli conjured a whirling wheel of throwing knives and sent them flying across the room at the spore magic user. The man countered them with solid clouds of gas that dissolved the knives in mid-air.  
 Joe didn’t wait around to question whether this was a good idea. They were being assaulted by Iron Order henchmen in the place that was supposed to be a refuge. Things were looking dire.  
 He took the opportunity afforded him by the appearance of Lilli to reach into his pocket, snatch out the tin with the little onyx caps in, and popped one into his mouth. His mouth was full of plaster dust so swallowing it was a bit of a mission, but he choked it down in the end. 
  Right away, Joe felt the power surge through him. It was raw, untamed, and felt like lightning in his veins. As this glorious freeing wildness rushed through his body, setting his muscle fibers aglow and sparking off the tip of every nerve ending, Joe recalled that he and Lilli had bonded. He could tap into the dwarf and siphon off some of her Betokency—her ability to make shapes out of nothing.  
 Joe hesitated. He looked over at Vasmo, who was on his hands and knees and retching up water all over his bedraggled beard. His magic felt wild and almost too powerful to control, but the time seemed ripe to try and get this pair of intruders out of the house for good. 
 As carefully as he could, Joe drew on Grim and the dwarven maid’s energies, gasping at the ease with which the streams of magic hit his system. 
 The water witch had freed herself of the swarm of supernatural wasps that had surrounded her. Out of the corner of his eye, Joe saw her cut at him with a slashing pillar of superheated steam. 
 Joe absorbed the witch’s magic with far more ease than before. With a casual thought and a sweep of his hand, he sent so much of her magic back at her, in the form of a swinging wrecking ball of steam held within a glowing green sphere of light, that neither she nor her shield could stop it. Without ceremony, she was sent flipping through the ornate glass double doors that led out into the hallway. 
 This time when he used the dwarf’s magic to craft the wrecking ball around the siphoned-off water magic, his creation formed far more quickly than before. Not only that, but it looked like it was harder to defend against. 

I feel… I feel absolutely incredible! he thought, marveling at the effect of the Grim powder. 
 “That’s great, kid,” Grim said, “but there, ah, there appears to be a catch.” 
 Joe looked down at his hands, suddenly aware of a burning sensation. He gasped. 
 Unreadable text was creeping up his left hand like a sentient tattoo, but what was happening to his right hand alarmed him even more. It was shrinking. 

Holy hell, I’m becoming more dwarf-like, Joe thought, cold panic flushing through him like glacier water. 
 It was disconcerting, to say the least. With a great effort of will, he managed to push the panic down. 
 “The fight is almost over,” he muttered to himself, “so let me push just a little further.” 
 “That’s the spirit, lad!” Grim crowed. “Just keep an eye on things. We’ve almost got the bastards!”  
 The agent with the goatee looked at Joe and Grim in mounting shock and awe. Then, with a clap of his hands, a cloud of shimmering orange spores filled the air. It reminded Joe of the way a smoke grenade might go off to cover someone’s retreat. 
 It soon became apparent that that was precisely what the orange-haired goon planned on using it for. As Joe and Lilli moved in, the wizard legged it from the room. Joe and Lilli led the way after him, with Kestrel helping along the still-recovering Vasmo behind them. 
 Joe’s head swam as he pushed through the noxious cloud left behind by the Paranormal Agent with the moth. Lilli actually stumbled to her knees.  
 “Keep… going,” she muttered. “I’m just a… bit woozy. Classic soporific hex. Keep… after him!” 
 Joe pondered on whether he would have been as acutely affected by the running goon’s spell if he hadn’t taken the capsule of powdered page, but he quickly cleared his mind of such conjecture. It didn’t matter. What mattered was winning this little urban battle.  
 Fighting was as tight as anything in the hall. The spore wizard had reconvened with the water witch, and the two of them had thrown the front door wide and were trying to buy themselves enough time and space to run for it.  
 As the two wizards made their way out of the front door, they destroyed the hallway as they traded spells with Vasmo, Kestrel, and Joe. 
 The water witch was able to explode a globe of water in the middle of the hall, and this drenched the three defenders. Kestrel was actually close enough to the blast to be thrown back through the doorway she had been ducking in and out of. Vasmo was also forced to roll backward out of harm’s way when the grandfather clock toppled slowly in his direction. 
 Only Joe was left standing, but his eyes, nose, and mouth were full of water. He shook his head, trying to see through the watery haze as well as the effects of the strange dust cloud that the exiting wizard with the giant moth flapping behind him had left in his wake. He wasn’t sure what had been in that cloud, but he was feeling more dull-witted than the adrenaline coursing through his system should have allowed for. 
 He put out a hand to steady himself but was abruptly bowled off his feet by someone rushing past him. Joe fell heavily, his head smacking against the wall of the hallway. 
 “Kid!” Grim yelled. 
 Joe looked up, ready to absorb any spell that was flung his way, but instead, he was just in time to see none other than PA Snow wrestling with Grim. 
 The man looked like he had taken a constitutional through hell. His clothes were mostly singed but completely burned away in some places. The pale skin of his face and hands was an angry pink like he’d been sitting in the baking sun all day, and his formerly long, blond ponytail was now nothing more than a charred and frazzled stump. 
 Despite it all, he had managed to re-enter the fight and now, with an almighty heave, he tore out a handful of Grim’s precious pages. 
 “I have them!” Snow croaked, holding aloft the pages. If he’d had any eyebrows left, they would have been raised in triumph. “I have them, Bishop! Run! We’ll settle this account later.” 
 With that, before the scrambling forms of Joe, Vasmo, or Kestrel could recover, the Iron Order goons had fled. 
 Joe hauled himself to his feet by clawing his way up the wall. With the front door hanging wide open and a breeze blowing through, the strange miasma left by the man using spore magic that had filled the hall was dissipating. 
 “Grim,” Joe gasped, “are you okay? I thought your pages were indestructible.” 
 The plundered grimoire had been looking out through the buckled door. Slowly, he revolved in the air. 
 “Yeah, I’m okay, kid,” he said, but his voice was bereft of its usual brevity. “And my pages are only indestructible once they have been removed. As you saw, if some cheeky sod decides to nick them straight out of my spine like that…” 
 “Why didn’t you blast them or… something?” Joe asked. He was rubbing his head and could feel a doozy of a bump blossoming on the back of it. 
 “You were too close,” Grim explained. “I might have done something irreparable to you. It was too great a risk.”  
 Just then, there was a clatter of metal and a hammering of footsteps, and a doorway at the end of the hall crashed open. Joe whirled, a little unsteady on his feet but determined to meet any more hostility with some serious countermeasures. 
 Lucius rushed out into the wrecked hall, leaping over the fallen grandfather clock and skidding to a halt in the middle of the wreckage. He was bearing a kitchen knife as a sword and a pot lid as a shield and was proclaiming loudly that he was ready to join the fight, magic creature or no. 
 His shouting and enthusiasm quickly diminished when he saw that the Iron Order agents had fled. 
 “Mr. Umbra here was too keen to join the fray, Vasmo,” the deep voice of Thornas called from the end of the hallway. “He took off before I could stop him, and mine is a body that is not meant for chasing.” 
 “What have I been telling you about aerobic exercise, Thornas?” grumbled Vasmo, brushing plaster dust out of his beard and patting the cloak that was Momo to make sure that the feline creature was okay. “Being a dab hand at zephyrency is all well and good, but it can be negated if you have all the physical fitness of a pat of butter.” 
 Joe heard this exchange only in the periphery of his ears. His mind was whirling with what the theft of some of Grim’s pages might mean. He had been so close to celebrating the defense of the house and the defeat of the three magic users who broke in, but at the last minute, the victory had been snatched from his grasp. 
 He sighed and looked down at his hands. The text that adorned the right one already looked to be fading, while the left one, which had taken on dwarvish proportions and looked like something out of that particular Deadpool skit to his cynical eyes, did seem to be slightly larger than it had been a moment before. 
 “Hey,” Grim said, floating down to bob next to Joe, “don’t beat yourself up, kid. You’re still pretty new to this, and you acquitted yourself admirably. You showed heart. True courage.” 
 Without answering straight away, Joe wandered from the hall and into the parlor where he collapsed into the only armchair that hadn’t had its stuffing ripped from it. 
 “What good is courage, though, if you haven’t got the skills to back it up,” he said, staring at the wall. Guilt at Grim having been defaced gnawed at his insides. 
 “Skills? Skills?” the grimoire scoffed, recapturing some of his old bluff and easy manner. “Kid, everyone has skills. What’s rarer, and more highly prized than skill, is the courage to follow your nose and your heart to the dark places where they can lead. You have that. The skill will come, but the courage… you can’t teach that.”
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 The evening’s meal was eaten in the wreck and ruin of what had formerly been the dining room. Splashes of magic had made sections of the historic London brickwork run like melting candle wax, wayward spells had chewed through the carpets and reduced areas of the hardwood floors to dust so that the ribs of the joists underneath showed through, and the floors were covered in a thin film of water from the busted plumbing, making the carpets squelch under foot. 
 “I don’t suppose insurance covers this, does it?” Joe asked, looking around the room while Durango stumped out from the kitchen carrying bowls of steaming onion soup. 
 “Oh yes, lad, of course,” Vasmo said, his words etched in acid. “It’s right under the sub-clause in the policy which deals with fire and above the one that deals with theft.” 
 As there were no tables left in the house, and the floor resembled a shag pile marsh more than anything, Lilli had used her Betokency to create a glowing green table out of the air. It wasn’t a grand affair, but it was better than standing up and eating. Kestrel had anchored it in place with some of her Verglasency, too, so Lilli did not have to keep part of her mind on keeping the table together. 
 “Oh aye,” grunted Kestrel in her soothing Scottish twang, “I believe most mortal insurance companies cover against severe structural damage caused by Iron Order lackeys who are completely off their heads.” 
 It wasn’t particularly funny, but what with everything that had taken place that afternoon, it got Joe chuckling. Whether it was the stress or the relief of not having been killed or maimed in an array of colorful and imaginative ways, he soon found that he couldn’t stop. What was more, the laughter appeared to be catching. Soon, the whole gathering was laughing uncontrollably. Even Lucius allowed himself a small smile and a quiet snort. 
 Eventually, Vasmo, who was sitting next to the guffawing form of Thornas as he clutched his belly, managed to speak. 
 “Yes, I fear we might be out of luck on the insurance score, but that is of no concern. Miss Spicer has been muttering under her breath for long enough that the old place needed a freshen-up, so perhaps this is a sign that we should renovate,” the old wizard said. “I’m owed a considerable amount of favors from a gnome building crew, so I’m hoping that we won’t have to call this shambolic mess home for too long.” 
 The laughter died away and was replaced by the clinking of spoons on the edges of bowls. Joe found to his surprise that, now the food was in front of him, he was utterly ravenous. The onion soup was delicious, rich, and warming. It seemed to fill him up and nourish him, and there was a lovely slice of crusty bread with a piece of melted cheese on top to mop up the last remnants. Before he knew it, the soup was gone. 
 With uncanny timing, the gargoyle appeared and cleared away the plates. 
 “I am afraid that, what with the commotion, dinner is a somewhat simpler affair than it might ’ave been,” Durango said stiffly. “The quiche Lorraine and salad, I ’ope, will be sufficient.” 
 Joe’s mouth was watering at the very mention of it. 
 Usually, Lilli would have sorted the rest of the table out with their meals, ferrying them from the kitchen under a barrage of French swear words, but she was sitting quietly at the table with the rest of them. She, too, had sustained a strange injury during the fight; an offshoot of the bond that she and Joe shared. 
 While they waited for Durango to bring out dinner, Vasmo leaned forward and put his elbows on the magically conjured table. He caught Joe’s eye, then nodded over at Lilli. The dwarf was examining her right hand, turning it this way and that. It was at least twice the size of her other one. It would have been quite funny if it hadn’t been a visible reminder of how close they had both come to being beaten by the agents of the Iron Order. 
 “You see the ulterior effects that bond magic can have on those linked by it, Mr. Ramsey,” Vasmo said. 
 Joe pointedly made sure not to look at Lucius. He imagined the other young man was probably enjoying this moment.  

I don’t know why, though, he thought, a little more sharply than he was wont to, it’s not like he actually helped in any way.

 Even as this thought entered his head, he realized that it was on the unfair side. He might be a snide, stuck-up, toff-nosed jerk, but Lucius had shown bravery running out into the hallway armed only with a knife and a pot lid like some child playing dress-up as a knight. 
 “Now, don’t get me wrong, lad,” Vasmo said. “You did a damned fine job out there.” 
 There were murmurs of assent from Kestrel and Thornas. 
 “Yes, a damn fine job indeed,” the old man said, running a hand through his tangled beard, which was actually looking all the better and cleaner for its owner almost having been drowned standing up. “But, you must be aware of your limitations. That in itself is a hard thing: for a person to truly know themselves. Looking our limitations squarely in the eye is a confronting thing.” 
 Joe looked down at his own hands. The script that had bloomed up his left arm was fading rapidly, but he could still make it out, though, of course, he still couldn’t read it. His other hand was still noticeably, and ridiculously, smaller than his other. 
 “Don’t worry,” the old wizard said gruffly, obviously interpreting Joe’s thoughtful silence for awkwardness, “your arms will go back to normal—but you should be slow to do what you did today again. If you ever go too far, you’ll be stuck like that permanently—and you’ll take the dwarf and Grim with you down that particular rabbit hole. And, in such straits, I think you would find that particular rabbit hole to be a dark one.” 
 “Aren’t all rabbit holes dark, gaffer?” Grim chipped in. “Being underground and all.” 
 Vasmo shot the floating grimoire a weary look. Then a rare grin cracked his lined face. 
 “A very clever observation, Grim,” he said, “but I don’t think you’d really be that keen on continuing in your physical transformation, would you?” 
 “Oh, I don’t know, gaffer,” Grim said, having a stab at nonchalance and not quite pulling it off, “I thought I looked quite debonair.” 
 The usually austere Kestrel snorted as she chewed the last bite of her bread and sprayed crumbs across the table.  
 The dwarf and Joe were not the only two who had been slightly disfigured or altered. Grim was now rocking a thin strip of brown hair—a little piece of Joe that he had taken on during the surge of bond magic that they had shared—at the top of his spine. 
 Joe grinned. “I’m not sure if a mullet has ever been described as debonair, Grim,” he said. 
 The table broke into a round of collective chuckles again. 
 “A what?” Grim asked. 
 As Joe looked away from the grimoire, he caught eyes with Lucius Umbra. It was a fleeting moment, but he almost would have bet a tenner on the fact that the other man was smiling along with him. 
 The quiche Lorraine arrived as big as a dustbin lid, fresh and steaming from the oven. Talk ceased for a little while after that as each member of the company loaded their plates and got stuck in. 
 “You’re not joining us, Durango?” Joe asked, trying his hardest not to shovel the delicious pastry crust filled with savory custard, pieces of cheese, meat, and vegetables into his face in too offensive a manner. 
 “Non, Monsieur,” the gargoyle said. “I have prepared something special for myself upstairs. A rat surprise.” 
 “What’s a rat surprise?” Joe asked before he could stop himself. 
 “Well, it is a rat, Monsieur Ramsey,” Durango said, and he grinned widely and nastily. “As for the surprise. Well, only the rat knew about that—and not for very long.” 
 When the gargoyle had retired, telling the group that their dessert was keeping warm under a tea towel on the counter, the talk eventually started up again. To no one’s surprise, it revolved around what they were going to do next. 
 “Why is it, do you think, that the Iron Order even wanted to raid this house in the first place?” Lucius asked in his aristocratic voice. He looked like he had been mellowed by the fine dinner but still pronounced the word ‘house’ as if he didn’t quite think that the ramshackle building deserved the title. 
 In reply, Grim dropped out of the air and landed heavily on the table so that he lay open at the place where his pages had been forcibly removed by Paranormal Agent Snow.  
 “Take a gander at that mess, ladies and gents,” the talking book said. “Then, young fellow, have another guess at why those slimy, no-good, diabolical sons of bulletins came charging in here like they did.” 
 “Yes,” Thornas said in his rumbling bass voice. “I think the grimoire has it in one. Those thugs were clearly after him and to see whether there were any more of his kind on the property.” 
 “Yes,” Vasmo sighed, his beard liberally bedecked with crumbs and small pieces of salad greens once more. “Yes, I think that’s right. They must have realized what Grim was during the little escapade around Regent’s Park that Lilli filled me in on. It’s the reason why we tried to keep Grim hidden for as long as we did.” 
 “If Grim is such a big deal,” Joe said, “I wonder why they only sent a few goons to try and retrieve him. 
 “I’d be inclined to think it was because they knew that the Occultists’ Conclave was meeting, laddie,” Kestrel said, “and they did not think that Vasmo would be home.” 
 “I’d also hazard a guess that those heading the Iron Order’s organization might be keeping Grim’s location need-to-know for now,” Vasmo said. 
 “Aye, if word gets out, there’s no telling who’ll come for him,” Kestrel agreed, her beehive of coiled dreadlocks wobbling to and fro as she nodded her head. “There are more groups than just the Iron Order and the Occultists’ Conclave who are interested in the location of the fabled grimoires.” 
 “You believe, Madame Gage, that there are smaller groups who’d also want this chatterbox grimoire for their own nefarious ends?” Lucius asked, leaning forward and steepling his fingers in a way that he probably thought made him look pensive and worldly but just made Joe want to kick him in the shin under the transparent table. “Yes… The Iron Order must have thought they’d be keeping it under wraps if they only sent a few of their underlings.” 
 Joe didn’t bother pointing out that Lucius had basically just reiterated exactly what the older magic users had just said. 
 Thornas sighed, though whether out of dejection or repletion it was hard to say, and crossed his fingers over his ample gut. 
 “Well, there’s no point in denying that they weren’t at least partly successful—kind of,” the chubby wizard said, leaning back in his chair. 
 Joe nodded. 
 “They got a piece of Grim,” Vasmo continued. “And I don’t imagine that’s a good thing. If they have a plan, and outfits that are willing to break into someone’s house to steal from them aren’t usually doing it just to blow their skirts up, I doubt it’s so that they can find a spell that will enable them to strew London with candyfloss and peppermint humbugs.” 
 Vasmo tapped his bottom lip thoughtfully, knocking a few of the larger pieces of dinner debris free of his beard. 
 “I believe, to pose any sort of threat or do anything untoward, they would probably need Grim in his entirety. That doesn’t mean, though, that they aren’t more dangerous now that they’ve gotten that chunk,” the old man said, his face creased up in cogitation. 
 “Have you any idea as to what they want with it?” Joe asked Vasmo. 
 The wizard shook his head and stroked thoughtfully at Momo, who was purring around his shoulders. 
 “We can’t be sure what they could be doing with it,” he said, “but I’d be willing to bet a fish’s eyeball that it can’t be good.” 
 His eyes glinted as they flashed on Joe. 
 “The thing that should concern us most,” Thornas said, pulling a long-stemmed pipe from his pocket, “is that the Iron Order knows much more about magic than even the Occultists’ Conclave, so we can’t really fathom what they might already be cognizant of.” 
 “They’ve probably got a good deal more stashed away, too,” Grim commented, closing himself and floating back into the air once more. “Power, knowledge, ambition, and gold go hand-in-hand like four naughty little children skipping off down the road to firebomb the local school. Always have, always will.” 
 “Colorful imagery, you big drama queen,” Lilli muttered. 
 It was unanimously decided, as Lilli hauled herself stiffly from her chair and went to retrieve whatever sweet treat Durango had left for the company, that, regardless of what they knew or didn’t know, they needed to get the stolen grimoire pages back from the Iron Order if they could. 
 Knowing that the easy and obvious solution was something that the world, in general, didn’t go in for, Joe asked Grim, “Can’t you just, you know, summon them to come back like you did with the page that you sent out to guide me here?” 
 “Why do you think I’ve been depriving you of my usual pleasant stream of anecdotes for the past half an hour, mate?” Grim replied. “I’ve been trying, but the pages must be locked up.” 
 Joe bit his lip and frowned. 
 “However,” the grimoire said, with the relish of a conjurer pulling forth the rabbit from his hat, “I can feel where they are.” 
 Buoyed up with good French cuisine, Joe straight away leaned forward and put his hands flat on the table. 
 “We could try to go and get them back,” he suggested. 
 As he had thought would happen, Vasmo opened his mouth to object to this scheme. 
 “You’re about to say, ‘And the sooner the better,’ aren’t you, gaffer?” Grim said loudly. “I’ve got to say, I like your style. I’d always worried you could be a bit of a stick-in-the-mud, but this shows true character.” 
 Vasmo bristled at being talked over like this. 
 “I’ll stick you in the mud, you blasted public toilet pamphlet,” he groused. 
 “Bit rude,” Grim said, without rancor. 
 “I was going to say that I agree,” the old wizard said. He got up, walked over to a cupboard whose door was hanging ajar, reached inside, and pulled out a dusty bottle. 
 “Ah, pixie port!” Thornas exclaimed, sitting up a little straighter in his chair. “Just the thing!” 
 “I was going to say that I agree,” Vasmo repeated, “but I think we should wait until everyone is fully recovered and for the gnome fabricators to patch up most of the holes in the exterior of the house.” 
 He popped the cork from the bottle with a snap of his fingers and poured glasses for everyone. 
 “In fact,” he said, with a deliberate sangfroid that instantly aroused Joe’s suspicions, “I was going to propose going without our younger companions here.” 
 Kestrel nodded once to show that she thought that a shrewd idea, but Joe shook his head vehemently. 
 “Grim is the only way we’ll be able to find the pages,” he said, “so it stands to reason that you’ll have to take Grim with you.” 
 “I could just tell ‘em where it is,” Grim pointed out lazily. 
 “You’d probably only do that because you think everyone would get captured,” Lucius said, with a nice serving of his usual spite. 
 “Cor, he is sharp, this one, isn’t he?” Grim said dryly. “You know, sometimes my subconscious can be such a cheeky chappy.” 
 Joe held up a hand. “That’s enough, Grim,” he said. “We know you’re just mucking about—” 
 “Yes… mucking about…” the grimoire said. 
 “—but this is serious,” Joe continued. “And we need you to be there. We wouldn’t want to get to wherever they’re holding your pages and manage to nab them, only to have them stolen back off us before we make a break for it. We need you there to fix them back into yourself and secure them.” 
 “Pardon me,” Thornas Toller rumbled, “but there’s an awful lot of ‘we’ talk still being bandied about here. Weren’t we just saying that these young lads would be staying here?” 
 “Given that these Iron Order toadies were able to almost defeat all of us here,” Joe said, indicating Thornas’ own bandaged leg, “it might be prudent to take as many fighters along with us as we can; otherwise, we might not be able to defend Grim from being captured.” 
 Vasmo looked unconvinced, but Joe had had enough. 
 “Look, guys,” he said, addressing the three older magic users, “I’m really going to have to insist that I go with you—but, don’t worry, it’ll be after we’re all recovered. I’m twenty-one years old and bonded to this floating pain in the ass right here—” 
 “Gosh, I don’t know what to say when he showers me in such perfumed words,” Grim said, adopting a high-pitched and simpering voice. 
 “—and I’ve made my decision,” Joe finished. 
 The gathered wizards and the solitary witch looked around at one another and then at Joe. There seemed to be a host of thoughts and potential objections playing across Vasmo’s face, but before he could set tongue to any of them, Lilli walked back through the shattered doorway of the dining room carrying a tray. 
 “Tart, anyone?” she asked.
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 The next few days passed in a blur of activity. 
 Despite Vasmo’s most eloquent remonstrations, which revolved around the menagerie needing more protection than ever before, both Kestrel Gage and Thornas Toller made their excuses and left the house. Joe thought this odd when he heard the news from Lilli, but as there was so much to do, organize, and keep busy with, he just assumed the witch and wizard were off on some Occultists’ Conclave work of their own. 
 The stricken house itself was a hive of activity and noise due to the gnome construction crew that Vasmo had drafted in. As the large house was basically a giant building site populated by foot-high workmen, who seemed to be making as much mess as they were clearing up, Lilli’s duties as a maid were limited mostly to keeping the comparatively undamaged upstairs rooms. With the spare time she was suddenly afforded, the dwarf had taken on the position of project manager. 
 Joe had never seen a gnome before. The closest he had come to such a being was the hideous, and mostly indecently cheery, pottery things that people with all the landscaping taste of a dead prawn decorated the edge of their fishponds with. In reality, gnomes were nothing like these human takes on their species. In fact, Joe learned that the greatest insult you could pay a gnome was to call him a fisherman or an angler. 
 The members of the construction crew were all about twelve inches tall with moss-green hair and long, marvelously dexterous fingers. Their skin was caramel brown, but they managed to be so rosy-cheeked that they were on the verge of having bright-red heads. Their outfits looked to be made of expertly cured and tailored hides; squirrels, rabbits, voles, rats and, in the case of the foreman, a matching three-piece suit made from badger fur. 
 As Joe was a former tradesman himself, he was amazed at, and could appreciate, the incredible work rate that the little folk put out. Despite each of them coming up to below his knee, they seemed to get more done on-site than a similar number of human builders would have been able to achieve in double the time. 
 “You know why the gaffer, and most wizards, employ gnomes to do their building work, don’t you?” Grim said to Joe, a couple of days after the attack by the Iron Order minions. 
 “The quality and speed of the work, I imagine,” Joe replied. 
 They had taken a break from the training that Joe had been busying himself with in preparation for their next foray. Currently, they were sitting out in the back garden and watching the gnome workmen patch up the last exterior hole in the side of the old house. 
 “Yeah, the work and speed is certainly a factor,” Grim allowed, “but there’s another reason, too.” 
 Joe chewed on a baguette filled with marinated tuna, anchovies, vegetables, sliced hard-boiled egg, and black olives, all dressed with a light vinaigrette. It was a guilty growing secret in his proudly English chest, but he was really starting to love all the French cooking that Durango produced in the kitchen. 
 “What, then?” he asked. 
 The little green-haired men swarmed up the sides of the building without any need for ropes or scaffolding, carrying tiny hammers between their teeth and heavy sacks of nails over their shoulders. Joe reckoned they must be extremely strong for their size and wouldn’t have fancied trying to fight a group of them. He winced internally at the thought of what kind of damage a really angry gnome might be able to do if it managed to run up your trouser leg. 
 “Simple economical considerations,” Grim said. 
 “You mean, they prefer to get paid in buttons and fish eyes?” Joe asked, taking another bite of his baguette. 
 “Nah, they only take gold, and they only take it in advance,” Grim said. “But with gnomes, it’s all relative, you see? They charge far less than, say, dwarven or anasi builders, but because of their size, they feel like they’re making excellent money.” 
 Joe watched the employees of the rather unfortunately named Gnomish Erections (Getting It Up Since 1785) as they jabbered at one another in their strange, almost Celtic accent. 
 “You mean that because they’re so small, their living expenses are less, and so they need less to live on?” he asked. “But, because their human clients think they’re getting a good deal, they’re able to charge a gnomish premium?” 
 “That’s the one,” Grim said. “Gnomes get a lot more bang for their buck. A gnome buys a big enough pumpkin, he’s not just getting a couple of months’ worth of dinners, he can also scoop it out and get a small bedroom extension for his gnomeling. If he goes to a tavern and orders a bucket of beers, he doesn’t just get enough ale to get pickled for a week on, he also gets a nice muscle-soothing ice bath, too.” 
 “Well,” Joe said, “That’s certainly something to think about.” He swallowed the last of his baguette and stood up. “Come on, let’s get a wiggle on. Vasmo will be waiting for us in the parlor.” 
 Another couple of days went quickly by. The work on the house, bar the painting and the finishing touches, was completed. Not letting a little domestic destruction get in the way of the tutelage of his new menagerie apprentice, Vasmo had made sure that Joe continued caring for the magical creatures down in the basement. It was a job that Joe enjoyed, and he found a peace down under the ground as he grew closer to the myriad supernatural beasts that called it home. 
 Once the writing had faded from his arm, and his other hand had returned to its usual size, Joe briefly speculated about bonding with another beast. “You’re going to have enough on your plate, I think, with what is coming up, mate,” Grim advised. “Better you do that after things calm down.”  
 Apart from his menagerie chores, Joe had spent most of his time training, honing his ability to absorb magic and release it in a more controlled fashion. It was hard going, but he made steady progress, day by day. 
 “Although you can only practice absorbing and expelling my Lambency, my light magic, Mr. Ramsey,” Vasmo said, the evening before they were due to set off on their hunt, “the premise and method of your magical osmosis and ejection should be similar with any kind of magic you take in. The only thing that will be different, I imagine, is the feeling of the different shamanistic energies when you draw them into yourself.” 
 The last thing that Joe, Lilli, Vasmo, and Lucius did before they headed for their beds on the final evening was to get ready for the mission the following morning. Each of them stocked up on the various powders and pills that might come in handy in a fray, while Vasmo opened a creaking cupboard and removed what looked to Joe like a bunch of tactical gear. It was dusty and smelled like mothballs, but it put Joe in mind of the conventional body armor that specialist police units like the Metropolitan Police Service’s SCO19 used. 
 “There’s one hex-vest for each of us,” the old man said, handing the body armor around to each of them. 
 “What does it do?” Joe asked. 
 Next to him, Lucius scoffed and said, “What does armor usually do, Ramsey?” 
 “I know what it does,” Joe retorted mildly. “I was just wondering how it does it. How it protects us.” 
 Lucius raised his chin so that he was more easily able to look down his nose at Joe. The tension between the two of them had seemed to be thawing over the past few days. Now that they were on the brink of committing themselves to this potentially dangerous mission, however, they seemed to be going back in time. 
 “The armor plates are manufactured from the interwoven and layered sheets constructed from shed basilisk skin,” the posh young man said, in the tone of one reciting facts from a book. “These sheets are compressed with defensive incantations and sown into thin pockets, which are then laminated in minotaur saliva before being covered in one more layer of defensive spells.” 
 “Duh,” Grim said. 
 Joe made a half-hearted attempt to whack the sarcastic book, but Grim dodged aside with a chuckle.  
 Regardless of the fact that he was not bonded to a creature of his own, and thus had no magic to call up, Lucius had insisted on coming on the mission, too. Watching him suit up into his hex-vest before heading off to bed, Joe couldn’t help but grudgingly respect the other guy once more. It would have been all too easy for him to remain at the house while Joe, Vasmo, and Lilli followed Grim to wherever his pages were drawing him to. 

Still, maybe sticking with the rest of the group is a sound tactical decision, Joe thought. Seeing as the Iron Order could be back at any time to finish us off now that they know where we are.

 As Joe grabbed a musty black backpack from the cupboard to carry Grim in, close but out of sight, Grim grunted. 
 “Let’s just hope that we get to make our move before they get to make their next one, eh?” the grimoire said. 
   
 * * * 
   
 There were all sorts of wacky, wonderful, and worrying places that Joe had imagined the lure of the stolen pages might draw Grim. Before he had drifted off to sleep the previous evening, his sleepy mind had been filled with visions of disguised grottos, dank dungeons, covert caves, and elaborate bases hidden under the Thames. 
 What his imagination had not been able to cook up, what all his experience of villainous organizations, diabolical baddies, and awe-inspiring nutjobs in books, TV shows, and movies had not prepared him for, was what the four stalwart adventurers were faced with at about ten o’clock the following morning. 
 “Are you sure this is the place?” Joe asked. 
 “Of course, I’m bloody sure!” came the slightly muffled voice of Grim from the backpack. “Am I sure? The cheek of this lad, eh. I’m only a bleedin’ magical artifact birthed back in the dawn of magic, aren’t I?” 
 Grim had been in a slightly sour mood from the moment he had gone to get into the backpack that morning and found that the disused bag had actually been the home of a small family of mice for many years. While the mischief of mice might have been small, the efficiency of their digestive tracts could not be denied, if the inside of the backpack was anything to go by. Joe had done his best to clean the worst of the mouse droppings from the main pocket, but the remnant faint mustiness would not budge. 
 “Well, I have to admit that this really does seem highly unlikely,” Lucius commented. “Highly irregular.” 
 “Look,” Grim said wearily, “I’d like to draw your attention to the fact that I can’t actually see where I’ve brought you, yeah? I’m looking at the inside of a bag, for crying out loud. I’m not doing this on purpose. I’m not faffing about. I’m just telling you that the pull of the pages is resonating from wherever we are now. This is the epicenter. It’s going to take a little more refinement, but I’m telling you lads—and Miss Spicer—that you’re going to want to keep your heads on swivels from here on out, all right?” 
 Joe continued to gaze across the parking lot at the gaudily decorated low square building, with its familiar yellow, red, and blue coloration and the annoyingly chipper face of everyone’s favorite honorary lieutenant gazing down at them. 
 “Yeah, but it’s just… A UFC?” he said. 
 Joe, Vasmo, Lucius, and Lilli regarded the squat square building from behind the row of low shrubs that they were taking cover behind. Their journey that morning had taken them across London and fetched them up, just south of the river, in Battersea. 
 A steady stream of people came and went, customers masticated away on the window stools, and a bunch of kids sat on their phones while they drank milkshakes out the front. 
 It was as characterless and timeless as every other fast-food joint in the entire world and looked even more so under the gray light of a gloomy London day. It did not look like the sort of place that might house an organization with as odious and ruthless a reputation as the Iron Order. It simply looked like every other franchised store belonging to a restaurant chain that had occasionally gotten into trouble over such quibbling things as allegedly rearing mutant chickens and serving people deep-fried rats.   
 “You know,” Vasmo said slowly, “it makes sense in a way.” 
 Putting their mutual dislike aside for the moment, Joe and Lucius exchanged dubious looks. 
 “You’re having a laugh, aren’t you?” Joe said. “How does this make any sense?” 
 “It’s been a long-held belief, or hypothesis I should say, amongst those in the Occultists’ Conclave that the Iron Order is behind the fungus-like proliferation of fast-food chains,” Vasmo said, his face set and grim. 
 Joe wasn’t sure what to say to this. Over the past week or so, he had heard and seen some truly incredible things. Things that he had only ever dreamed or fantasized existed. Things that had made him question his very sanity. On some very specific level though, this was perhaps the most bonkers revelation he had had to deal with. 
 “Fast food is the invention of some fiendish fascist wizarding group?” he asked carefully. 
 “I don’t think the gaffer means all of them,” Lilli said. 
 “No, not all,” Vasmo said. 
 “Right,” Joe said. 
 “But a decent majority of the bigger ones,” Vasmo said. “And their iconic meals.”  
 “Even poppycock chicken?” Lucius blurted. 
 Joe looked at him. 
 “What?” the other young man said defensively. 
 “Nothing, nothing,” Joe said hurriedly, holding up his hands placatingly. “I just didn’t take you for an advocate of the dirty bird, that’s all.” 
 “Oh, come now,” Lucius said haughtily. “Show me a gentleman our age who says that he hasn’t over-imbibed of an evening and then sought succor in the arms of a five-piece genuine recipe pack with mash potato and gravy on the side the following morning, and I shall show you a liar, sir!” 
 Lilli cleared her throat loudly. Joe and Lucius fell silent. 
 “The Occultists’ Conclave has believed for a while now that these sorts of companies have been mixing some variety of potion or powder into their foods,” Vasmo said, squinting across at the store from their vantage point. 
 “So much for the thirteen secret herbs and spices,” muttered Joe. 
 “Tell me, gentlemen,” Vasmo said, turning to Joe and Lucius, “have either of you ever felt sick after eating at a fast-food chain?” 
 Joe and Lucius exchanged quick looks. 
 “Is that a trick question, gaffer?” Joe asked. 
 The old wizard smiled thinly. “It is not a trick question, young man,” he said. “We have never been able to be sure, but the research conducted by the Occultists’ Conclave on magic users who visit such establishments seems to indicate that it is probably this suspected powder that is responsible for the slight feelings of nausea and guilt that assail the magically-prone consumer after they have finished their meal.  
 “I freely admit that the research has never been conclusive, however, as over eighty-five percent of those wizards and witches monitored and quizzed already felt quite ill before they entered the restaurants in question.” 
 “Why the hell do you think places like Unlucky Fried Chicken would want to drug their magic user customers?” Joe asked. 
 “It seems to suppress innate magical talent,” the old wizard replied. “This might be some part of the Iron Order’s grand plan to purify this nation’s population of magic users.” 
 Joe puffed out his cheeks and tried to get his head around that, but it was a real stretch. 
 “All right,” he said, “that’s reprehensible in its own unique way, but I think we should concentrate on what we came here to do.” 
 “Agreed, deary,” Lilli Spicer said. 
 “In that case,” Vasmo said, “I think the only thing that we can do now is follow the advice of our grimoire guide and head inside.” 
 “Hooray,” came Grim’s voice from out of the backpack. “Anything to alleviate the smell of this bag will be most welcome. So, if you chatty bipeds fancy getting those ankles in gear, let’s go and find my damn pages.” 
 The group earned a few weird looks from the patrons of Unlucky Fried Chicken when they stepped in through the glass doors and into the fragrant warmth of the restaurant. This was to be expected. Even in a city as open-minded and imperturbable as the English capital, the sight of a gangly old man, a dwarf dressed in an old-fashioned maid’s outfit, a stuck-up toff in a tweed jacket and the proverbial stick inserted, and a slightly scruffy young man was worth having a double-take at. Factor in the fact that all four of these people were wearing tactical body armor—as if they were plainclothes police or attired for a dress-up party—and it was of little surprise that many of the UFC customers thought it a prudent time to leave. 
 “Good grief,” Lucius said, looking around with his nose turned up so far that if the sprinkler system went off he’d be in danger of drowning, “have you ever seen such a prole-infested place?” 
 Joe shot him an unfriendly look. “They’re just people, silver-spoon boy,” he said. 
 “How do you think we go about finding out whether this is the place we’re looking for?” Lilli asked. 
 “Oh ye of little faith, I’m telling you, Miss Spicer, this is the spot,” came Grim’s muted, but unmistakably indignant, voice from the depths of the bag on Joe’s back. 
 “Should we ask the people behind the counter, do you think?” Lilli asked. 
 Joe scanned the faces of the staff. They looked, by and large, as he’d expect any team of people working in a restaurant to look. Some appeared bored; some, who had probably just started their shift, were chipper and smiling; some looked preoccupied and were just going through the motions; and one looked like he had perfected that most helpful technique, which only horses and security guards usually mastered, of being able to sleep whilst standing and with his eyes open. 
 “Nah,” Joe said. “Nah, I think that if there’s anything untoward here, it’s going to go beyond the front of house. Let’s just get in there and have a rummage around. Worst comes to worst, we’ve all got bags of abstraction dust, yeah?” 
 “That seems like a plan in which a lot could go wrong,” Vasmo pointed out. “It seems like you’re trusting an awful lot to luck.” 
 Acting braver than he felt, Joe lapped the old wizard companionably on the arm. “Ah, don’t fret so much, gaffer,” he said. “Don’t you know that the scraps and troubles that we endure today will just be ‘those good old days’ we laugh reminiscently about tomorrow?” 
 “Unless we’re all brutally murdered,” Grim pointed out. 
 Vasmo grimaced.  
 “As soon as we hop that counter, things are going to start getting out of our control,” Joe said, putting the conversation back on track. 
 “That doesn’t sound good at all,” Lucius noted, shooting Joe a mistrustful glance. 
 “So, let’s not worry about what we can’t control,” Joe continued, “and use that energy to focus on what we can create from this situation. On me!” 
 Joe, leading the not-entirely-convinced group, jumped over the counter and marched through the double doors into the kitchen. The staff did not cry out or try to stop the quartet in any way. That was the thing about moving assertively, not asking for permission, and not offering an explanation or apology in England—people just didn’t know how to handle it. 

If only I’d thought to bring along some high-vis vests or some clipboards, Joe thought. No one ever questions a high-vis vest and a clipboard.

  Listening to Grim’s stifled instructions, Joe led his team through the smoke and steam, winding between all the gleaming stainless-steel paraphernalia that was needed to produce high-fat, low-cost food. They walked swiftly past the dumbstruck staff, feet squeaking on the spotless but faintly greasy floor. 
 Before long, their progress was impeded by a massive steel door—a walk-in freezer. 
 “And carry on straight,” Grim said. 
 “I can’t carry on,” Joe replied. 
 “What? We need to go through,” Grim said. 
 Joe tried the handle, but the door wouldn’t budge. He cursed under his breath. 
 Joe looked around and spotted a pretty girl with black hair. She appeared to have been the lord of the fries for that shift because she was holding one of those metal baskets with the handles on for cooking the chips. Currently, both chips and basket had been forgotten as she stared in amazement at the four newcomers who had arrived out of the blue. 
 “Department of Homeland Food Security,” Joe barked at her, fabricating wildly on the spot. “Agent…” his eyes darted frantically about, “…Spoon.” 

Agent Spoon… What are you talking about?

 “That’s a ruddy good question,” Grim said. 
 The girl started when she heard the bodiless voice. 
 “What’s through here?” Joe asked, using his best authoritative voice, whilst being painfully aware that the girl and he were of an age, and that the girl really was very pretty. 
 “It’s… it’s just the spare freezer,” the girl stammered. 
 “Can you open it for us, please?” Joe asked, trying to insinuate that this was not, in actual fact, a request. 
 The girl shook her head. 
 “I d-don’t have a key,” she said, clearly taken aback. “None of us do. It’s never been used. It’s j-just a spare.” 
 Joe frowned and looked over at Vasmo. The old man nodded and ran his hands quickly over the door while Joe and Lucius tried to block him from the girl’s inquisitive eyes. 
 “Are we getting shut down?” she asked hopefully. 
 “I, uh, I’m not sure,” Joe said, “but I think it might be a good idea if you were to call in sick for the rest of the day, yeah?” 
 Joe could hear Vasmo muttering away behind his back, but he couldn’t make out what he was saying. Then, after a long couple of seconds in which he and the black-haired girl stared awkwardly at one another, the old man said, “Aha, yes!” 
 There was a flash of bright blue light and the heavy ker-shunk of a locking mechanism being disabled. The freezer door creaked open. 
 “Hey, how did you manage that?” the girl asked, trying to peer over Joe’s shoulder. 
 “Are freezer doors usually as thick as bank vault doors?” Lilli asked. 
 “I shouldn’t think so,” Vasmo said. 
 Joe reached into the little chest pocket of his hex-vest, pulled a pinch of abstraction dust from it, and blew it into the girl’s face. Her nose wrinkled up like she was going to sneeze and then her facial features relaxed into those of a sleepwalker.  
 “Go home,” Joe told her. 
 A tugging on his sleeve told him it was time to go. 
 “Just get out of here,” he said. 
 The blank-faced girl gave him a thumbs-up.   
 The foursome walked inside the freezer and closed the door behind them. A dull ker-shunk told them that lock had fallen back into place. 
 “Well, I think it’s safe to say that this is probably not usual at all Unlucky Fried Chickens,” Lilli said. 
 “No,” Joe agreed. “No, I think this might very well be the right place after all.” 
 “After all?” Grim said. “I told you, this nose never lies.” 
 “What nose? You’re a book,” Lucius said snidely. 
 “Let’s not start that now, for goodness’ sake!” Vasmo snapped. “There’ll be plenty of time to nip and yip at one another later. Or there won’t be and we’ll be dead, in which case at least I’ll be rid of your persistent tomfoolery and japery! Now, to business! We are in the inner sanctum of the enemy. Prepare yourselves to fight at a moment’s notice.” 
 They were standing at what looked like the head of an awful corporate maze. Ahead of them stretched a labyrinth of winding corridors made from the partitions of little cubicles. The walls of these corridors were probably about two feet higher than Joe was, so once they were inside the maze, the only way of checking their progress would be to jump and try and crane their heads over the top. 
 There was a sense that this maze of makeshift corridors was set in a very large space. A space that was far too large to account for the building they had left behind on the other side of the freezer door. 
 Joe looked back and saw the door behind them was indeed shut. 
 “What did you do to get us in here, gaffer?” Lilli asked the old man. 
 “Just a little bit of this and a little bit of that, Miss Spicer,” Vasmo said enigmatically. “I had a feeling that the door must be magically enchanted—like the door to Grim’s room back at home. I used a few tried-and-tested methods and, thankfully, they worked.” 
 “And can we get out again?” Lucius asked. 
 Vasmo’s slightly pleased expression faded a little bit. 
 “We should be able to,” he said. 
 “Oh, that’s comforting,” Grim said dryly. 
 “Are we still inside the same building?” Joe asked. 
 Vasmo pursed his lips. 
 “We are in the same building,” he said after a moment’s thought, “but we are not in the same building if that helps you get your noggin around our predicament, Mr. Ramsey.” 
 Joe looked at him blankly. 
 “That literally doesn’t help me in the least,” he said. “However, seeing as we’re pressed for time, I’m happy to file that under ‘magic’ and move on.” 
 They set off through the maze of awful office corridors. All around them, echoing in an almost mournful fashion, was the sound of people murmuring to one another in semi-hushed voices. 
 Their path was dictated solely by Grim’s instructions. The grimoire prattled on in a never-ending flow of directions, and Joe followed them as well as he was able. Sometimes, due to the configuration of the makeshift halls, Joe would not be able to follow a direction and would have to wait until he could take the left or right that Grim had told him to take. In essence, the four hunters were playing the most intense game of hot-cold that any of them had ever been a part of. 
 It was not long before they had lost all sense of direction. If it had not been for Grim, the four hunters would have been hopelessly lost in no time. They didn’t know what to expect and could not even hazard a guess at what might lie ahead of them. 
 “Stay alert,” was all Vasmo would say. “The Iron Order are strong, but we have the element of surprise on our side.” 
 A nagging part of Joe’s brain couldn’t help but think that the element of surprise that the old wizard alluded to was actually a more esoteric label for the hope he was privately harboring that the Iron Order, whoever they might be run by, would not believe that Vasmo and his companions would be fool enough to come marching into their domain.  
 It was not long before they had a run-in with members of the Iron Order. They rounded a corner and came face-to-face with a pair of witches who had been marching purposefully in their direction. One had a beautiful python with the head of an eagle draped around her neck, while the other was being followed along by a small humanoid with antlers and bat-like wings—an imp, Joe thought.  
 The two groups froze as they spotted one another. Confusion swept across the faces of the two Iron Order witches, but that quickly hardened into hostility as their gazes took in the hex-vests, as well as the general air of clandestine mischief that hung around the four interlopers. 
 “Hello, dears,” Lilli said, stepping forward and smiling sweetly, “you couldn’t tell us where the loos are could you?” 
 As was required when meeting most dwarfs, the eyes of the two witches flicked downward to focus on the small figure. As soon as they did this, Vasmo struck the nearest witch with a light spell that cast a halo around her head. There was a soft hum, and she collapsed bonelessly to the floor, the python around her neck flopping senselessly from around her shoulders to lie like a very edgy boa on the ground.  
 The other witch’s eyes went wide. She snarled, and her eyes shone a deep purple as she channeled magic from the imp shadowing her. She thrust her arms out with a soft cry, and a series of flapping semi-translucent shapes shot toward the group. 
 The confines of the makeshift corridor were tight, so dodging the supernatural missiles was not really an option. In lieu of evasion, Joe spread his arms and stood in the way of his three colleagues. The fluttering shapes, which reminded him of the ghosts of crows or ravens, crashed into him. 
 Whatever magic they were crafted from, whatever magic the imp allowed the witch to access, it hit Joe like a lump of dry ice. Cold flooded him, followed by a tingling burn that emanated to the tips of his fingers. 
 The witch smiled triumphantly, but her grin was short-lived. A moment later, Joe expelled the magic he had siphoned from her. It manifested itself in a coiling lasso of deep purple smoke, which snaked around the stunned woman. With a jerk of his hand, Joe caused the spell to yank the witch sideways. She crashed into the wall of the corridor and, with her hands being pinned to her side by Joe’s counter-spell, her head cracked into the boards. As the whole section of wall rocked under the impact, the witch’s eyes rolled up into her head, and she fell in a heap to the floor. Behind her, the imp let out a soft squeak and keeled over backward. 
 “How does that work?” Joe asked, in a hushed voice, indicating the unconscious snake creature and the imp. 
 “Bond-mates share everything, kid,” Grim explained. “Both the highs and the lows. If one of you gets knocked out, the shock reverberates through the link you share and takes the same toll on the other.” 
 “Quite so,” Vasmo said, “and now might I suggest we get a wiggle on, as the saying goes? I fear that our presence here will be known before long.” 
 “The gaffer’s right,” Lilli said. “The further we get before all hell breaks loose, the better.” 
 The group hurried on, winding their way deeper into the strange maze. 
 “Left here… And another left…” Grim said as Joe half-jogged through the winding passages with the others hurrying along behind him. “And a right, kid. I said a right, kid!” 
 “I can’t take a right,” Joe said over his shoulder. “I can go straight on. Hold up… I think it opens up a bit further along here.” 
 Unexpectedly, the four magic users stepped out into a wider open space within the larger room. There, they found themselves confronted by a quartet of identically attired men and women, dressed in the kimonos that Joe was starting to realize were the bog-standard gear of witches and wizards. These were a deep sable in color and were topped with long ankle-length coats. 
 The fight was brief and furious. The guards, for guards they most certainly were, looked impressive and stoic standing with their hands behind their backs and their shiny knee-high boots sticking out from the bottom of their coats. They stood in pairs around what appeared to be a huge metal trapdoor, almost like the kind of hatch you’d expect to find in a submarine. 
 But it was one thing to look the part and another thing entirely to deal with four desperados looking to take back that which was stolen from them. 
 Spells flashed this way and that. There was no hesitation on the part of Joe and the others this time, and they went straight on the attack. It was amazing how close Lilli could get to an enemy before they took her for a threat.  
 Perhaps it was being three feet shorter than most other people; perhaps it was the vaguely motherly expression on her face, the expression that seemed to indicate that she didn’t approve of what was going on; perhaps it was the maid’s outfit combined with the pearl necklace (Jock the bogeyman’s usual manifestation) that lured them into a false sense of security.  
 Whatever it was, the first of the guards fell with a beauty of a blow from a glowing green club she conjured from the air. 
 By that point, the other guards were well aware that they were under attack. They charged across the open space toward Joe and the others. A moment later, a second guard was floored by a deflective shield of mirror-bright light that Vasmo conjured, which bounced the man’s own fire spell back at him, a molten bolt of solidified magma spearing him through the heart. 
 Lucius showed some pluck, running at one of the guards even though the man’s eyes were shining with the aquamarine glow of one channeling water magic. Before he could get himself blasted by a water spell, however, Joe tackled the man from the side. 
 In his shock at being physically handled, the enemy wizard’s spell light faded from his eyes. It was then, in the middle of that scrap, that Joe was struck by an epiphany. Magic users probably weren’t great shakes when it came to hand-to-hand combat. Why would they be? They had no real reason to learn. 
 This was an interesting revelation, although it was not as beneficial as it might have been. Joe was hardly what might have been called a street fighter. The closest he had come to any kind of formal training in that respect was about five years of emulating the wrestlers of the WWF in his preteen years. Still, having to have dealt with a couple of dicey situations on the streets of London, he was probably more equipped to get down and dirty in the old style than most of the wizards and witches he was going to come across. 
 As it was, the man he tackled had some fight in him, once he had gotten over the shock of being manhandled. He struck out and caught Joe under the chin, knocking his head upward. Then, he stuck three fingers into Joe’s chest, and his eyes radiated with a venomous bright pink light. 
 “Son of a—!” Joe yelled and countered the spell fired from him at point-blank range just in time.  
 The spell must have been some sort of storm or electricity magic, judging by the way it filled Joe’s head with a buzzing ring that made him think of a flock of metallic starlings swooping through the confines of his cranium. Its force threw Joe six feet into the air and off the man he had tackled. He landed hard on his back on the unforgiving floor and felt the breath driven from him. With an effort, he managed to keep a hold of the magic he had siphoned from the guard, but he was in no immediate position to fire it back at him. 
 Thankfully, as the guard pushed himself up to his knees and his eyes glowed pink once more, Lucius arrived and booted him in the side of the head. The man’s teeth clacked together with sickening loudness, and he fell to the ground unconscious. 
 Glancing to his left, Joe raised his hand, jutting out three fingers in a mimicry of the action the guard he had tackled had done, but this time, when he expelled the stolen magic, he was careful to try and retain some within himself. This was the moment of truth for his intensive practice these past days. 
 Three bolts of jagged pink energy crackled from his hand and caught the witch who had been shooting balls of green energy at Vasmo. The crepitating trio of pink beams hit the running woman and caused her own magical missiles to punch harmlessly into the floor, leaving a series of small, smoking black craters. As for her, she was frozen in the air and a crust of pretty pink crystals formed on her outer extremities. She twitched once or twice, hanging in the air, and went down. 
 All eyes turned to the hatch on the floor. 
 All except Joe’s. His eyes had been drawn to something hanging from the belt of one of the downed guards. Something that had caused a smile to set his recently thumped jaw to aching as it bloomed across his lips. 
 “What do you expect might be inside, do you think?” Lucius asked. His sleek black hair was ruffled, and his emerald eyes were wide and his pupils dilated. 
 “I’d say it’s just the thing we need,” Joe said, his eyes shining. 
 “The stolen pages are in there?” Lucius asked. 
 “They’re not here,” Grim’s voice said from the bag, “but we’re close.” 
 “No, not the pages,” Joe said. “I was talking about an edge.” 
 “What are you on about, ducky?” Lilli asked. 
 Joe held up the thing he had taken from the guard’s belt. It was a thin card made of a dull metal that he expected was iron. On it was the name of the fallen guard who had carried it—an S. Green—but, more intriguingly, there were two more words underneath the name. 

ARMORY DETAIL.
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 “Whoa baby, this is what I’m talking about,” Joe said as he stared down into the hole in the ground that had recently been covered by the heavy metal hatch. 
 Beneath the four members of the crew was a room filled with a veritable plethora of magical artifacts and weapons: muskets, crossbows, armor of all different shapes, sorts, and materials, staffs, spears, broomsticks, and a host of other more exotic-looking things that Joe could only guess the use of. 
 The second thing Joe noticed was that the room seemed to be laid out in a way that completely defied the laws of gravity. 
 “How is it,” he said slowly, “that we’re looking down into this room, and yet the actual room seems to be stuck to one wall?” 
 In the bag on his back, Grim chuckled. 
 “Kid, don’t you remember what I said about perspective?” 
 Joe cast his mind back. It seemed that a lifetime’s worth of action had taken place since he and Grim had had that little talk. 
 “Life is open to interpretation, right?” he said quietly. “It’s like art in that way.” 
 Grim made a noise that could have been taken to mean anything. 
 “Art? Blimey, what do I know about art?” he replied. “All I know is that you come from a world of facts. Magic doesn’t bother with facts a lot of the time, my old mate, but that doesn’t mean you can’t trust certain aspects of it to an extent. It’s like religion in that way.” 
 Joe thought he saw what the book was getting at. Magic, this kind of showy, mind-bending magic, was best dealt with as a kid would: trusting blindly to the fact that it didn’t make sense and should behave in a way that you hoped it would, rather than thought it should. 
 He stepped down into the hole and— 
 —the world, the room, tilted crazily, swinging around to catch him before his step hit the wall, which actually turned into the ground. 
 Joe blinked, fighting down a brief dizzying wave of nausea. He swallowed, looked up, and waved the others down. 
 “Come on down!” he called in his best game show host voice. “Let’s even the playing field a little.” 
 The small group stepped tentatively down into the weird hatch behind Joe. It did not take each of them long to peruse the racks of weird and wonderful weapons and pick out a little something for themselves. 
 Lilli selected a magic firearm, which resembled an old-fashioned blunderbuss in Joe’s eyes. She had told him when they had first chatted about her magic that manufacturing mechanical objects with her dwarf magic was really difficult, which is why Joe assumed she had decided to get rid of the middleman and pack some pre-manufactured heat.  
 As Joe watched, the dwarf flicked a switch on the side of the weapon, which looked almost like some bizarre variety of brass instrument, and a glass reservoir under the wide-mouthed barrel was illuminated with purple light. 
 Grinning happily, Lilli said, “Ah, that’s grand.”  
 Vasmo quietly picked himself out some more armor: greaves and bracers to cover his spindly forearms and shins, as well as a simple armored cap with a centurion-style chin strap. The armor looked to have a fluidity to it and molded itself to his form so that it fit perfectly. Joe had a feeling that the old wizard, for all his experience and prowess with his powers, was erring on the side of caution so far as fighting this strange outpost of the Iron Order went. 
 As if to back up his thoughts, Vasmo caught eyes with him and said, “You can’t be too careful in this game, Mr. Ramsey. There are some buffoons who would have you believe that the best form of defense is attack, but magic users who share that opinion are usually found a few minutes later in a pool of blood with their kidneys hanging out of their nose.” 
 Joe grinned as the wizard’s fumbling with his chin strap earned him a look of annoyance and ruffled jealousy from his animated cloak, Momo. The carbunclo stuck her head out from under the cloak that was part of her body and swatted the old man gently around the back of the head before vanishing once more.  
 Lucius Umbra had found himself a collapsible staff—a weapon that reminded Joe of those collapsible police batons. As the young man tested it out a few times, extending and shortening it with a little flick of his wrist, Joe saw that it glowed with silver runes, which looked to be carved all over it. 
 “Riot staff,” the young man explained stiffly when he saw Joe looking in his direction. “Runs off its own store of Lambency—light magic, if you recall.” 
 Joe bit his tongue, managing to stop snapping back at Lucius that he remembered what Lambency was. He nodded. 
 “Can fire globes of stunning light magic at any foes you come across,” Lucius said. “Plus, it also comes with this.” Lucius pressed a button on the side of the riot staff with his thumb. A pale beam of silver light projected from the top and bottom of the staff, connected in the middle, and formed a kite-shaped shield in front of the young man. 
 Joe raised an eyebrow. 
 “Handy,” he said. “Considering… You know…” 
 “Quite,” Lucius said through gritted teeth, a dull flush creeping up his neck. 
 He and Joe had still not discussed the awkward fact that the young man, who had been groomed to be bonded with Grim, had no bond-mate at all now thanks to the unforeseen chance that had thrown Grim and Joe together.  
 Joe cleared his throat and turned himself back to the task of finding a little something for himself. With a bit of Grim’s help, who he had freed from the confines of the backpack for the time being, it did not take him long. 
 “That’s a bit of you there, my old china,” the grimoire said, floating a little way off down the aisle Joe was perusing. 
 “What is?” Joe asked. 
 “This here. Come and have a gander,” Grim said. 
 It was a belt hanging on an otherwise empty rack. It looked to have been made of some kind of material that might have been leather, but then again, it might have been some kind of metal mesh. It was hard to tell. Turning your head one way and then the other resulted in a different perspective so that Joe ended up second-guessing himself. 

Perspective… he thought, letting out a little snort of laughter. Life really does have a lot to do with it.

 “I told you,” Grim said smugly.  
 Joe peered forward and looked at the dusty piece of parchment that fronted the stand. It was a scribbled armorer’s note, telling the prospective selector what the belt was. 
 “It says here that it’s a stabilizer belt,” he muttered. 
 “Mate, I know, that’s why I told you to get yourself over here,” Grim said. “That little beauty allows novice, or majorly unskilled and inept, wizards to channel more energy from their magical creatures without risking fusion. It’s the perfect thing for you, especially seeing as we’re most likely about to be thrown into the deep end without arm bands.” 
 Joe reached out and pulled the belt from where it hung. It was not warm or cold in his hands but moved through his fingers like silk. 
 “No thinking required,” Grim said. “Just whack it around your middle and let the belt do the rest. It’s a clever bit of gear, that. Old, too. Old even as I’d reckon it.” 
 Joe slipped the belt through the loops of his trousers and tightened it. 
 “I don’t feel any different,” he said. 
 “Well, no, you wouldn’t, would you?” Grim said airily. “It’s a belt, not the bloody Ring of Power.” 
 Joe touched the belt and then let his shirt drop over the top of it, obscuring it from view. 
 “Look at you,” Grim said. “Joe and his Technicolor Dreambelt!” 
 “Very good,” Joe said woodenly. “Now, get your papery butt back in the bag and tell us which way to go.” 
 Grim let out one of those deep sighs of his that sounded so much like the wind blowing through the leaves of an autumn tree. 
 “Fine,” he said, floating back into the bag so that Joe could zip him securely inside. “The direction is easy. Straight through the armory and out the other side.” 
 Freshly looted, the four hunters continued traveling through the armory until they reached a door that matched the hatch from before. Joe held up his hand and turned to face the others. 
 “Chances are there will be guards through here,” he said. “You’d think that the Iron Order would secure their armory at both ends, even if we are nearing their inner sanctum.” 
 “I would say, technically, we’re already in their inner sanctum,” Lucius said, twirling his new riot staff around in his hand with a consummate skill that niggled Joe. 
 “Fine. Then shall we say that we’re approaching their inner inner sanctum?” Joe said, trying to keep his patience under control. “Would that be all right with you?” 
 “Would you pair of insufferable young adults stop your posturing for three consecutive seconds and recall to your minds why it is we are here!” Vasmo hissed, wagging a stern finger in between Joe and Lucius, who had unthinkingly squared up to one another. 
 “My apologies,” Joe said, trying to get his jangling nerves under control. They were coming to the end of this now, one way or another. He could feel the certainty growing in the pit of his stomach. The effect of this awareness was that he found himself suddenly a lot less willing to put up with Lucius’s snide little digs. “I’m sure Lucius is only making these comments because he’s used to having an ass to kiss a couple of inches in front of his nose, and he’s still getting used to the view of the wide-open world.” 
 Lucius’ hand, which wasn’t grasping the riot staff, balled into a fist. His green eyes widened and then narrowed. His lips pulled back from his teeth. 
 “Enough, you bloody great pair of prunes!” came Lilli’s sharp voice. 
 A moment later, both Joe and Lucius winced and hopped away from one another as they became the recipients of a swift kick to the shin by the dwarf’s solid boots.  
 “Good grief, it’s a good thing I came along,” Lilli said, shaking her head. “How far the three of you would have got before your squabbling cost you all you have to give, I don’t like to think.” 
 She gave Joe and Lucius a couple of forbidding looks to go with their kicked shins. Then she jerked a thumb at Vasmo, who was rubbing his temples wearily. 
 “Look what you’re doing to the gaffer,” she continued, shaking her head. “He looks like all his birthdays have come at once.” 
 “He doesn’t look too happy to me,” Joe said. 
 “Happy?” Lilli said. “I meant he looks old as hell. Now, would the pair of you rein in your egos and your testosterone, stop showing the disposition flexibility of a hippopotamus in an elevator, and let’s get a move on, shall we? These pages aren’t going to rescue themselves.” 
 There were guards on the other side of the door, just as Joe had suspected there would be. He was becoming more and more confident that the Iron Order really was built like some sort of underworld government organization. There was a disquieting rigidity to the structure of the place that reminded him of the Department for Transport. That was a sign of efficiency, yes, but it was also a sign of linear thinking, and linear thinking could be predicted. 
 The team of four made even shorter work of the crew of Iron Order goons waiting for them on the other side of the door than they had done their compatriots at the other end of the armory. Using the metal key that Joe had taken from the fallen guard, they flung the door wide and stepped up and into the open space beyond.  
 It was a more conventional space than the one they had gone through the freezer to find themselves in. Rather than being constructed of makeshift corridors inside a huge warehouse-like area, the room looked a lot like the circular lobby of some grand hotel or office building. It was all glinting metal and polished marble—hard, shiny surfaces that denoted wealth and respectability. 
 The confrontation and clash with the enemy on this occasion was made just that little bit trickier, at first glance, by the fact that there weren’t just guards stationed about the lobby but also a couple of wizards who looked like office workers that were striding through on their way to somewhere else. 
 Joe had the presence of mind to point these two blokes out to Lilli, who was following hot on his heels as he stepped up and into the lobby. The last thing they wanted was for a couple of Iron Order lackeys to escape, raise the alarm, and bring the full fury of this shadowy organization down on them. 
 Barely pausing to get her bearings, the dwarf raised her arcane blunderbuss and unleashed a couple of shots in the direction of the two men. Two shimmering oblongs of viscous purple magic shot from the end of the weapon, which rocked and bucked in the dwarf’s hands. 
 The first projectile missed the first man, and punched into an ornate column on the other side of the lobby, dissolving the marble so that it looked like someone had taken a giant bite out of the solid stone. The second missile struck the other running man in the back, right between the shoulder blades. With a cry that was cut short, the wizard was consumed from the point where the magical bullet hit him outward like a piece of paper being eaten up by fire. Ash drifted to the floor. 
 Just before the first runner could make it to the safety of one of the corridors that branched off the main lobby, a globe of white light, fired from the riot staff that Lucius carried, struck him in the back of the leg. He stopped dead in mid-stride. He jolted and convulsed a couple of times, his brown hair standing from his head in a fetching manner, then he collapsed in a gently steaming heap to the floor. 
 With barely a thought, Joe sucked just enough magic from Lilli so that he could craft a chunky caricature of a hand and use it to grab hold of a huge ornamental urn standing nearby. Gritting his teeth and straining mentally, he managed to fumble the urn up into the air and drop it on a guard who had locked his attention on Lucius. The resounding crash of the urn shattering over the head of the Iron Order guard and pulverizing him into the unforgiving marble floor made one of his fellows glance over his shoulder. 
 It was a small mistake but costly. 
 Vasmo, eyes shining like blue stars, caught the man up in a tractor beam of scintillating light and drove him into the ceiling with enough force to bring dust and stone fragments down. The man landed hard on the ground amid the debris and, a second later, his monkey-shaped magical creature thumped down beside him. 
 Within a few moments, it was all over. The final henchman fired a waving jet of green energy at Vasmo, but the old man managed to get his arm up and block it at the last moment. The hostile magic was deflected away and grounded itself in the floor, causing the marble to snap and pop like bubble wrap. 
 Vasmo was sent stumbling and spinning away by the force of the magic his new armor had blocked, and so he was unable to return fire at either the guard who had struck him or the fresh witch who had come hurtling down the corridor that stretched away directly in front of where Joe was standing. 
 Face contorted with defiant panic, the guard launched another attack at Joe. A stream of toxic green particles shot toward him. Joe absorbed the magic, and he instantly felt the help that his new belt gave him. He was able to absorb far more magic far more quickly than before. With this sudden and unaccustomed influx, Joe’s body felt as if it was about to rip apart—but he managed to control the churning magic within. 
 Next to him, the blunderbuss in Lilli’s arms jerked once more, making a sound like a hairdryer being started and then stopped very suddenly. The panicking guard and his unfortunate magical creature were blasted into nothingness. 
 Turning his attention to the witch who had sprinted down the hallway, Joe unleashed the magic he had siphoned from the now-dead guard and gave the woman the full force of it. She was encased from head to toe in green crystal, along with the raven perching on her shoulder, freezing her even as she raised her hand to let loose with a spell of her own. With a flash of green light, the Iron Order witch was sent hurtling back down the corridor from whence she came. She shattered into a million pieces as she hit the far wall, some twenty-five meters away. 
 Vasmo shook his head and looked down at the armored bracer that covered his spindly arm. Hesitantly, he reached out and tapped the metal with a finger. 
 “Extraordinary,” he murmured. “We, the Occultists’ Conclave, have been at peace, albeit a tense peace, with the Iron Order for almost a century. We’ve had our eye on them, of course, but up until recently, they have given us no real reason to try to tame their extremist tendencies.” 
 “You’ve never seen this gear before?” Joe asked, keeping his eyes on the corridors that led into the lobby to make sure they weren’t joined by any more Iron Order thugs. 
 Vasmo looked closely at the bracer that had deflected the green spell that the late guard had fired at him. He held his arm up to the light. 
 “Not a scratch,” he muttered. “And from a spell that should have reduced my arm to a useless and unsightly nub.” He stirred, dropped his arm, and looked at Joe. “I have seen some of these weapons. The riot staff that Mr. Umbra has over there is an oldie but a goodie, as the saying goes. Miss Spicer’s blunderbuss conjures images of an older model of such a weapon I think I saw in my youth. A spell-slinger we called it back then, though that looks to have undergone some serious refinements.” 
 “Catchy,” came Grim’s voice from the backpack. “Why would I not be surprised to learn that these fascist muppets have a marketing department?”  
 Vasmo chuckled darkly. “Oh, the spell-slinger was not an invention crafted by the Iron Order,” he said. “The Iron Order were merely an extremist offshoot of… Well, that doesn’t matter so much now. Let’s just say that I am unsurprised to see that this organization has embraced secrets to its bosom as readily as any spy network. When they started they weren’t exactly fond of sharing their discoveries, and now that they appear to be in the weapon manufacturing game, I am even less surprised.” 
 “I wonder what other advancements they’ve made,” Lilli said, taking the chance to refasten her maid’s cap under her chin. 
 “Yes,” Vasmo said slowly, his face expressing evident concern at the dwarf’s comment. “That is a worrying notion, but I am more perturbed about what the Iron Order plan to do with Grim’s pages. Seeing all this, I suddenly get the very uncomfortable feeling that my colleagues at the Occultists’ Conclave and I have drifted somewhat out of the loop.” 
 As Joe, urged on by Grim, indicated that they should follow him, he heard Lilli break into a soft, snorting little peal of laughter. 
 “With all due respect, gaffer,” the dwarven maid said, “You and your banquet-throwing chums haven’t been in the loop since forever ago. We’ve had it too good. You’ve been able to concentrate on doing good by pairing freshly-minted wizards up with their magical creatures. The loop’s ruddy miles away now. Nearest you’ve been to being in the loop is when one of your fellow Conclave members comes round, you get stuck into the sherry, and you stay up much later than is advisable swapping old war stories. I thought you were aware of that.” 
 The corridors they moved through now were as plush as any five-star hotel, stately home, or embassy. As they padded along, Joe reflected that an embassy was just the place that this environment reminded him of. 
 Statues of pompous witches and wizards holding scrolls and with their magical creatures represented as small models in their hands or on their shoulders or, more often than not, at their feet, adorned occasional niches set into the corridor. There were highly stylized portraits of austere-looking men and women on the wall as well as landscapes depicting battles and key moments in history. Joe actually recognized some of them, having strolled through the National Gallery on more than one occasion. Some of them looked to be the same as pictures that hung in London’s premier gallery—Joe picked out The Battle of San Romano—albeit with wizards and witches substituted in for the usual mortal soldiery.   
 More than once, the group of four was obliged to step into an empty room or hide in the shadows of some self-indulgent statue as a group of guards hurried by. 
 “We’re getting close, kid,” Grim said after they had been moving purposefully along for ten minutes or so. “But… something is interfering with my sense of direction.” 
 “What do you mean?” Joe asked. 
 “Just what I say,” Grim replied. “There’s some kind of thaumaturgic interference. The pull I’m getting from my pages… I can only get a general direction.” 
 “And what is that general direction?” Joe asked. 
 Grim paused for a second. 
 “It’s down,” he replied. “It’s down.” 
 Joe had thought they were already down. He had believed that they were only a few doors away from finding out where the pages were. However, there was nothing to be gained by venting his frustration. Instead, he looked over his shoulder and said to the others in a low voice, “Keep your eyes peeled for anything that looks like an elevator or some stairs. We need to head downward.” 
 After a few more twists and turns, and just when Joe thought Lucius was going to explode with the mounting tension, they finally got their much-needed breakthrough. 
 They were moving down an equally luxuriously appointed corridor but a quieter one. Thick carpet covered the footfalls of their boots. The dim hubbub that emanated from the occult complex as a whole was subdued here. 
 Grim continued to direct them, even though he could only feel a vague tugging from his missing pages. Whereas before he had been able to say almost to the meter when they should have turned, now the grimoire was letting Joe and the rest of the small crew travel longer in straight lines. To Joe, it felt almost like they were moving left to right across a field with a metal detector, trying to home in on the ping of pay dirt. 
 Pushing through a pair of heavy wooden double doors with brass handles, the four hunters happened upon a big room filled with TV screens and backed by three more double doors that were secured with lengths of golden chain and iron padlocks as big as toasters. 
 What with their obviously supernatural surroundings, Joe was taken aback by this display of run-of-the-mill human technology; dozens of big monitors hung on the walls, sat on stands and, in a few cases, just levitated in the air. Then, it clicked that they weren’t traditional television screens. They were, in fact, sheets of highly polished bronze, or some other metal, on which footage from all over London was streaming in. At a glance, Joe saw the Church of St Dunstan, people walking up and down the canals of Little Venice, pedestrians chatting and grabbing coffee in Neal’s Yard, and the busy outside tables of the Churchill Arms in Notting Hill. 
 The Iron Order had eyes all over London. 
 “Son of a biscuit-eating bulldog! A scrying hall!” Vasmo blurted out from over Joe’s right shoulder. 
 Joe didn’t notice the five wizarding technicians until they turned around to stare. They sat at a series of long counters with a collection of knobs and dials that looked to be able to tune the pictures on the banks of scrying mirrors. The five of them turned to look at the hunters. 
 “Inspection?” Joe tried. 
 The three witches and two wizards kicked their high stools away. 
 “Here we go!” Grim crowed excitedly from behind Joe. “I smell a fight! And that’s saying something being stuck in here with all this mouse sh—” 
 Spells, incantations, and hexes bloomed in the air. The inside of the scrying hall, as Vasmo had called it, soon transformed into the interior of a fireworks factory that someone had tossed a lighted match into. 
 It was a good thing that Joe and the other three had dosed themselves with healing capsules after the other fights they had been in, and that they were attired in the hex-vests, because the close confines of the scrying hall made for a very intense battleground. 
 Even as Joe was purposefully absorbing one of the witch’s curses that she had flung at him, another wayward spell that had deflected off Vasmo’s armor hit him in the rump and sent him staggering into a counter. He took the corner of the counter in the side—the one spot his hex-vest didn’t cover—and felt a sharp pain lance across his ribs as he fell over. It was lucky that he had fallen, as it turned out, because the smell of burning denim and a hot sensation on the seat of his jeans told him that it had been a fire spell that had almost roasted him from the ass up. 
 From his new vantage point on the floor, Joe raised his hand and sent a flurry of glimmering cobalt-blue darts at one of the wizards. The spell caught him in the side and sent him spinning round and round in a circle at an impossible speed. When the blurring revolutions stopped, the man was wrapped from head to toe in what looked like luminous blue spider webs. Although his mouth was gagged with the same occult material that bound him, the man still attempted to shout his defiance at Lucius as the young man vaulted across one of the counters and cracked him across the head with his riot staff. 
 Taking out the rest of the technicians was a piece of cake. 
 When it was all over, Lilli suggested that they each have another healing cap. While they followed her advice—Joe sighing inwardly as his lightly grilled butt was soothed and made better by the analeptic powder—the dwarf suggested that they should just try and run or stealth their way to their objective. 
 “We can’t go on risking fight after fight,” she said. “So far as I can make it out, we aren’t much closer to getting out of here than we were when we damn well began, and we need to save resources if we can. We can’t carry on eating healing capsules like peanuts.” 
 “I agree,” Joe said, “we can’t just keep wandering around this maze-like corporate building hoping for the best.” 
 “The pages are down, so we need to get down,” Grim said from inside the backpack. “That’s all I can damn well tell you.” 
 Joe racked his brains. As he had never dreamed or imagined that he would ever be in such a position as the one that he found himself in now, he could only trawl through all the fictional heroes he had come across in his life. 

What would John McClane do? he thought.  
 “Who in the devil is John—?” Grim began. 
 Joe snapped his fingers and looked up. Light had dawned. It seemed incredible that one of them hadn’t thought of it earlier. He supposed it probably had something to do with fighting for their lives and rushing through hostile territory to find something that would doubtless be guarded up the wazoo by the toughest henchmen the Iron Order had at their disposal. 
 “We need to capture a goon,” he said. 
 “Pardon me?” Vasmo said, beard bristling in confusion. “Why? They’re not butterflies, Mr. Ramsey. We can’t pin one to a board and hang him on the wall.” 
 Joe had not figured out the old wizard’s sense of humor yet, or been entirely convinced that he had one at all, but he had a vaguely disquieting notion that that had been a joke. At least, he hoped so. 
 “Uh, I was thinking that we might capture one and interrogate him or her,” Joe said. “You know, so that they could point us in the right direction? I hadn’t planned on utilizing them in some sort of esoteric piece of interior decorating.” 
 The old man’s wiry eyebrows writhed up and down on his forehead like a couple of energetic slugs wearing matching fur coats. 
 “I perceived that was your intent, Mr. Ramsey,” he said stiffly. “Not that I’m pointing fingers or nitpicking, or anything like that, especially seeing as you are occupying what might be called an apprenticeship role at the moment, but might it not have been more valuable to come up with this plan before we had bumped off this latest batch of enemies?” 
 There was a lot that Joe could have said to that, but before he could give the old man a piece of his mind, Lucius spoke up. 
 “I left one alive,” he said. 
 “You what?” Vasmo spluttered. “You what? Left one alive? What good is leaving an enemy alive behind you, young Umbra? Leaving a live enemy upon the path that you’ll most likely have to use if you wish to make good a hasty escape is about as tactically intelligent as trying to outrun a wolf pack wearing a pair of trousers made from ham. I’d expect more ruthlessness from someone with your upbringing and education.” 
 That told Joe a hell of a lot about the potentially cutthroat nature of the magical world, but there was no time to dwell on it. 
 Lucius looked momentarily stumped as if he could not quite believe that the old wizard was objecting to him having put forward a solution to the problem they had faced only ten seconds previously.  
 “Um, gaffer,” Lilli said tactfully, “if we’ve got a live one, that means we can quiz him about where to head next.” 
 Vasmo paused in his admonishment of Lucius. He tried to nonchalantly scratch his head, realized he was wearing a helmet, and then cleared his throat. 
 “Well, let’s get on with it then, shall we?” he said. “I’ve always been of the opinion that the riot stick is a versatile and helpful weapon.” 
 Lucius was already standing over the wizard in question. Joe recognized him as being the man he had wrapped with the blue dart spell before Lucius had knocked him out with a blow of the riot staff. 
 Together, Joe and Lucius heaved the man across the floor and propped him against the wall. His head slumped on his chest, and there was a trickle of drying blood that had seeped down from a wound somewhere on his scalp. 
 As they got the man balanced against the wall of the scrying hall, Lucius took a couple of pronounced sniffs and then looked at Joe. 
 “Why do you smell like… burnt toast?” he asked. 
 “Got grazed by a bit of Inflamency—that’s fire magic,” he replied. 
 “I know what Inflamency is,” the other man hissed under his breath. 
 Lucius was clearly of the same mind as Joe when it came to risking the ire of the no-nonsense Lilli Spicer. 
 Joe gave his colleague a sardonic smile but moved casually around so that there’d be less chance of Lucius spotting his singed backside. 
 “How do we wake him up?” Joe asked, hoping to take the spotlight off his crispy jeans. 
 “Let me take care of it, ducky,” Lilli said, coming forward. She had a small creature cradled in her hands that appeared to be half hare and half grouse. 
 “It’s a skvader, dear,” she said when she saw Joe looking at the mythical little animal curiously. “Lots of the little chappies hopping about in Sweden, but they’re rare in the UK.” 
 After a long minute of cajoling and massaging of pressure points, the Iron Order wizard moaned groggily. With an effort, and much wincing, he opened his eyes. Although they seemed to be intent on sliding in different directions like a couple of marbles on the deck of a pitching ship, their adversary managed to get his eyes under control and focused on the dwarf standing with her hands on her hips in front of him. 
 Slowly, his eyes traveled around the group of four flinty-faced magic users standing about him. Next to him, the skvader huddled closer to his thigh. The man swallowed, his eyes glinting with fear and defiance.  
 “Hello, ducky,” the dwarf said, looking down at the dazed wizard. “We have some questions for you.”  
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 The captured and battered henchman was, as Joe had expected, reticent to answer questions. For a long five minutes, the man simply sat there with his lips as tightly closed as those of a particularly uncommunicative clam. His eyes darted from one face to the other. The skvader didn’t move, just huddled in closer to its bond-mate, its trepidation and unease a mirror of the inner turmoil that the guard was obviously feeling. 
 Lilli Spicer had the ability to switch on that special air of command she could get about her, of the kind all queens, warlords, and the most effective school headmistresses had in abundance. It was an indisputable aura of natural authority, which caused even the strongest of folk to buckle inexplicably at the knees and the blameless to receive that uncomfortable prickling feeling on the back of their neck that spoke of a guilt in need of unburdening. 
 Dwarf though Lilli might have been, and barely taller than the guard sitting on the ground, she still somehow managed to loom progressively taller over him. Her arms jutted out more and more threateningly as the hands on her hips balled into tighter fists with every passing moment. 
 “Look, dear,” Lilli said, somehow making the word ‘dear’ sound like the most threatening insult that Joe had ever heard, “we know that we need to go downward. We know that that is the direction in which the pages lie.” 
 “What—?” the guard started to say. 
 “Are you really about to say something hackneyed like ‘What pages?’ or ‘What are you talking about, I don’t know what pages you’re talking about. Honest I don’t’?” Lilli asked, cutting across him with her whiny-voiced impressions of his hypothetical answers. 
 The guard’s mouth continued to hang open, but his words appeared to have dried up at the source. 
 “Don’t try and play mind games with me, young man,” Lilli said, puffing herself up indignantly so that her hex-vest creaked with the strain. “You’ve not the equipment for it, I’ll tell you that for free. Mind games are all about subtlety, don’t you know, and I’m one of those horrible people who ask their competitors right before a tennis match whether they breathe in or out when they serve. Don’t try hoodwinking me, my boy. You’ll only end up hurting yourself.” 
 The guard swallowed. Once more, his eyes darted this way and that, although if he was looking for help, Joe reckoned he was wasting his time. 
 “Blimey, I wish I could see what was going on,” the muffled voice from Grim came from out of the bag. “If the timbre of that feisty little firecracker’s voice is anything to go by, old mate out there is about twenty to thirty seconds away from finding out what his own ear tastes like.” 
 The guard evidently heard these words, though he couldn’t figure out who had spoken. He swallowed again, and his eyes went wide as he saw Lilli pull a pair of nail clippers from out of the central pocket of her maid’s apron. 
 “I forgot to pack a knife in the rush this morning,” Lilli said absently, “but a lady never leaves the house without a discreet pair of nail clippers. You never know when you might catch a nail in need of a little snip.” 
 “L-L-Look here,” he said, his gaze fixed on the small metal tool in the dwarf’s hands. “Let’s not be h-h-hasty.” 
 “Unfortunately, haste is exactly what we need to be,” Joe pointed out. He didn’t say it in a threatening manner, but his friendly, almost apologetic tone somehow edged the words with menace, nonetheless. 
 “The lad’s right,” Lilli said, waving the nail clippers under the flinching guard’s nose. “We know that the pages are somewhere below us. It’s a certainty. Logic dictates, then, that there must be a way for us to get down. All we need you to tell us is where that way is.” 
 “Look, my man,” Vasmo said, “there’s really no need for this restraint. We have no desire to kill you or cause you any sort of disfiguring injury.” 
 “I wouldn’t put money on the dwarf being that sentimental, gaffer,” Grim said from behind Joe. 
 The sitting goon once more looked around for the source of the voice, his face paling a shade. 
 Joe gave the backpack a swift dig with his elbow. 
 “You don’t know what Mr. Reaver will do to me… to my family… if I talk,” he mumbled. 
 “Mr. Reaver?” Vasmo asked. “He would be the head of this particular cadre of the Iron Order, would he?” 
 The henchman made a little squeaking noise as Lilli whipped the nail clippers up, snipped with unerring precision, and sent a sliver of nail cartwheeling from the end of her stubby pinky finger so that it hit the man in his forehead. 
 “Y-Yes,” he said, his voice tight and high as if half his mind was trying to stop the words from being forced from his throat. “Th-That’s right. He heads the team stationed here.”  
 “Once you tell us what we need to know, we’ll let you go and you can get the hell out of here if that’s what you want,” Joe said. “Pretend like you were never here or that we obliterated or atomized you with some gnarly spell in this scuffle. Occupational hazard and all that.” 
 The henchman shook his head wildly. 
 “You don’t know what Mr. Reaver’s c-capable of,” he said. 
 Joe rolled his eyes. “Sure, I do,” he said. “Guys who can make professional hard-asses like you wet their pants just at the mention of his name are all the same, aren’t they? Devoid of scruples, lacking in basic human empathy, of the opinion that no price is too steep in order to achieve their goals or the goals of the organization they work for, and as horrifyingly ruthless and effective as a combine harvester driving through a field of puppies… Does that sound about right?” 
 The Iron Order acolyte blinked, and his forehead creased a little. “So… you’ve met Mr. Reaver?” he asked. 
 “Nope, I just finished watching Game of Thrones and Peaky Blinders back-to-back, mate,” Joe replied. “Now, if you could just tell us where this Mr. Reaver idiot is keeping the grimoire pages he’s stolen, and how we can get to those lower levels, we can all move on with our lives. Otherwise, we’re going to have no choice but to unleash Lilli Spicer here on you.” 
 The goon’s eyes flicked briefly back to Lilli, but it still didn’t look to Joe like he was going to be giving them anything. 
 “Excuse me, sir,” Lucius said, stepping forward to address the man on the floor with his usual Etonian polite severity. “I’d just like to say that I have seen the dwarven maid here clean a bathroom, and if the steadfast single-mindedness and outright pitiless aggression that she summoned to clear a particularly stubborn bit of shower mold is anything to go by, I would strongly advise you not to make a torturer of her.” 
 Joe looked over at the three double doors that were secured with their lengths of golden chain and oversized iron padlocks. He pointed at them. 
 “I’m guessing that the way to get down to the lower levels is through one of these doors,” he said. 
 The guard bit his lip and looked anywhere but the door. That, to Joe’s mind, was about as good as a nod of admission. 
 “Could it work like Grim’s door or the walk-in freezer door, gaffer—could it be a hidden magic door that you could open with one of those handy-dandy spells of yours?” Joe asked Vasmo. 
 “I can check,” Vasmo said, “but my gut is telling me that it won’t be. A door of such importance will be guarded against those kinds of incantations, I’m sure. This Mr. Reaver is obviously a wizard to watch—preferably from a long way away if the face of our friend down here is anything to go by.” 
 While the old man busied himself by walking from one of the double doors to the next, muttering and running his hands over the surfaces of the solid wood, Joe kept a careful eye on the face of the captured henchman. The goon looked nervously at Joe and Vasmo—a tell, Joe reckoned. 

This guy must know which door it is and how to get through it, he thought. The poor dumbass is looking more and more mortified like we’re only a step away from piecing it together.

 “Yeah, even through this musty backpack I can sense that guy’s disquiet,” Grim said, keeping his voice low so that only Joe could hear him. “My guess, which I’m sure the gaffer will corroborate in a second or two, would be that whatever door it is must only open itself for Iron Order minions.” 
 And sure enough, right then, Vasmo turned around and looked with a beady eye at the man sitting on the ground. Although it was hard to make out much of the wizard’s face through the thicket of snarled beard, Joe thought that his mouth was pressing itself into a thin line. 
 Seized by sudden inspiration, Joe knelt down, grabbed the henchman by the back of the neck, and hauled him to his feet. Gently but firmly, Lilli grabbed the magical creature from where it was sitting meekly on the floor and followed along behind. 
 “Hey, what’re you doing?” the man said, squirming. “Easy now! I’m just a thaumatechnician. I’m not one of the Paranormal Agents! Wait!” 
 Not bothering to answer, Joe held the goon up to the first door. Nothing. He moved on to the second and, after a moment, they heard a sharp, quite unexpected, ding. 
 “Did that sound like a lock drawing back to anyone else?” Lucius asked. 
 With a loud click and a musical clinking sound, the huge padlock didn’t just open but dissolved into nothingness while the chains that bound the door handles snaked back and coiled themselves neatly. As the door opened, Joe readied himself to fight, holding the guard ahead of him—a cross between a bargaining chip and a human shield. 
 However, all that was revealed when the doors swung open was the inside of a richly appointed elevator. 
 “And there she blows,” Joe said. He clapped the goon on the back. “See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” 
 The goon was muttering to himself. There was a horrified look on his face, expressing fear, or so Joe thought, of the Iron Order’s boss, the aforementioned Mr. Reaver. Joe got the uncomfortable feeling that the henchman was steeling himself to do something rather stupid. 
 “Look, man, it’s okay,” Joe said. “We’re going to let you go, and no one is ever going to know that you opened the—” 
 Standing as he was right next to him, Joe was perfectly capable of hearing the sharp crack and soft pop as the terrified Iron Order underling bit down hard on something. Joe had read enough thriller and spy literature to know something was amiss when he heard it, and he was well aware that there might be worse magical things out there that he didn’t know about, so he thrust the guard away from him and took a few steps back. 
 “Oh dear,” Lilli said softly, looking down sadly at the skvader in her hands. It had started twitching and letting out little squeaks of distress. Hopelessly, the dwarf tried to comfort the little magical creature, but Joe could see that, judging by how the skvader’s bond-mate was faring, it was not going to do any good. 
 The goon was writhing and twitching spasmodically, his eyes bulged in a face gone a very unnatural shade of green, and he was frothing at the mouth. 
 “Whoa,” Joe said softly to himself. 
 The man collapsed to the floor, spasmed so hard that Joe thought he must surely break his own back, and then collapsed with a long, bubbling sigh like a deflated balloon. With his last fading exhalation, Joe saw the quivering magical creature in Lilli’s hands burst into a cloud of silvery wisps that floated to the floor like ashes. 
 It must have been a hidden cyanide capsule or some magical alternative to the famous suicide pill. As the stunned group gazed at the frozen, agonized face, one of the boils ruptured, and yellow pus oozed down the side of the dead man’s face. 
 “Good grief,” Vasmo said, looking down at the ghastly corpse. “Fire-spine powder if I’m any judge. Look, you can see bits of his own teeth on the poor devil’s lips. Clenching so hard that one’s teeth shatter is a sure sign that fire-spine has been administered.” 
 “Fire-spine, eh?” Grim said from the backpack. “Nasty way to go. Haven’t heard of that being used as a suicide device since around the time of the Boer War. It was really in vogue back at the end of the eighteenth century. Some genius managed to convince the British troops that it was a good and, most importantly, honorable way to take their own lives should they be captured by the opposition, but—” 
 “Maybe now is not the time for a history lesson, Grim?” Joe suggested. 
 “Fair enough,” Grim replied amiably. “Here, do I hear someone regurgitating their breakfast?” 
 “That would be Lucius,” Joe said. 
 The other young man had gone a delicate shade of yellowish-white when the henchman had died. He had walked over to one of the counters and was now being heartily sick behind it. 
 “Shock, do you think?” Grim asked. 
 “I’d say it has more to do with the dead body with burst suppurating abscesses all over its face lying on the ground,” Joe said. 
 The spatter of vomit on expensive carpet redoubled at these words.  
 “Understandable, understandable,” said Grim. “Still, it should be interesting meeting this Mr. Reaver geezer, shouldn’t it?” 
 “Why’s that? Lilli asked. 
 “Well, any bloke who can inspire the kind of fear that would make a magic user choose death by fire-spine must be a bit of a character, wouldn’t you say?” the grimoire replied. 
 “If by ‘be a bit of a character’ you mean ‘must be an absolute, psychopathic bastard’, then yes, I think you’re probably right,” Lilli said. 
 “Mr. Umbra,” Vasmo said, “when you’re quite done wasting Durango’s excellent buckwheat crepes, shall we step along and find this Mr. Reaver so that we can ask him what the dickens he thinks he’s playing at here?” 
 “Yes. Yes, indeed,” gasped Lucius, dabbing his mouth with the back of his sleeve and pointedly not looking at the dead henchman on the ground. “My apologies. Must have been something I ate. I’m not used to all the continental cooking, you know.” 
 “That’s right, love,” Lilli said, in a tone that managed to be understanding and patronizing at the same time. 
 The crew stepped into the elevator. 
 “You know,” Lucius said, in what he probably hoped was an offhand-sounding voice, “we don’t have to actually make contact with this Reaver fellow, do we? I mean, if we find the pages before we bump into him, there’s really no point in hanging about, is there?” 
 The elevator shut with a pleasant chiming sound and was filled with the music customary for such a space. 
 “Oh, I like this tune,” Grim said enthusiastically. 
 As always happened in elevators, a partly awkward silence fell. 
 Once more, Joe was visited with a sweeping sense of the bizarreness of his life. Here he was, as the lift music played softly, traveling in an elevator like he was at the local shopping center or something. Unlike being at the local shopping center, though, he could feel himself not just traveling down but also at a diagonal. Every now and again, a lurch of the elevator would alert him to a change in direction. For the first few seconds, he tried to picture the kind of shaft they might be traveling down, but he soon gave that up. 
 “Magic…” he muttered to himself. “Sometimes, it’s better just to roll with it.”  
 “Truer words were never spoken,” Grim said. “It’s what many find so alluring about the art, you know. When in doubt, bugger it and trust in the steel-clad truth that you know a lot less than you think you do.” 
 “Now, when the doors open,” Vasmo said, “chances are that we will be disgorged into some lonely corridor far from where we want to be. I am hoping that the security will be minimal so that we might be able to pacify any resistance before moving on to our objective.” 
 “Cripes, gaffer,” Lilli said, “‘pacify any resistance before moving on to our objective’! Listen to you. You’ve really got the bit between your teeth now, don’t you? You’re like a regular Oliver Cromwell.” 
 “Boy oh boy, don’t get me started on old Cantankerous Cromwell,” Grim muttered, but Vasmo wasn’t listening. 
 “Thank you, Miss Spicer, thank you,” he said, failing to spot the dusting of irony that the dwarf had sprinkled over her words. “If I know anything about the Iron Order—or clandestine organizations prone to moving through the shadows of society in general, which, if I may say so, I do—then I think I can make a few fairly accurate assumptions as to what we’ll be met with. If you’ll humor me for a few moments when we arrive, I’ll use a simple little spell to help cloak us in the dingy passages that such an underhand and hush-hush outfit like the Iron Order are bound to have carved out for themselves down here in the bowels of London. When this camouflage is in place, the grimoire can guide us to the pages, and from there…” 
 “We might be forced to get somewhat physical?” Joe asked carefully. 
 “I’d say that the chances of that are extremely high, Ramsey, yes,” the old man agreed.   
 After a lengthy minute, the elevator slowed. The music came to an end with a depressingly cheerful little tinkle, and the doors slid slowly open with a soft bong. 
 “Ah,” said Vasmo. “Yes… Well… Yes.” 
 “What did I tell you?” Grim said. “There’s one steel-clad truth in this world, and that is that you know a lot less than you think you do. Am I right?” 
 How the grimoire had managed to detect just how badly old Vasmo had misread the future, Joe was not sure. What was certain, though, was that the ancient wizard’s prediction of gloomy and deserted stone passages carved out of the guts of London had been about as accurate as the prognosis that Junius Morgan made to his son, JP, when he told him that electricity was just a fad. 
 The elevator had opened out into a mammoth underground space. It was high-ceilinged, smooth-walled, and lit by a hundred floating globes that looked like levitating bubbles filled with captured light. It was so white and clean that it positively screamed laboratory, even before Joe had time to register anything else about it. 
 Turned out he was right. Wizards and witches stood around the numerous benches, work tables, sinks, and blackboards, which were filled with all sorts of complicated chalked figures and diagrams. Over in one far corner, there was a space that had obviously been designated for the magical creatures of the crew. Supernatural beasts of all kinds were lying, sitting, and hanging there, their eyes of many colors fixed on the new arrivals. 
 Unlike their mortal counterparts, the magic users down here were dressed in silvery gray coats, buttoned to the throat, which shimmered like silk under the unforgiving lights that floated over them. With their knee-high boots polished to a high shine, there was something menacingly totalitarian in their appearance. Something that just screamed of fascists from the bad old days. 
 Apart from that, though, they looked about as typical a bunch of lab technicians as Joe had ever seen. All of the men and women had clearly been engrossed in whatever it was they had been busy with. Joe could read that in the vaguely puzzled and unseeing expressions on many of their faces.  
 They were the faces of very clever, focused people who had been unexpectedly disturbed in what they were doing and whose brains were still grappling with whatever problems and riddles they had been battling with before the distraction came along. 
 Then, Joe’s eyes alighted on something in the middle of the room at the exact same moment as Lucius’s did. 
 “The pages!” the young man hissed in his aristocratic accent. 
 There they were all right. Right in the middle of the vast subterranean laboratory space, Grim’s stolen pages were floating in the middle of a case made from shimmering translucent magic. There were all sorts of odd-looking apparatuses surrounding them, as well as a couple of witches wearing elbow-length rubber gauntlets. 
 From behind him, Joe heard the subtle sound of a zip opening. He couldn’t believe it, but he thought that Grim had used some kind of innate magic of his own to crack an opening so that he could peer out through the gap. 
 “Blimey, I know I could have probably taken better care of myself, had a dust-off a little more often, or gone to the restorers once in a while, but are those gloves really necessary?” the grimoire said. “I feel like they’re going to give part of me a cavity search. And I don’t even have cavities like you gross lot.” 
 “Shut up and stay out of sight,” Joe breathed out of the corner of his mouth.  
 He felt the grimoire settle a little deeper into the backpack.  
 “Ah-ha,” said an unctuous voice from somewhere in the midst of the suddenly stationary press of thaumatechnicians. “I was just cudgeling my brains about and wondering whether the likes of you would arrive.” 
 A man stepped out from behind a bank of scrying mirrors on stands, which were standing next to a series of large blackboards fixed to bases that could be wheeled about. Just before he got a proper look at the speaker, and his fight-or-flight sensory reflexes were turned up to eleven, Joe noticed that there were pictures of himself taken from security cameras all over London affixed to the blackboards. Curiously, there were a few that must have been taken years ago—well before he’d bonded with Grim. 

What the…? Joe thought briefly, but before he could dwell too much on what that might mean, Grim’s whispering voice came from out of the depths of the bag slung at his back. 
 “Focus, kid,” he said. “I might not be able to see right now, but I’ve got senses that you don’t. The words ‘something wicked this way comes’ were invented for this man. Be ready.” 
 Whereas every single other person in the lab was wearing the exact same silver-gray coat, this man was dressed from head to toe in rich, deep, flawless sable velvet. The only thing that deviated from this monotone color palette was a bright white cravat that he had looped around his neck. He walked slowly, an onyx-black cane with a carved ivory head in one hand, and without any sign of outward menace, but something in the surety of his movements, of the way he looked to place each step with premeditated care and precision, spoke of an apex predator. Not only that, but this apex predator was also functioning in its domain. 
 The man had a broad handsome face, which was lined with age and responsibility but nowhere near as lined as Vasmo’s. He was clean-shaven, with a strong, square jaw and eyes that glinted like a couple of flecks of ice in his face. His hair was a deep auburn, shot through with strands of silver, and was swept back on his large skull. 
 It was like the hunters had had their prize in their crosshairs, but then a really well-dressed Siberian tiger emerged from out of the tree line, radiating menace but yet to take a run at them. Everything about the man tripped the primatial sensors arranged along Joe’s spine, which told his muscles it was either time to leg it or grab a spear and bare his teeth. 
 Still, that didn’t mean that Joe was going to let the majestic and murderous-looking wizard have it all his own way. 
 “You’d be Mr. Reaver,” he replied casually. “The head honcho of this little science club.” 
 If Reaver was surprised at Joe knowing his name, he didn’t show it.  
 “One of my people told you about me?” he asked. The languid, assured manner in which he talked reminded Joe acutely of Lucius, who was standing at his left shoulder. Both those men could have been raised within the same upper-class background, though Reaver was a good thirty years older than Lucius was. He spoke in the supercilious tones of one born into great privilege and who was able to rhyme the word ‘yes’ with ‘grass’. 
 “That’s right,” Joe said. “One of your people didn’t force us to take them down with lethal force. He let the beans spill after some gentle cajoling and educated guesswork.” 
 The black-clad man came to a standstill next to where the pages of the grimoire sat in their occult case, which glittered and swirled a little as he rested his hand on the table it sat on. 
 “Hmm,” he said, sounding thoroughly unconcerned. “Did you kill him afterward?” 
 “He’s dead, but not by our hands,” Joe said. “He bit something that melted his friggin’ head off.” 
 Reaver looked up from a clipboard he had been perusing. He smiled in a somewhat bored way and said, “Well, I do pride myself on only employing the very best and most intelligent into the Battersea cadre of the Iron Order. The man in question knew what I would do to him if I found out it had been him who had let anything slip. Sensible of him to choose death. And that’s something, I suppose. You’ve saved me a job there, what.” 
 Lilli puffed out her cheeks and shook her head. 
 “And here was me complaining that the gaffer here only just agreed to put me on a dental plan,” the dwarf said. “Deary me, but it sounds like the perks for working for the Iron Order are even worse.” 
 Joe was in agreement, but before he could draw the attention of the surrounding thaumatechnicians to just how mental the man leading them was, there came a soft snarl of rage from off to his right. 
 Turning, Joe saw none other than his old pal PA Snow stepping into the main lab from another room. 
 Just because he knew it would annoy him to no end, Joe beamed and waved at the man. 
 “Sorry about setting you on fire and blowing you out of a window, mate,” he said. “And sorry for ruining the whole Karl Lagerfeld thing you had going on. Your hair doesn’t actually look that bad, you know.”  
 Snow’s eyes narrowed, and his lips drew back from his teeth in a silent snarl. A dim red light began glowing in his eyes, but this was quickly shut down by a swift word from Reaver. 
 “PA Snow, I urge you to show a bit more decorum to our guests,” the older man said. “For the moment at least.” 
 Glowering, Snow stalked across the open laboratory space, his eyes never leaving the quartet of hunters. The effect of this was somewhat ruined when he collided with a witch who had her nose buried in a clipboard. 
 For the most part, the men and women dressed in the silver-gray lab coats had resumed their work. Joe could feel Grim shifting restlessly in the backpack, no doubt eager to be reunited with the pages that waited right there. 
 “So, you’re aware of my name and the role I play here,” Reaver said. 
 Joe wasn’t sure of the exact position that Reaver filled for the Iron Order, but he felt no desire to tell the supercilious man that. Instead, he kept quiet and hoped the bloke would get carried away with the sound of his own voice as he had heard so many of these egomaniacal types did. 
 “Then let me tell you that we’re well aware of who you are, too, Mr. Ramsey,” Reaver said. 
 Joe shrugged, doing his best not to be rattled and appear thoroughly unimpressed. 
 “Anyone with social media can see who I appear to be,” he said.  
 Reaver cocked his head to one side as if he was trying to decide whether Joe was taking the mick out of him or really was that stupid. Chances were, Joe thought, that as a wizard who looked to have as little to do with the non-magical world as possible, he probably had no idea what social media was. 
 “Yes, we’ve been watching you for a while now,” Reaver said slowly, tapping his cane periodically on the stone floor so that each tap emphasized a word. “I must say that your appearance, whilst not totally unexpected, has thrown a proverbial wrench in the meticulously laid plans of the Iron Order.” 
 “Yeah, I saw that you’ve been having me photographed,” Joe said, nodding his head in the direction of the blackboards. “I’m not entirely sure if I’m flattered or massively creeped out by that. However I feel about it, though, I’m sure the Old Bill would be very interested in your reasons behind it.”  
 Reaver beamed, slapped a meaty hand onto a metal trolly nearby, and set the instruments on it to jingling. 
 “The notion that the prole police could do anything to stop the progress or stratagems of the Iron Order is as good a joke as I have ever heard.” He chuckled to himself. “They are, like all proles in this country, N-Double-O-C, my young friend.” 
 “What’s N-Double-O-C?” Joe asked. 
 Reaver turned his attention from Joe to Lucius. 
 “Why don’t you ask this young man behind you?” he said. “Mr. Umbra, isn’t it?” 
 Joe heard a little intake of breath from behind him and knew that Lucius had tried to stifle a gasp. Reaver’s small smile widened another fraction of an inch like someone whose sport is going well. 
 “N-Double-O-C means Not Of Our Class,” Lucius said. 
 “Quite so,” Reaver said. “Only, as I think we’re all secretly aware of in our heart of hearts, proles and magic users are not only of different classes but almost of different species.” 
 “Oh, and there it is,” Joe said, looking over at Vasmo and rolling his eyes in Reaver’s direction. 
 “There what is?” Vasmo asked, his wiry brows knitting together as he frowned across at the man dressed all in black. 
 “The first sign of this chap having a few bats in his belfry,” Joe said. He swirled a finger around by the side of his head. 
 Reaver made a shushing motion at Snow, who looked like he wanted to give Joe a slow roasting. 
 “Lucius,” Vasmo said, careful not to take his eyes off Mr. Reaver for too long, “do you know this person?” 
 Lucius shook his head. 
 “Because I get the distinct impression that he knows you,” the old wizard said. 
 “Very astute, old timer,” Reaver drawled, examining the head of his cane. “Not so surprising either, when you stop to consider that it was the Iron Order, and specifically me, who was responsible for choosing Lucius here to be the grimoire’s chosen bond-mate.” 
 Lucius took an involuntary couple of steps forward so that he stood next to Joe. 
 “What the devil are you talking about?” he spat at the black-clad man. 
 Mr. Reaver raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think that you were special, do you, boy?” he asked in return. 
 Lucius’s green eyes bore into the icy gaze of Reaver, but he didn’t say anything. He was slightly quivering. It might have been indignation, it might have been shock, or it might have been rage. It was hard to tell. As much as a pain in the rear as Lucius had been, and as unpleasantly spiteful as he had been to Joe, Joe couldn’t help but feel sorry for the guy. Ever since he had arrived, he had been forced to swallow one bitter pill after another. 
 Reaver chuckled again at the look of confusion and disbelief on Lucius Umbra’s face. 
 “My goodness me, don’t tell me you got swept up with the notion of destiny or kismet or whatever else you might want to call it, did you?” he said. “Destiny is not a matter of chance, boy, it is a matter of choice. It is not a pair of boots that waits around for some random fool to step into and fill, it is a thing to be attained and taken. You’re nothing more than a puppet of the Iron Order. That’s all you’ve ever been, ever since we selected your family and assassinated your parents. However, all my planning and all our careful nurturing of you has been in vain thanks to the man standing next to you.” 
 “But… but… that’s not possible,” Lucius said. He turned his eyes briefly on Joe. His mind was clearly elsewhere, somewhere in the past. “I was raised by the Occultists’ Council. I’ve always been destined for a grimoire. Ever since I can remember, I have been taught with the other orphans at the—”  
 Reaver laughed and said, “The Occultists’ Conclave believes what the Iron Order allows them to believe. It’s nothing more than an antiquated institution run by fusty old men who are so out of touch with the magical world that—” 
 “Did he say dusty old men?” Vasmo asked, craning his head toward Joe. 
 “Fusty,” Joe said. 
 “Ah,” Vasmo said, nodding his helmeted head. “That’s actually a little more insulting, isn’t it?” 
 “I’d say so, yeah,” Joe said. 
 “The Occultists’ Conclave opposes the Iron Order as they have always done,” Reaver continued, “but they have no idea how deeply the roots of the Iron Order run. Our organization might be young when compared to the Occultists’ Conclave, but we have long surpassed the scope of those venerable white beards that run the Conclave. Allow me to illustrate my point.” 
 He gestured over to one side of the room and, from behind a screen of curtains that reminded Joe of an operating theater, two familiar faces stepped forward. 
 “Oh no,” Vasmo said. “Oh no, no, no, no.” 
 It was Thornas Toller and Kestrel Gage, the air wizard and ice witch that Vasmo had called his friends. Only, they didn’t look very friendly now. They were dressed in the same silver-gray coats as the rest of the Iron Order minions, and their expressions were as set and as hard as old cement. 
 Joe looked over at Vasmo, hoping that the ancient wizard might have some scheme in mind, but the old boy looked completely stunned. 
 “The look of complete and utter scandalized shock on your face is somewhat gratifying,” drawled Reaver, “however—” 
 Joe had had enough. It was time to shut this berk up and get what they had journeyed there to retrieve. 
 “Blimey, who put fifty pence in the pompous windbag?” he said.  
 The self-proclaimed leader of the Battersea cadre of the Iron Order let the haughty smile slide off his face. He looked at Joe, regarding him in much the same way that a scientist might look down a microscope at some mildly interesting but ultimately repellent new species of mold. 
 “You have come for the pages of the grimoire I suppose?” he said. 
 “You suppose right, Mr. Reaver,” Vasmo said. There was a slight quaver to his voice, but his gaze was resolute. 
 “Now, hand them over, unless you’re keen on being on the receiving end of some serious property damage,” Joe said. 
 Reaver turned his face to Snow and glared at the man Joe had bested twice before. 
 “The fact they found their way here tells me they most likely have the grimoire on them,” he said. “Destroy them—the green-eyed one, too, as he is useless to us now—and, at the risk of sounding like a cliched bore, do not fail me again, PA Snow. Otherwise, it will be the last time you fail at anything.” 
 “I guess that’s our cue,” Grim said. “I knew it was going to go tango uniform from the moment I got up this morning.” 
 And, with that encouraging thought, the fighting began in a blaze of color and noise.
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 The fight, like all large-scale fights not organized move by move by a highly experienced fight choreographer, started off in chaos and only got worse from there. The initial mayhem and disorder were added to by the fact that it appeared that many of the thaumatechnicians, now that push had come to shove, actually weren’t that keen on fighting to the death. 
 Judging by the way many people started stampeding this way and that when the magic began flying, Joe got the impression that quite a few of the men and women in the shimmering gray-silver lab coats had been enticed to work for the Iron Order by the prospect of seeing all sorts of wondrous things. Or, perhaps, they were sterling minds that had been coerced or blackmailed. Whatever the reason, not all the lab workers turned into flinty-eyed warriors. Many bolted for a room on the far side of the lab space. 
 There remained, however, quite a few grim-faced witches and wizards who did not. 
 Joe could not keep up with the different kinds of magic that were flung in his and his fellow hunters’ direction. The air was thick with sparkling, fizzing, blazing bolts and streamers of light.  
 “All right, do your best to stick together without clumping together, duckies!” Lilli yelled as one of the large blackboards, now frozen solid, cartwheeled overhead, trailing shards of frost, and shattered against a wall.  
 “You’re advising us to stay together without, in actual fact, staying together?” Joe called back, wincing as some beautifully delicate glassware rained down around him. 
 “Has the dwarf already taken one to the head?” Grim asked helpfully. “It sounds like she’s had her bell rung and her brains addled if you ask me.” 
 “Try to fight as a group without presenting one big target is what I meant, you pestilential pocketbook!” Lilli retorted.  
 “Enough, quarreling! Let’s just survive this and you can have at one another later!” Vasmo cried. “I’ve had an idea leap to mind that might see us through this.” 
 “Couldn’t make it leap any higher, could you?” Lucius said sardonically. He was hunkered down behind a heavy set of filing cabinets as papers fluttered down around him. “I can’t quite see it.” 
 “Yes, yes,” Vasmo snapped back, “if you could please conjure me a bit of damn cover, Miss Spicer, and let’s see if we can give these eggheads a run for their money!” 
 Lilli sprang into action. Her eyes flared silver, and an ethereal wall sprang up out of nowhere between the four companions and the collection of enemy witches and wizards. The appearance of the wall lacked finesse, as it flattened the counters and anything on them that lay in its way, but it blunted the Iron Order attack for a few moments. 
 Vasmo leapt to his feet as quickly as his creaking knee joints would allow and unleashed a flowing river of Lambency at a small gathering of gesticulating Iron Order foes. The light magic, streaming from the fingertips of the old wizard, caused all the equipment it swept over to burst in glittering sparks and shards. Most of the enemy magic users got clear or conjured shields, but some were caught in the shimmering pressure wave of magic and were blasted into little more than glowing sparks. 
 “Holy hell, the old boy is playing for keeps today!” Joe muttered. 
 “I know I give the gaffer a bit of stick,” Grim said, “but there’s one thing you can say about an old war horse like that: he’s a survivor, and there must be a reason for it.” 
 As Lilli unloaded at their adversaries with her arcane blunderbuss, Joe took the opportunity to look out over the top of the counter he had been sheltering behind. 
 Witches and wizards darted this way and that between various forms of cover. Furniture was blown into the air, sparks rained down, and screams and yells echoed around the cavernous space. 
 A prickling on the back of his neck made Joe turn. He was just in time to raise his hands reflexively and absorb a wispy spinning web of black magic fired at him by a witch who had leapt up on a desk. The feeling of whatever magic the woman had tried to snare him with was like bubbling indigestion in his chest. As Joe had come to expect from someone who had no idea what he was capable of doing magically, the woman’s smile of triumph slipped into an astonished frown of confusion. 

That ain’t the half of it, love, he thought, and he thrust out a fist in her direction. 
 The spell he regurgitated took the form of liquid beads of black magic that formed a rough fist as big as a beach ball. It plowed into the flummoxed woman, propelling her from her perch on the desk and sending her careening into a glass cabinet. 
 A few more shots from Lilli’s blunderbuss sizzled over Joe’s head as he turned, the glow in his eyes fading with the release of the stolen magic. 
 “You have to make more of a concerted effort to store that stolen magic, Joe,” Grim said. “Use it all up in one burst and you have to wait around for some other sucker to have a crack at you.” 
 “Noted,” Joe said. 
 He sprinted left, slid on his knees under a desk, popped up again, and kicked a cauldron as hard as he could. Even as he marveled at the fact that he was kicking an actual cauldron in an actual magic fight, the surprisingly light vessel, which was half the size of a bathtub, skittered along the smooth stone floor. It smashed into the legs of a wizard who was taking aim at Lucius and caused him to topple back into it. Lucius, hearing the man’s squawk of surprise, turned and rapped him smartly around the head with this riot staff, knocking him out.  
 “You’re welcome!” Joe called at him. 
 To his perturbation, Lucius swung the staff up to his side like a cowboy shooting a rifle from the hip, and let loose a couple of globes of silvery light. The projectiles hissed past Joe, who turned and saw them bowl over a couple of witches who had been heading in his direction. 
 “No, no, you’re welcome!” Lucius shouted back. 
 Joe might have been tempted to hang about until he could repay the favor, not enjoying the feeling of being in the debt of a man he found as aggravating as Lucius Umbra, but he was distracted by someone crash-tackling him from the side. The move caught him quite off-guard, not least because being physically manhandled was not how he expected to be attacked in this scrap. 
 Joe rolled with a shoulder charge, letting the momentum of his foe’s tackle tumble him across the floor. When he got back to his feet, it was to find himself eye to eye with Paranormal Agent Snow. 
 “We’ve got to stop meeting like this, mate,” Joe said. 
 Snow did not reply. In truth, Joe was not surprised. The man did not look like he was in the mood to exchange pithy jibes. On his shoulder, the little fiery squirrel creature flared at the same time as his eyes flickered red. 
 “You’re mine, boy,” he growled. 
 “That’s a bit presumptuous of you,” Joe said. “Not very twenty twenty-two. Aren’t we all our own people and allowed to identify with whatever and whoever we—” 
 Snow put his hands to his side, and a line of flames shot across the floor toward Joe as if there was a trail of petrol he had just thrown a match down onto. 
 Joe braced himself and absorbed the fire magic, the strength of the spell forcing him back a few paces. He raised his own hand to retaliate, but Snow had already taken the opportunity to toss a stool at Joe. 
 Joe used a burst of his siphoned magic to reduce the stool to slagged metal and brittle wood in midair. As the pieces fell around him and Snow shielded his eyes from the flash of flame, Joe managed to craft most of the rest of the spell into the shape of a bat and send it flapping off toward a group of wizards who were attempting to pin down Vasmo. The bat landed in the middle of them and then exploded, sending a couple of them flying through the air, wreathed in sticky orange flames. 
 Joe turned back to Snow, just as the other man came at him with a wild haymaker. The last of the Inflamency shot sideways as Snow’s punch caught Joe under the jaw and rattled his brains. By luck, the loosed spell, taking the form of a simple fireball, hit a running enemy wizard in the back of the thigh and set his trousers alight, averting his attention from Lilli. 
 Joe clumsily blocked another punch from Snow, catching the overhead swing on his shoulder. 
 Joe had never been much of a fighter. He had, on occasion, been forced to scrap it out, as most schoolboys had, but he’d never studied technique or anything like that. Sometimes, after he and Uncle Steve had been down the pub to watch the Spurs game, they might watch a bit of the MMA as they finished their drinks or lunch, but that was about as far as Joe’s knowledge on the noble art of kicking another man’s head in stretched. 
 He hoped fervently that it might be enough. 
 He lashed out with a kick and was rewarded by the sound of a crunch as his foot connected with Snow’s knee. He was also the recipient of a sharp pain in his own toes. Both he and Snow fell backward cursing. 
 “Wow, this is going to be a fight for the ages.” Joe winced. 
 With a snarl, Snow snatched up a length of broken wood and lunged at Joe with it. Joe dodged aside, and the makeshift club smashed into the counter behind him. 

The guy has learned his lesson from the last time we met, he thought. That never happens in the movies.

 “Miss Spicer has a damn cannon,” Grim said. “Borrow a little of her magic just to take care of this overenthusiastic pain in the neck.” 
 Joe looked around for Lilli and saw that she was a little ways off. The dwarf was lying on a counter in the attitude of a sniper and picking men and women off with her arcane blunderbuss. Meaning to head toward her, Joe flicked his eyes back toward Snow. He was just in time to see his enemy impregnate the impromptu stave in his hand with fire magic and swing it at his head. 
 Joe was hit square in the center of his hex-vest—but not by Snow’s fiery club. He had been caught unawares by a wayward bit of ice magic. He landed hard on the ground and slid about five yards backward through the detritus that covered the floor. Looking down, he saw a four-inch-long icicle embedded in the hex-vest. The vest itself had taken the sting out of the spell in more ways than one and, as he gazed down in shock, the icicle melted away. 
 Joe’s head snapped up. Through the legs of the advancing Snow, he could see the traitor, Thornas Toller. The portly man was looking at Joe with something that might almost have been regret at what he had almost managed to do. 
 And then Snow was upon Joe once more. The world slowed as the flaming club came down again. 
 Joe was scrambling for ideas. Anything that resulted in him not dying or sustaining the kind of head injury that would result in him being watered for the rest of his life would be choice. 
 He opted for a blend of what he knew would work and what he hoped would work. 
 The makeshift bat, imbued with fire magic, came down at him. Forcing himself to ignore how wrong this could go, Joe caught the flaming blunt instrument, feeling his wrists buckle and complain as he tried to take most of the impact of the blow through his shoulders. In the next instance, he drained the fire magic out of Snow’s club and drew it into himself. 
 Snow’s mouth dropped open as he looked into Joe’s eyes. Joe could feel them glow. But Snow was fearing the wrong thing. 
 Joe’s right foot shot up and connected perfectly with Snow’s groin. The man gave a high-pitched wheeze and sagged where he stood, the piece of shattered wood falling from his hands. Joe’s hand was already moving, and summoning every last drop of magic that he had taken from Snow, he pointed two fingers at Thornas. 
 “Eat this, tubby,” he growled. 
 A lancing beam of Inflamency lashed out from Joe’s outthrust fingers and struck the unsuspecting Thornas around the face like a whipping vine. Thornas was sent spinning away, screaming, as magical fire spread over his body. He crashed into a bunch of his fellow Iron Order fighters and fell to the ground, writhing and trying to beat the flames out. 
 Joe did not see what happened next. He was already sending out his will to channel some of Lilli’s magic through their link. Tapping into her reserves as much as he felt comfortable with, Joe conjured up what amounted to a pneumatic battering ram right in front of him. 
 “I’m not going to lie; this is going to hurt,” he said. 
 The magical shimmering ram punched out with all the force that Joe could put behind it with his mind. It caught Snow in the guts and sent him flipping backward, somersaulting through the air until he crashed out of sight. 
 “If we live through the rest of this, remind me to pat you on the back for that bit of work, kid,” Grim said. “That was smooth.” 
 “I need an edge,” Joe panted. “That guy has been learning from his mistakes, and I’ve just realized how much I’m relying on my absorption ability. I’m thinking a capsule of your page dust might be the way out of this.” 
 “We need to find a snappier name for it than page dust,” Grim commented. 
 “Yeah, right, but maybe a rebranding can wait until after we don’t die,” Joe said.  
 “Good call.” 
 Joe fished in his jeans pocket for the tin and retrieved one of the capsules of glittering black powder. 
 “He’s not going to let this grudge go,” he said. “I’ve got to knock him out and make sure he doesn’t get up again.” 
 Joe popped the capsule into his mouth. He hauled himself to his feet and cast around for a sight of the man he knew would be coming for him. 
 Just as he suspected, Snow appeared a few moments later. His blond-white hair was all over his face, the singed ends evident even from a distance. As Joe felt the surging rush of the powder he had ingested begin to seep through every sinew and particle of his being, he knew that he had been right. Snow was going to come at him as relentlessly as the ocean dashed itself upon the shore. He’d never give up, not unless Joe put him out of action. 
 With a cry of unadulterated fury, Snow shoved one of his fellow Iron Order warriors out of the way and ran straight through a solid table that burst apart like it had been made of sand as he touched it. 
 “I hope you know what you’re doing, kid,” Grim said. 
 Joe laughed shortly. “That’s a bit rich coming from you, Grim.” 
 And then Snow was on him. While men and women fell all around them, thanks to the skill and doggedness of his friends, Joe did his best to thwart Snow, who used both weapons and hand-to-hand combat to batter at Joe furiously. 
 Joe was forced to rely on his own scant hand-to-hand combat skills and the little dwarf magic he was able to siphon from Lilli. He managed to make a sword with his dwarf magic at one point, but he had no idea as to how to actually wield it. 
 As the fight progressed, and both he and Snow became increasingly fatigued, Joe noticed that his opponent started using a little bit of his fire magic to move around and augment his physical strikes. It was nothing flashy, and it almost seemed habitual rather than intentional. 

If I can just manage to absorb some, I might be able to end this scrap once and for all, he thought as he blocked a punch with one arm, scooped up a broken beaker from a sideboard, and cracked it into the other man’s side with absolutely no effect. 
 Slowly, by inches, Joe managed to absorb a little fire magic from Snow’s moves. Joe had youth on his side, and he found that he was tiring more slowly than the other man. To compensate for this, Snow used more and more Inflamency to increase the ferocity of his punches and kicks. 
 Finally, when both men were sweating and gasping for breath, Joe made his move. He could feel the accumulated magic within himself straining to find a release, and he knew he was going to have to let it rip before very long. The nagging need to let out that siphoned magic was like no itch Joe had ever experienced. It was the insatiable desire to pick a scab, probe a sore tooth with his tongue, or otherwise surrender himself to some other urge that he knew he’d probably be better off not giving into. 
 Snow lunged toward him with a savage yell of unbridled hatred roaring out from between his lips. He latched onto the front of Joe’s jacket and pulled him close. 
 “This ends now,” he breathed through clenched teeth. 
 Spittle flecked Joe’s face, but he found Snow’s breath was unexpectedly as cool and fresh as if he had just sucked on a peppermint. 
 “You’re right about that, mate,” Joe said, and he pressed his hands into Snow’s chest and closed his eyes.  
 Snow snarled with delight, seeming to take this momentary lull as a sign of capitulation. 
 He might have believed that right up until Joe opened his eyes and revealed the burning gold light that had been shielded by his lids. 
 With a thunderous detonation, Joe unleashed the pent-up fire magic that he had been wicking away from Snow. It wasn’t a pretty spell. It wasn’t smart. It was, however, highly effective. Snow was blasted away at such velocity that his fingers actually ripped the front of Joe’s jacket. He smashed like a smoking cannonball through a selection of busted furniture and crashed to the deck. There he lay, twitching feebly, the front of his gray-silver robes as brittle and blackened as if he had rolled through a forge fire. 
 Joe puffed out his cheeks, leaning heavily against a table as he tried to recover his breath and composure. It was only as he sucked lungfuls of the sterilized laboratory air that his ears picked up on the sound—or rather, the lack of sound. 
 The fighting appeared to be over. 
 Joe looked about. 
 Lucius, Lilli, and Vasmo stood dotted around the room. All three of them were looking as disheveled and put upon as Joe might have expected them to look. 
 “The buggers burnt off half my beard!” Vasmo exclaimed indignantly when he caught Joe’s eye. He pointed to his tangled and matted facial furniture, which did indeed appear to be half the size it had been previously. 
 “Well, there’s our silver lining,” Lilli said, allowing her arcane blunderbuss to fall to her side. 
 “Miss Spicer!” Vasmo said. “What an appalling thing to say to a wizard. It was a common belief back in my youth that a wizard without some form of facial hair could barely be designated a magic user.” 
 “That’s all very well and good, gaffer,” Lilli replied, “but you’re not the one who has to pick up all the bits that drop out of the damned thing.” 
 “Hey, no one is injured or dying, are they?” Joe asked. “Just thought I’d ask is all.” 
 “Did you not hear about Master Vasmo’s beard?” Lucius said, a bitter twist to his mouth as he regarded Vasmo through his cool green eyes. 
 “Yes, did you not hear about…?” Vasmo trailed off when he saw the sardonic look on Lucius’s face. 
  This interesting conversation was curtailed by the reappearance of the man who they had yet to deal with. 
 Mr. Reaver had somehow managed to fade away into the background as soon as the fight had started—no mean feat, considering he’d opted to dress in all black and the huge laboratory space was basically all white. 
 Joe tensed when he saw the man walk confidently back out into the now mostly wrecked space. It had been so orderly and pristine in the lab, pre-fight. Now, looking about him—while being very careful to keep one eye on the approaching Reaver—Joe saw that the lab’s carefully arranged blackboards, counters, observation stations, and almost every piece of breakable equipment were lying in a homogenized layer of destruction across the hard stone floor. 
 Small spot fires were burning in random places, smashed glass and blasted crystal glinted in the light cast by the serenely floating globes, and the still or weakly stirring bodies of the Iron Order henchmen were scattered around the place like the macabre set-dressing in some action-thriller. 
 Mr. Reaver’s cane tap-tap-tapped across the floor as he made his slow and deliberate way toward the groaning form of Paranormal Agent Snow. The older man’s strong, handsome face was set in a mask of abject, but almost resigned, disappointment. He looked like someone who had not had high hopes that his right-hand man would be able to pull off the task he had set for him but was nonetheless piqued now that he had failed. It was not an irritation at the job not being completed, but more of an annoyance that he, Reaver, was going to have to finish it, as he had always thought he would. 
 “I know what you’re thinking,” Joe said, taking a deep breath to get his heart rate under control. “You’re thinking that not only did you decide to flag getting battle insurance for your little science club down here, but now you’re going to be lumped with that poor jackass’ medical bills. Again.” 
 Mr. Reaver stopped and looked down at Paranormal Agent Snow. The man’s head was completely devoid of hair now—well, there were a few frazzled strands, but Joe didn’t think it likely the man would count those. The magic that he had tried to use to broil Joe over the course of their head-to-head, and which Joe had successfully managed to turn on him, had left him looking as red as a freshly boiled lobster. He moaned and looked beseechingly up at his boss. 
 “Mr. Reaver, please… help me,” he groaned. 
 Reaver glanced up at the four companions staring at him. Then he looked over at one of the doors that led off from the main lab, where the faces of some of the thaumatechnicians who had fled when the fighting broke out were squashed up against the small window. The leader of the Battersea cadre of the Iron Order shook his head and let out a little snort of amusement. 
 “Help you, PA Snow?” the man asked. “Help you?” 
 Reaver looked once more toward the cowering thaumatechnicians. It must have been a venomous look because the faces immediately shrunk away from the window. 
 “Boy, working for you must be rubbish,” Joe said. 
 “Help… please,” Snow croaked again. 
 Reaver looked away from Joe and back down at Snow. 
 “Oh, I’ll help you all right,” the man said in his crisp, posh accent, “and more than I should.” 
 He raised his onyx cane and gave the ivory handle a little twist of his wrist. The bottom of the walking stick flared suddenly with a concentrated, piercingly bright mauve light. With a casualness that disturbed Joe more than if the man had let out a scream of mentally unhinged rage or glee, Reaver pressed the tip of the cane into the injured Snow’s chest. 
 There was a soft sizzling sound, which reminded Joe of bacon being thrown into a pan that wasn’t quite hot enough yet. Snow let out a long whooping cry, which was abruptly cut off when Reaver leaned his weight casually down onto the cane. To the horror of Joe and his three companions, Snow’s chest caved inward with a liquid sigh. It looked like a small sinkhole had appeared in the man’s torso. 
 “Oh, bloody hell, not again,” Lucius muttered, clamping a hand to his mouth and turning away from the grisly sight. 
 “What’s going on out there?” Grim asked from the depths of the backpack. “It sounds bad. Is it bad?” 
 “Erm, it’s probably the worst thing that I personally have ever seen,” Joe said honestly. 
 “Do you think he meant to do that?” Lilli asked from behind Joe. 
 “He’s causing another human being’s midriff to deliquesce, Miss Spicer,” Vasmo hissed back in a tremulous voice. “It’s hardly a case of putting your hand in the wrong glove or picking up someone else’s sandwich from the sandwich shop.” 
 “Picking up someone else’s sandwich?” Joe blurted, momentarily distracted from the awful scene playing out in front of him. “What in the world are you… Oh man, that is gross.” 
 A foul steam rose from where the cane pressed farther and farther into the dying henchman’s chest. Blood and other liquids flowed out of the collar and cuffs of Snow’s shirt, pooling around him. 
 “By the mustache of Prosper!” Vasmo swore softly. “That’s vile!” 
 Lilli Spicer, who was as hardheaded and as practical as only a dwarf could be, clearly had a lot less sympathy for Snow than Vasmo. 
 “It’d be a lot viler if he was lying on carpet, gaffer, I’ll tell you that much,” she said. “It’d take forever to lift a stain like that.” 
 In a burst of ashy sparks, Snow’s flaming squirrel, which had been twitching next to the man himself, silently exploded. 
 “All right, all right, don’t you think you’ve had your fun, you basket-case?” Joe barked as Reaver gave the cane a few little twists. “He’s dead, isn’t he?” 
 Reaver stopped his macabre showboating and removed the cane from the now very concave chest of the late PA Snow. 
 “I thought you’d be happy, Mr. Ramsey,” he said. “This abject failure tried to kill you on numerous occasions.” 
 “Yeah, because you ordered him to,” Joe pointed out. “I might not have liked the guy, but that doesn’t mean I would have been keen to melt his chest like a wax doll. What the hell are they putting in the water around here that makes you think that that’s the way to go about treating people who work for you? Honestly, I know you might think that it’s all part and parcel of the whole diabolic baddie schtick, but I think you’d find you’d get a lot more done if you concentrated on providing fair wages and employee activities—ping-pong tournaments and stuff like that.” 
 It didn’t seem like Mr. Reaver was much in the mood for a chat about the best way to enhance the workplace culture at his branch of the Iron Order. He was looking fixedly at Joe. 
 “I want that backpack, Ramsey,” he said. His voice had lost the melodious air of foppish indifference. It was filled with a venomous chill that set the hairs on Joe’s neck to standing on end. “I want the backpack and the grimoire it contains.” 
 “Yeah? Well, I’d love to go on a hiking holiday with Angelina Jolie’s version of Lara Croft and follow it up with a barbecue dinner and a poker game with the Spurs’ starting eleven,” Joe said, “but chances are that dream ain’t going to become a reality.” 
 Reaver sighed. “Very well,” he said. “I was going to go through the whole rigamarole of bargaining with you—the grimoire for the lives of your friends here—however, I think we both know that it’d be a waste of breath.” 
 “Not to mention a complete load of bollo—” Lilli interjected feistily before Vasmo clapped a hand over her mouth. 
 “Have it your way,” Reaver said. 
 He smacked his cane three times onto the floor so that it rang out like the gavel of some dark judge. 
 Another door opened to his left and six men in long, dark coats strode out. They were wearing hoods pulled low over their faces and hex-vests that looked exactly the same as those worn by Joe and his friends. 
 Joe looked across at Mr. Reaver. To his consternation, he saw that the man’s natty white cravat was uncoiling from around his throat. 
 “I knew you weren’t the type to intentionally go in for that kind of fashionable pizzazz,” Joe said. “You don’t have the personality for it. You’re nothing but a common bully and a murderer.” 
 “There is nothing common about me or the establishment that I represent,” Reaver said. “Your naivety does you no credit, boy. All murderers are reprehensible and punished accordingly, you think, but this is only so if they fail to kill in large enough numbers or achieve some magnificent end that merits the sound of polite clapping from those people who run countries.” 
 Joe turned to Lilli and Vasmo. “This is the part where he tries to vindicate his insane actions,” he told them in a stage whisper. “Lunatics often do this. It makes them feel better about themselves. Try not to interrupt, otherwise he’ll just carry on playing his chin music.”  
 “You lack the visionary scope to understand what the Iron Order is trying to achieve,” Reaver said. “That’s fine. There are few who do. The Iron Order, though, will soon cleanse this land of weak-minded magic users like you, who would give out magical creatures and their power to all and sundry. The proles will be put back into their rightful place as servants to those above them.” 
 “See what I mean?” Joe said, looking over at Lucius who had finished with his latest bout of vomiting now. “He’s chatting away about enslaving an entire section of society and hasn’t twigged how completely mental he sounds.”  
 Reaver glowered and turned to address the six black-clad flunkies and pointed his cane casually at Joe and his colleagues. 
 “Kill them,” he said, his voice settling back into the laconic drawl that Joe was beginning to get properly sick and tired of. “And do it with alacrity, gentlemen. I have a report to the Administrators to make. They wish to let the Suzerain know of the progress we have made with the grimoire pages.” 
 The white cravat that was not a white cravat rose from around Mr. Reaver’s neck. It was a serpent of some kind, though it looked to have a frill of dark red around its neck that perfectly matched Reaver’s auburn hair. In a slightly nauseous fashion, it slithered into the collar of Reaver’s shirt and then reappeared out of one of his cuffs. The man shivered. 
 Joe made a face. “You looked like you enjoyed that a little too much, mate,” he said. “If I’d been on the fence about you being a bloody lunatic, that face you just made would have been the clincher.” 
 “Shut up and die!” Reaver suddenly exploded. 
 Joe and his three friends threw themselves sideways as spells ripped into the already decimated remains of the lab. 
 “Got a plan, Grim?” Joe yelled over the sounds of explosions and shattering glass and stone. 
 “Sure do, kid,” the grimoire replied from the safety of the backpack. “And like most of the plans I come up with, it’s simple, effective, and potentially full of holes.” 
 There was a soft curse from one of the oncoming six acolytes as Lucius threw a glass beaker at him and it smashed over his head. 
 “Great,” Joe said dryly. “Half-assed and potentially futile. It’s worked for us so far. Let’s hear it.”  
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 Grim’s plan, it turned out, was to make the bad guys dead before they were killed themselves. Like he had said to Joe, it was simple, but it could have doubled as a piece of Swiss cheese, it was so full of holes. 
 Lucius was the first to fall, out of the blue. One moment, he was flinging every missile he could get his hands on at the burly henchmen dressed all in black, the next he was down with a translucent purple dart in his thigh. 
 “Where the hell did that come from?” Lilli yelled. The dwarf had her blunderbuss in her hands once more and was peppering the six acolytes with shots, though Joe noticed that she was being more conservative with whatever supernatural ammo the arcane weapon used. 
 “It’s Reaver!” Vasmo yelled. The old man was crouched down by Lucius. He had pulled the barbed bolt from the young man’s leg, but even as he held it up, it dissolved into greasy eggplant-colored smoke. “He’s using Mordancency—venom magic.” 
 “How bad is it?” Joe asked, his voice strained as he soaked up a few beams of light magic from one of the six bad guys and fired it back at him in a pulsing wave that flipped a table into the man and bowled him off his feet. 
 Vasmo muttered a few words over Lucius while Lilli continued zipping from cover to cover and keeping them at bay. 
 “Not fatal,” the old man said, “but we need to get him topside as soon as we can.” 
 “Don’t bother about… me,” Joe heard Lucius say, still able to keep a shadow of his old impatience in his voice despite being poisoned. “I’m no use to anyone. Just… leave me be.” 
 Joe felt a twinge of something between guilt and sorrow as he watched Vasmo slip a healing capsule into Lucius’s mouth before the green-eyed man slumped unconscious. He was actually feeling sorry for him. 

That’s unexpected, he thought. 
 “You’re telling me, mate,” Grim said from behind Joe. “I’ve met some proper pillocks in my time, but that young, obnoxious, toffee-nosed son of a what-not has got to be up there with the best of them. I’m telling you, with an attitude like his, if he and I had become bond-mates, he would have gone far.” 
 Despite being busy ducking flying curses and incantations designed to do all sorts of horrible things to him, Joe found himself dwelling on his fellow young wizard. It must have been a fairly crappy feeling, going from believing that you’re being groomed for the very highest office to finding out that, actually, you’re going in the spares drawer. 
 “The guy’s had a rough week,” Joe said. 
 “Pfft, rough week,” Grim scoffed. “He didn’t have his insides ripped out, did he, kid?” 
 “Metaphorically speaking…” Joe said. 
 “Metaphorically?” Grim said incredulously. “Are you having me on?” 
 “All right, all right, but he went from hero to zero in the space of time it took me to walk from my flat to the house on Fallen Knight’s Walk,” Joe said. “You can’t help but feel a bit bad for the guy. He might have been all right if he hadn’t had the rug pulled from under him in such an impressive fashion.” 
 “Yeah, but that’s the universe for you, kid,” Grim said. “One minute you’re skimming along across the surface of a beautiful millpond, the next—” 
 An explosion blew out a selection of the floating globes above them, dimming the area of the lab where Joe and Grim were hunkered down. 
 “—you’re being sucked under by a ravenous carp,” Grim finished. 
 “You’ve got to work on your comparisons, Grim, I swear,” Joe said. 
 “What? I thought that was pretty good,” the grimoire retorted. 
 The destroyed light globes only added to the intense atmosphere of the battle for Grim’s pages. Spellfire lit the slightly darkened room so that long shadows played up the walls and across the wreckage-strewn floor. 
 Vasmo, Joe, and Lilli managed to whittle away at the six Iron Order acolytes, but the presence of Mr. Reaver lent an edge to the proceedings. Just when they thought they might be able to take out the four men left standing, Reaver would lay about with his purple venom magic and force them onto the back foot. 
 Joe decided to step into the role of human shield in an attempt to ensure that his friends remained unscathed for as long as possible. This tactic of his basically involved trying to throw himself in the way of every spell that Reaver sent their way. When he first did this, leaping sideways into the path of a spell that took the shape of a trident comprised of violet smoke and absorbing it into himself, it seemed to delight and enrage Mr. Reaver in equal measure. 
 “Ha! I knew the grimoire was real!” he said. “I knew that it had to have been close, but I can’t believe that it chose you, a ruddy prole of all people, to bond with! More than ever I am convinced of the righteousness of the Iron Order and its mission to save this great country of ours before it goes entirely to the dogs!” 
 Joe had only just caught these words. The thing was, and what he was learning more and more quickly as he sponged up Mr. Reaver’s spells, was that trying to absorb the venom magic was far more difficult than any other form of magic he had yet encountered. 

It feels like it’s eating me from the inside, Grim, he thought as he conjured up a ball of the regurgitated Mordacency and dropped it onto the head of one of the four remaining henchmen. I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up for. Even after I’ve released it, it feels like I’m burning up from the inside out.

 “Sounds better than burning from the outside in like that bloke,” Grim said, raising his voice over the wails of the man Joe had just engulfed in the giant bubble of venom. 
 “Can you see?” Joe blurted. 
 “Nah, but I know a man dissolving inside a giant bubble of corrosive magic when I hear one,” Grim said. “Any entity that was around during the time of Ramesses the Great could tell you what that sounded like.” 
 Joe ducked down so that he could swallow one of the analeptic powder capsules. 
 “Careful, kid,” Grim warned him as he straightened up and fixed Reaver with his eye. “Those health pills can’t keep you up and about indefinitely. And that venom magic, if you absorb too much of it, it’ll damage you for good.” 
 Joe chucked another one of the healing capsules into his mouth and one more of the capsules containing Grim’s page powder for good measure. 
 He didn’t want to admit it to himself, but the healing pills seemed to be mitigating the venom magic’s damage less and less effectively—both the harm from absorbing Reaver’s spellfire and the occasional hits he took from the Iron Order boss’ attacks. 
 It occurred to Joe, for the first time, that he and his colleagues might not get out of the scrape they had stepped into alive. 
 Lilli’s blunderbuss let out another one of its strange, muted, fizzing barks, and another one of the four remaining acolytes in their black coats was blasted apart as the oblong of purple magic hit him in the throat. 
 Joe found himself drawing more and more on the dwarf’s magic. If it had not been for the belt he wore around his waist, the belt which oh-so helpfully negated the risk of magical fusion, he reckoned that he would have long ago started to take on some dwarven characteristics like he had back at the house on Fallen Knight’s Walk. 
 As he knocked one of the trio of remaining Iron Order baddies over with a basic club he had crafted from shimmering silver magic, so that the man was sent flying into Reaver, forcing him aside, Joe checked on Vasmo. The old wizard seemed to be holding his own, partly thanks to the new armor that he was using to deflect malicious spells away from himself. He was starting to flag, though. He was an old man, after all. His reactions were becoming slower, the space between his own attacks longer. 
 Reaver was clearly a wily and experienced wizard when it came to fighting. He hadn’t come rushing in, flaunting his power as Joe might have expected him to do. Instead, he had hung back and allowed his minions to wear down Joe, Lilli, and Vasmo. With three of his men now left, the boss of the Battersea Iron Order cadre began harrying his prey more heavily. The pale serpent hissed and spat as he cast his spells, trying to pick off another one of the hunters. 
 At one point, the supernatural snake itself let loose a cloud of noxious gas that crept along the floor at knee height. Instinctively, Joe hauled Lucius onto one of the counters that was still standing, before leaping upon another one himself to stay out of reach of the pernicious vapor. 
 “Venom… and poison! The sure sign of an absolute rotter and bounder!” Vasmo gasped. 
 Joe looked over and saw that the old wizard had not been quite so quick to find an island to avoid the serpent’s gas. A tendril of the stuff had managed to crawl up his boot and had latched onto his thigh like some gaseous leech. The old man’s thin chest was heaving under his hex-vest. 
 “Gaffer, get an analeptic capsule in yourself, now!” Joe yelled. 
 The wizard fumbled a capsule into his mouth, and his breathing eased almost immediately, though sweat continued to pour down his face from under his armored cap. 
 Even the Iron Order flunkies were not immune to Mr. Reaver’s pet’s gassy vomit, it seemed, as they had been obliged to make for higher ground, too. One of them had not been swift enough and had gone down, choking and gagging and clawing at his throat until, in a spectacular fountaining explosion of blood, he spewed up his own entrails and collapsed. 
 Joe chanced a glance back at Vasmo. Thankfully, it looked like the old wizard had been just fleet enough of foot to avoid the same fate. Coupled with the magical armor he wore and the fact that he had ingested a healing capsule, Joe liked to think that he would be okay. 
 That was if the henchman with glowing orange eyes and a nasty look on his face didn’t hit the old-timer with a spell and knock him off the counter first. 
 “This is probably a bad idea,” Joe grunted resignedly as he made his move.  
 He launched himself from desk to counter, counter to teetering filing cabinet as quickly as he could like the floor was lava. Just as the henchman released his spell at Vasmo, Joe dived into the air and put himself in its path. The semi-translucent stream of flickering orange light hit him in the stomach, and he sucked it greedily in. 
 The spore magic tickled the back of his throat like a nose full of pollen, but he ignored it. As he landed hard on a rickety desk, Joe stuck a fist out toward the goon and channeled some of the stolen magic into making an improbably large mushroom burst out of the ground, right under the counter the man was standing on. 
 The huge fungus sent both the counter and the man flying. Arms whirling, the screaming acolyte fell into the shallow fog of gently roiling violet smoke that hugged the floor. He thrashed briefly and then disappeared. From the ceiling, a large slug with a bright orange stripe down its back dropped with a sad sucking sound. It must have been the dead wizard’s magical creature because it burst into strands of greasy magical matter before it hit the ground. 
 Joe only had a second to snatch a breath before a dull creaking sound reached his ears, mingling with the thump of his own heartbeat.  
 “That doesn’t sound encouraging,” Grim observed. 
 The desk Joe was lying on collapsed with a phlegmatic crunching sound. Joe just had time to unleash the last of the spore magic at the remaining Iron Order minion and cocoon the man in a spongy straitjacket of orange fungus and to see Lilli shoot the trapped man with an oblong projectile and blast him to ashy bits. 
 Then Joe hit the floor. He held his breath; if he breathed in, he was a goner. He might be a goner anyway, for all he knew, but he wasn’t just going to roll over and die. Not with Lilli Spicer and Vasmo still out there. 
 With a desperate straining of will and against every instinct in his body, he opened himself completely to the venom magic that surrounded him and drew it into the internal reservoir. The belt around his waist suddenly glowed with a deep heat as it struggled to help him contain the abundance of external magic. 
 With a massive effort, which narrowed his vision and set his teeth to vibrating in his head, Joe managed to clear a small circle of space around himself. Then, with Grim urging him on, he clumsily tapped some of Lilli’s dwarf magic and erected a rough wall around himself to stop the fog from reaching him once again. Once this was done, Joe was able to stagger to his feet. 
 He was swaying, and his vision was misted. 

I… I don’t… I don’t feel too hot, Grim, he thought, his brain skittering in and out like a poorly tuned television set as he tried to focus. 
 “Nah, you don’t look too good either, kid,” the grimoire said, his voice sounding like it was echoing down a tunnel and from a great distance. “But you need to hold it together. Hold it together for just a little longer, kid. You can do it. Let’s finish this plonker and head home, eh?” 
 Digging into reserves of determination that he did not know he had, Joe squinted and focused on the hazy figure of Mr. Reaver. Almost in slow motion, or so it seemed to him, the auburn-haired wizard raised his hand and, with a lazy flick of his fingers, sent another one of his mauve darts shooting at Lilli Spicer. 
 Lilli dropped her arcane blunderbuss and raised her own hand. Her shield popped into being, the shimmering silver color of gossamer, but just a millisecond too late. The mauve dart ricocheted a touch as it glanced through the expanding wall of magic and sliced across Lilli’s upper arm. With a curse that would have made a seventeenth-century pirate blush, the dwarf went down. 
 Joe unleashed the full fury of the venom magic he had stored, aiming it at Reaver, who was advancing on Lilli with the air of a spider who intends to toy with his fly before eating it. It came out from between his outstretched arms as a spinning funnel of purple smoke shot through with lavender sparks. 
 Mr. Reaver’s attention was momentarily diverted from the stricken dwarf. With a snorting expulsion of impatience, he raised his hands and clapped twice. In an instant, both his floor-hugging fog and the regurgitated venom magic spell that Joe had launched at him dissipated into nothing. 
 Joe stumbled out of the ring of manifesting magic as it faded away into the air and made his way to Vasmo. As he passed Lilli, he saw that the dwarf was still awake, with one hand pressed to the cut on her arm, but she was very pale. 
 “I’ll be fine, dear,” she said before Joe could even ask. “Just stop farting about and deal with this fathead so we can go home and have a cup of tea, please.” 
 “Yes, ma’am,” Joe said. 
 The old man was lying on the same table he had been on when he had been caught by the tendril of Mordacency. His breathing was more even now—the healing capsule having done its work—but there was still a slight rattle to his lungs. That was more likely due to the rushing as he fought for his life, as well as the fact that the closest the wizard had probably come to aerobic exercise in the last fifty years was sitting down and getting up from the dinner table right away again because he forgot the butter. 
 “Still alive then, gaffer?” Joe asked. 
 Behind him, Mr. Reaver was walking slowly across the destroyed laboratory. He looked like someone who had already won: smug and in no rush to administer the coup de grâce. 
 “Well, lad, you get to my age and you realize that tough times don’t last forever… but tough people do,” Vasmo said. “You look like you’re skating on fairly anorexic ice, though.” 
 The old man’s eyes flicked down to Joe’s hand, which was resting on his shoulder. 
 Joe looked down at his hand—and saw to his consternation that it had shrunk ever so slightly and gone an unhealthy shade of periwinkle purple. It reminded him of the kind of hand that might be found at the end of an arm that had had the blood circulation cut off from it for a few days. 
 “Venom and dwarf magic,” he muttered. 
 “Yes,” Vasmo said, keeping an eye on Reaver over Joe’s shoulder. “You’re taking on their qualities, becoming more dwarf-like and filled with Mordacency, after taking in too much of those magics.” 
 Vasmo’s words hit him in the noggin like a sock filled with sand, causing Joe to blink dazedly as the skeleton of an idea materialized. 
 “Vasmo,” Joe said, leaning in close and dropping his voice, “what exactly happens if I use too much of the powder we made from Grim’s page?” 
 For a moment, Joe feared the ancient wizard was going to hit him with a whole bunch of questions. His bearded lips opened, his bushy eyebrows knotted, but then he seemed to catch the urgency in the young man’s eyes. 
 “Well, I don’t know for sure, lad,” he said, in a wheezy whisper, “as we haven’t had time to really examine—” 
 “What’s your best guess, though?” Joe pressed, making a show of checking the wizard over. He had a feeling that watching an adversary worrying over the well-being of a doomed friend would be like eating chocolate cake in a warm bath for Mr. Reaver: pure bliss. 
 “Best guess…” the old wizard said. “I suppose—seeing as the powder appears to force the user to channel more magic from their magical creature—that the most likely outcome would be that you would warp yourself into some ghastly approximation of a dwarf or, even more horribly so far as you would be concerned, into a grimoire. Such a drastic physical and physiological change would most likely drive you mad.” 
 “Right,” Joe said, feeling trepidation and excitement mixing like an epoxy in his stomach. 
 “That’s the best-case scenario, you understand, Ramsey,” Vasmo hissed, grabbing Joe by the shoulder with one gnarled hand and dragging him closer. “The worst case… Well, most people don’t know how their bodies work after fusing—their bodies don’t even recall how to function properly. They don’t know how to breathe, sweat, or move food through their intestinal tracts. Often, their hearts burst right out of their chests, rupturing ribs, or their nervous systems uncoil like a dropped hose.” 
 “Sounds like a bad time,” Joe said. 
 “It’s a death sentence, Ramsey, is what it is,” Vasmo said, once more failing to spot the sarcasm. “I’m telling you, lad, it’s not something that you should be considering. No matter how dire things might seem.” 
 “We’re going to be murdered, gaffer,” Joe pointed out. “You don’t get much direr than that.” 
 Vasmo winced as he shifted where he lay. 
 Joe put up a placating hand. “Don’t worry, don’t worry,” he told the cantankerous old wizard, “I’m not considering using the powder—leastways not on myself.” 
 As he spoke, he dug his hand into his jeans pocket, fished out the tin with the capsules filled with onyx black powder, and poured most of them into his palm. Stowing the tin, Joe feverishly began breaking the capsules open. 
 “Dear me, would you look at this,” came the drawling voice of Mr. Reaver from behind him. “What a sorry state of affairs. Not at all how you imagined it would go, hm?” 
 Joe leaned over Vasmo, hoping that his stance would convey to the slimy sack of dog poo that had come up behind him that he was in a state of broken despondency and distress. 

I bet that’s just the sort of thing that keeps him warm at night, Joe thought. 
 Grim did not answer, even in a whisper, which Joe took to mean that the Iron Order boss was close behind him. 
 “Now, now, you shouldn’t feel so distraught, young man,” came the condescending voice from behind him. Closer, but close enough? “Fate led you down a path that lumbered you with an old prole-lover who had less to do with his own people than he did his menagerie of subservient beasts. If fortune had been kinder, you would have found yourself taken under the wing of the Iron Order. We could have made you great.”  
 Trying to keep his hand movements to a minimum, Joe opened the last few caps. His palm was now full of the black powder. 
 “We could have helped you reach your full potential,” Reaver continued, clearly enjoying the sound of his own voice almost as much as he was savoring his victory. 
 Joe closed his fingers over the mound of powder in his hand and straightened. 
 “We could have worked in harmony to make you one of the most formidable magic users the world had ever seen,” the man said in his unctuous tone. “Now, though… now that you have delivered the grimoire to within my grasp, there’s really not much I can do for you. The Administrators will need you alive, of course. We don’t know what happens to a bonded grimoire when its wizard or witch is destroyed, you see. Don’t worry, we can keep you in a potion-induced stasis for as long as we need to study and dissect you.” 
 Joe turned. He looked Mr. Reaver dead in his cold, blue eyes.  
 “You know what, mate,” he said. “All this carry-on about stasis and dissection might’ve freaked me out on any other day. But if being dissected like a frog means that I get to stop listening to you rabbit on, then I think it’s a price I’m willing to pay.” 
 Reaver’s nostrils dilated even as his eyes narrowed. 
 “Brave talk,” he said. “But I fear that it is all empty bluster. You have destroyed much here, but you have not been able to regain that which you came for.” 
 Joe looked around. He could feel soft grains of powder in his palm. He licked his lips and looked around. 
 “Yeah, we’ve made a hell of a mess,” he said. “But for all of this destruction, we’ve actually created something, too.” 
 Reaver arched an eyebrow. “Created? Created what, pray?” he asked dubiously. 
 “Hope,” Joe replied. 
 Reaver looked at him for a full three seconds. Then, the man tipped back his head and laughed. He laughed and laughed, clutching his hands to his stomach as if he were trying to stop his ribs from breaking. The white serpent rose from his shirt collar and twined up around the back of his auburn head. 
 “Hope?” he scoffed. “Hope? What hope do you have?” 
 He opened his mouth wide, revealing a couple of golden teeth, and laughed even louder. 
 And presented Joe with as easy a target as he could have wished for. 
 Launching forward, Joe threw his handful of grimoire page powder into Reaver’s open maw. 
 The white serpent hissed out a warning, but it was no good. Reaver took the full mouthful, gagged, and swallowed reflexively. 
 In a taut moment that stretched around the universe and back, Joe and Reaver locked gazes. 
 Then, Reaver hunched over and screamed. 
 He screamed so hard and violently that Joe imagined his voice would crack and die before he ran out of pain. It sounded like the manager of this little laboratory would scream a hole in his throat and crumble to pieces like drywall that had been chewed up by rats. Joe got the impression that even if that happened, even if the man broke apart, still, from the leftover shards of himself, from the fragmented pile of his former self, that unending scream would issue forth. 
 “Blimey, talk about making a meal of it,” Grim said. 
 Convinced that Reaver was done, Joe hurried over to Vasmo and pulled the wizard up. He pressed another healing tablet on him along with a capsule of vimpounce, the energy powder. 
 “Hangover be damned,” Joe said in answer to the wizard’s small shake of the head. “Take it so that we can get out of here.” 
 Reaver’s scream rose an octave or three, whilst it took on an awful hissing quality reminiscent of an industrial gas leak. 
 “Kid?” Grim said, and to Joe’s surprise, there was an uneasy edge to his voice. “How about you get me out of here so that I can get the pages we came to this fast-food chicken joint to retrieve.” 
 “Yeah, good plan,” Joe said. 
 He hurried over to the table on which Lilli was still slumped and clutching her arm, checking to make sure that Lucius was still in the land of the living as he passed him. He was. 
 “You okay?” Joe asked the dwarven maid as he swung the backpack off his back and put it on the table. 
 “Yes, dear,” the dwarf said. “Although if you could get that nincompoop to quit with his screaming and just keel over it’d go some way to alleviating this headache of mine.” 
 “I’d pass on the message, but I don’t think he’s in any shape to hear me out,” Joe muttered as he fumbled with the zip of the backpack. “Are you going to be able to walk out of here?” 
 Lilli nodded. 
 Joe tugged at the zip, but the blasted thing had chosen that moment of all moments to snag itself in that annoying way—which can drive a usually quite sensible person to destroy a perfectly good bit of clothing—that zips love to do. 
 “Come on, you stupid thing, come on,” he growled, yanking at it. “Come…” 
 His voice tailed away. 
 The slobbering screams of the writhing, thrashing, agony-wrapped Reaver had done exactly what people in Joe’s position hoped they would not do. 
 They had morphed into the distinctive and indubitable sounds of gargling maniacal laughter. 
 Slowly, Joe turned. 
 The universe it seemed really did have one hell of a sense of humor. 
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 “Urgh, the son of a basilisk isn’t dying, is he?” Grim said. 
 “If he is, he’s having a really good time doing it,” Joe replied stonily.  
 Reaver straightened back up from where he had been hunched over and contorted. 
 “Oh-holy-what-the-hell?” Joe babbled, his face contorted in horrified fascination. 
 “Bad, is it?” Grim asked with relish. 
 “It’s not good,” Joe said, unable to take his eyes off Reaver. “Definitely not what I think you’d call good.” 
 “How so?” Grim asked eagerly from the backpack. 
 “Well, his bloody barnet now looks like a snake mating ball,” Joe said. Reaver’s slicked-back auburn hair had been replaced by a waving nest of snakes with copper-colored scales. 
 “Sounds odious,” Grim said. 
 “It’s pretty revolting, yeah,” Joe assured the grimoire. 
 Reaver hadn’t done anything as dramatic as bust out of his clothes like the Incredible Hulk. In fact, his body looked to be the exact same shape and size. But there was something about the way that he moved that was most certainly more serpentine. His balanced swaying reminded him of nothing so much as a cobra. The visible flesh of his body—his head, his face, his hands, and his neck—was most assuredly more snake-like. Where once there had been ruddy skin, now the man was covered in scales of gleaming pinkish-white color. 
 The serpent that Joe had taken to be Reaver’s bond-mate was not unchanged either. In a grotesque swapping of characteristics, the serpent now sat on the snake-man’s shoulder and resembled a little flat-faced humanoid with pale skin and weak little limbs. In spite of the fact that the twisted magical creature was paired with Reaver, Joe couldn’t help but feel sorry for the way that it had been fused and bent out of its natural shape. 
 “You look a little shocked, Ramsey?” Reaver said, drawing out the double ‘s’ in Ramsey to a nice, theatrical hiss. 
 “I’m just sad to see that you still have all your limbs,” Joe replied evenly. “If you were legless, it might have made it easier for us to put the boot heel on you and break your back.” 
 Reaver smiled, and Joe saw that his teeth had been replaced by needle-sharp fangs. The snake-man turned his eyes, which now included vertical pupils, on Vasmo. His forked tongue fluttered out of his mouth as his creepy smile widened. 
 “Ah, you’re wondering why this fusion has not proved to be fatal, old man?” Reaver asked. “How quaint and, I might add, how slightly disappointing. You people, you dusty relics of the Occultists’ Conclave, really have no idea of the advancements we of the Iron Order have discovered. This is merely an inconvenience.” 
 “More than just an inconvenience if you were still harboring hopes of taking out the top prize at the Annual Bad Guys’ Hair-Do Competition,” Joe quipped.  
 Reaver cracked his neck from one side to the other and grimaced. 
 “A painful inconvenience,” he amended, ignoring Joe. 
 While the hideously changed Mr. Reaver had been talking, Joe had spotted something out of the corner of his eyes. As soon as his enemy had closed his eyes and indulged in a bit of home chiropractor work, Joe had snatched up Lucius’s dropped riot staff, held it at his hip, and willed it to fire its store of light magic. 
 The staff discharged strobing globe after strobing globe of Lambency at Reaver. Impressive and alien as he looked, the fact was that he was still as prone to being blasted with spellfire as he had ever been. 
 However, snakes could strike at speeds approaching three meters per second, and judging by the older man’s reflexes, the metamorphosis had certainly left Reaver speedier. He threw his hands up and put his snake-topped head down, conjuring a transparent bubble of heather-purple light in front of himself. 
 The globes of Lambency ricocheted off this nocuous shield, bouncing off in different directions, sparking and putting out more of the floating light globes above or else punching into furniture and sending it flying. One of the projectiles caromed into the door behind which some thaumatechnicians still cowered. Surprised cries erupted as the ball of glowing light magic burst against the metal door, leaving a perfect star-shaped mark of charred steel. 
 The riot staff let off a cloud of blueish steam as it ran dry—the wizarding equivalent of the dead man’s click. 
 Joe gave the staff a little shake as Reaver dropped his shield and grinned at him. 
 “Son of a—” Joe said. 
 Reaver twisted and lashed out, but Joe managed to find and flick the button on the riot staff and activate the kite shield. He was just in time. A moment later, Reaver’s muscular tail crashed into his shield and sent him flying. 

His tail…? Joe’s brain pointed out as he enjoyed that pain-free airborne time that comes in between being hit and landing—hard. But he rolled, opening himself up to absorb the venom spell he expected, but he had to throw himself to the side instead as Reaver charged in and tried to nail him with a follow-up tail swipe.  
 By this point, practically the only intact piece of furniture in the lab was the solid stone workbench on which Grim’s pages lay. Joe dodged through the rubble and leapt over bodies, as Reaver, who looked to be enjoying having a tail, tried his best to crush him. 
 A couple of darts of purple Mordacency shot toward Joe as he rolled to his feet. He cursed as he avoided one but was obliged to soak up the other. It immediately made him feel queasy and slightly sluggish. 
 Reaver, who Joe was disappointed to note looked to have cottoned on to the benefits of alternating his attacks from physical to magical, launched a series of heavy punches at Joe. Joe managed to dodge and fend off the clumsily amateur blows, then used the venom magic he had absorbed to let off a cloud of gas right in his opponent’s face. 
 Reaver staggered back, choking and clutching at his mouth. 
 Buoyed by this move, Joe moved in and— 
 —Reaver struck. 
 He’d been faking his distress, and Joe berated himself for a fool even as he caught that damned whipping tail full in the guts and found himself flying backward. 
 It was the hex-vest that aided him on this occasion. Not through any magical means, but purely as a cushioning and protective layer. Nonetheless, when he crashed into and flipped over a counter that was being slowly consumed by pink flames from some prior incantation, he was sure that he must have broken at least one rib.  
 He had never broken a rib before, but by the way that every inward breath was suddenly a penance, he thought it likely that he had just ticked it off the bucket list. 
 “See, boy,” Reaver said, winding through the detritus that covered the floor. “This is what siding with the first body of wizards that comes knocking at your door does.” 
 “Technically,” Joe said, wincing as he got to his hands and knees, “the only thing that came knocking was a bird, and it used a window, not a door.” 
 “My point stands,” Reaver said, the snakes that adorned his head hissing in excited unison as he made it to within ten strides of Joe. “Which seems to be more than you’re capable of doing now, what?” 
 “Man, you talk a lot,” Joe said, shaking his head. 
 “Soon, boy,” Reaver said languidly, “you’ll hear nothing at all.” 
 “I’d be so lucky,” Joe retorted. 
 The snake-man took a step toward Joe. 
 Before he could take another, a jet of bright-blue light struck the stone ground at his feet and exploded. Reaver was sent flying, stone fragments popping out around him like a cloud of shrapnel. 
 “Vasmo!” Joe said. 
 The lines in the old wizard’s face looked more deeply etched than ever, and beads of sweat ran down from under his helmeted cap. They dripped off his nose and trickled into his beard. His mouth was set in a grim line, his knobbly fists were balled at his side, and his eyes glowed a brilliant cobalt blue. 
 “Power and being an asshole are two villages in the same county, Reaver,” the old wizard cried, his old impatient acerbity etching every word in lines of disgruntled fire. “As a wizard, you have houses in both, but the key to being a good magic user is that you try to only holiday in Assholeville. What a shame that, even with that fine intellect of yours, you never learned that.” 
 With a hissing snarl that was far more snake than man, Reaver picked himself up and launched a magical attack at Vasmo. 
 With a scintillating wink of light, though, the old wizard vanished from where he had been standing and appeared twenty feet away. His arm was raised, and he let loose with a barrage of lightning tendrils that lanced from the ceiling toward Reaver. Once more, the Iron Order leader was forced to conjure a shield, though some of the bolts of light magic zapped and stung at him, making him cry as angry burns were left on exposed skin and holes were left in his suit. 
 Joe pulled himself painfully to his feet, one arm hugged to his body. 
 And it was only then that he realized that he had left Grim sitting in the damned backpack on the table next to the poisoned Lilli. 
 “Damn it,” Joe breathed. 
 The sound of a soft explosion of disintegrating metal and wood made him look from the far side of the laboratory where Grim and Lilli sat on the desk over to where Vasmo and Mr. Reaver were currently battling it out. 
 Vasmo, weakened and shaken though he was, was being forced to use his Lambency powers more extensively. It was really a testament to the intrinsic power in the old boy that he was able to zip around so speedily, Joe thought. He looked like he might, when at full strength, be able to travel or move short distances at the speed of light, which was a use of Lambency that hadn’t yet crossed Joe’s mind. 
 As Joe watched, holding his tender ribs, Vasmo sent a volley of coruscating neon blue beams of light at their enemy. Reaver was sent tumbling back, half of his jacket shredding away to reveal the scaled torso underneath. 
 However, Vasmo did not press his advantage, and his skin was starting to sparkle. 
 “He’s channeling from Momo too much,” Joe muttered. “He’s weakening.” 
 Should he help the irascible and curmudgeonly old man or run for Grim? Lilli was essentially guarding Grim, but if Vasmo fell to Reaver, then Lucius, Lilli, and he would be in the brown and sticky quicker than they could say it. 
 So Joe ignored the pain in his side that stabbed at him like a twisting knife and ran to Vasmo’s aid, skirting around the back of the distracted Mr. Reaver and launching himself into the path of a timely shot of Vasmo’s light magic that went wide of its intended mark, immediately using it to attack the Iron Order boss. Together, Joe and Vasmo started to try to give Mr. Reaver a run for his money, forcing him to split his focus between the two of them. 
 The fighting became so intense that it took all of Joe’s concentration just to not get killed, so he didn’t pay too much attention to what was going on outside of his immediate sphere.  
 Vasmo flashed periodically in and out of his field of vision. The old man was zooming every which way like a mote of stardust that had been chugging coffee straight from the machine. He would appear, fire off a spell at Mr. Reaver, then wink out again like a fading spark, only to reappear somewhere else.  
 For an interminable length of time—it could have been two minutes or it could have been half an hour—Joe and Vasmo traded supernatural blows with the snake-haired, scaled monstrosity that was Mr. Reaver. 
 The first break in regular programming came when Reaver decided that it would be a smart move to take care of the more experienced, and still very wily, Vasmo. Joe could not fault the move. As an avid video game player, he was a firm believer in focusing on, whittling down, and taking out one opponent at a time when faced with multiple foes, rather than chipping away at all and sundry. 
 It was a slight slip of Joe’s that enabled Reaver to implement his strategy. The black-clad snake-man saw Joe stumble as his busted ribs gave a sharp twinge. Unhesitatingly, he used his venom magic to turn a broken length of pipe into a snake and send it at Joe. The metal and magic creature sped toward Joe and curled up and around him, cinching his arms to his side and pinning his legs together, effectively restraining him. 
 “What the hell…” Joe cursed. 
 He struggled and tried to rip himself free, but to no avail. All he could do was watch as Mr. Reaver smiled his fang-filled smile and turned his full attention on Vasmo, hoping to overwhelm him and finish him off. 
 If the pair of them were to have any hope of winning this battle, Joe knew that he needed to get out of the occult bind that he found himself in. Trying not to let a rising panic overwhelm and flood his common sense, Joe used his bond with Grim to attempt to soak the supernatural snake into himself. This stratagem partly worked as it drained the venom magic from the metal and allowed Joe to point a free finger in Reaver’s direction and shoot a whispering double helix of Mordacency at him, which distracted him for a few moments and allowed Vasmo to mount a counterattack of his own. 
 Unfortunately, stripping the length of pipe of its incantation caused it to freeze solid while still wrapped around Joe. 
 “Oh, come on,” Joe grunted, straining against the unyielding metal.  
 He looked over at where Grim still lay, trapped in the backpack. Lilli was sitting up next to him. She was wan of face, but there was a determined set to her square dwarven jaw that told Joe she’d expend her last ounces of strength defending the grimoire from Reaver if it came down to it.  
 Looking at the dwarf, Joe was struck by a faintly absurd idea. It was an idea that came in from so far out on the boundary that he thought it might just work. 
 Knowing that any magic he siphoned from Lilli would only weaken the dwarf even further, Joe used the dwarf magic to make a bunch of random objects—the first things that came to his mind. There was a pile of books, a skateboard, a small dinghy, an air-conditioning unit, a snowman, and more. Each object shimmered into being before fading away as the next item popped out of the ether. 
 “Joe, dear, is it you, or am I just feeling weaker all of a sudden?” Lilli called across the room as a shower of fluttering sparks erupted over in the corner where Vasmo and Reaver were still throwing down. 
 “It’s me!” Joe yelled back. “Just… trust me. And, if you can, try and free Grim from that stupid bag. I think he might need to make a dash for his pages at any moment!” 
 After a minute or so, Joe had channeled enough of Lilli’s dwarven magic to see his harebrained scheme come to fruition. This was gratifying, but it also meant that what he had essentially managed to do was shrink his body just enough to slip out from the frozen metal serpent’s grasp. By generating a final silver sword out of the air, he gave himself enough room within his inflexible bonds to rock his weight this way and that. With a clang of metal on stone, he managed to fall over so that he could crawl free of the snake. Not wanting to take any chances with the serpent reanimating, Joe snatched up the mystical sword he had just fabricated with his mind and used it to slice its head off. 
 Feeling like he was reaching the end of his physical and mental limitations, and knowing that Vasmo was most likely feeling the same, Joe got back into the fight. 
 Joe became more and more desperate to find a way of taking Mr. Reaver down. The unfortunate truth of the matter was that, although he might have been a top-shelf maniac with a head full of snakes and a penchant for diabolic fascism, the snake-man was also an experienced fighter. He had also, Joe presumed, not had to fend off multiple attacks during the last few days like he and his companions had. 
 Thrown momentarily together by the ebb of the battle, Joe forced the old wizard to conduct some of his light magic into Joe. Not having the time nor the energy to refuse or ask questions, Vasmo did as Joe requested before a spray of acidic venom magic forced them apart once more. 
 “The game is almost over, boy!” Reaver roared, turning his attention to Joe as Vasmo winked out of sight and appeared at the far end of the laboratory. “Give me the grimoire and I promise to end you and your friends in as humane a way as possible.” 
 “Wow, that’s so generous of you!” Joe yelled back scathingly. “You don’t mind if we get together and have a cup of tea to discuss it, do you?” 
 A blast of Mordacency at his heels was the only reply his sarcastic remark earned him from his enemy. 
 Joe, teeming with about as much of Vasmo’s light magic as he could hold, ducked around the end of a series of high shelves holed and pitted by Spellfire. Reaver turned his attention on him. Joe sprinted down the length of the shelves as fast as his injured ribs and overflowing magic reservoir would allow him. The Lambency stored within him, even with his new belt, pressed against his skin like flames trying to push through paper. 
 As he ran, the shelves erupted behind him. Wood and glass burst apart, disintegrating, rotting, and dissolving into powder as Reaver’s venom magic manifested itself as giant thorns of purple smoke ripping up through the floor. 
 Yelling incoherently, Joe cleared the end of the line of shelves just ahead of the burgeoning thorns and whipped his hands up. He unleashed almost every last drop of Lambency he had sponged up from Vasmo at their adversary. Bright blue beams of light burst from his out-turned palms, so piercingly brilliant as to be almost white. They were the color of the most intense welding torches viewed without goggles.  
 Reaver’s counterspell took the form of a bubble of cloudy violet gas, which appeared out of nowhere and hid the snake-man from view. The beams of unwavering blue light crashed into the bubble of rolling smoke, causing it to ripple and pulsate. For just a second, Joe thought they’d done it. 
 And then the shafts of irradiant blue light broke as if they had made contact with a prism. The shattered rays bounced off in crooked fingers of blue lightning, flickering in all directions. They lanced into the walls, blowing chunks out of them and sending gravelly shrapnel flying. They struck the floor, scorching and rending it. They punched up into the ceiling, sending large chunks of rock crashing down, which flattened the broken furniture and equipment and squashed already dead bodies in grotesque sprays of blood. 
 “You’ll bring this whole place down on top of us if you’re not careful, lad!” Vasmo cried as he staggered to Joe’s side and leaned heavily against the skeleton of a burned-out old-fashioned filing cabinet. 
 “Damn it!” Joe dropped his hands. The spell faded. 
 Reaver stepped out of his protective bubble. 
 “Close,” he drawled, brushing stone fragments from his shoulder as the serpents on his head danced, “but no cigar, I’m afraid.” 
 Sweat was streaming down Joe’s back. His brown hair was stuck to his forehead, and his chest rose and fell like he had just run a half marathon. If he was not entirely spent then he was close, and the thought only fanned the flames of building rage and frustration that were licking his insides. 
 “Look at the pair of you,” Reaver drawled. He too was breathing heavily, but he looked much fresher than Vasmo looked or Joe felt. 
 “Look at us? Look at you,” Joe said. “We might be absolutely knackered, but after a good night’s sleep, we’ll be as fresh as a pair of daisies. You, on the other hand… You’re always going to be ugly as hell, now that you’ve fused with that poor thing hanging onto your shoulder.” 
 Mr. Reaver’s eyes flashed dangerously at the cheap insult, but he chuckled all the same and tickled the twisted serpent creature that sat clinging to his shoulder under the chin. 
 “A good night’s sleep!” he snorted. “You silly little prole, the only sleep you’ll be taking will be the one that puts you into a thaumaturgically-induced stasis. Then, when the Administrators are done dissecting your body and your mind, and the Suzerain is satisfied, we will usher you on to the long sleep. The one that nobody awakes from.” 
 Mr. Reaver stopped about a dozen paces from Joe and Vasmo. Slowly, he raised his hand toward them. In his palm, a swirling ball of crackling purple energy formed. 
 “Now,” he said, “would you like to see the old man die before I put you to sleep, or should I spare you the nightmares?” 
 “By Jove, but your psychotic malevolence feels like it’s taking bites out of my spirit, Reaver,” Vasmo said. He pushed his helmet, which was practically resting on his wiry eyebrows, farther up his head and glared at the other man. Joe had heard of people staring daggers before, but he’d never witnessed someone staring machetes at another person. “Good grief, just sitting with it, just talking with one who consciously and deliberately exploits, degrades, and ruins others, feels like being nibbled at by rats.” 
 Joe looked from Vasmo to Reaver. 
 “It’s true,” Joe said, summoning the ultimate bravery of one who looks death in the face and decides to give it some lip rather than cower down. “Unless you were planning to bore us to death, why not just get on with it, you bloody moon bug.” 
 “Moon bug?” Reaver asked. 
 “Lunatic… lunar tic… moon bug,” Joe explained tiredly. “You’ll have to ask my Uncle Steve about that one. That’s a bit of his wit I seem to have taken in through osmosis.” 
 Mr. Reaver shrugged and smiled widely. The magic in his hand flared and lit his scaled face and writhing snake hair with ghostly lilac light. 
 There was a flash of movement out of the corner of Joe’s eye, a rustling of paper, and then a lot of things happened at once. 
 Grim hurtled out of nowhere and smacked hard into Mr. Reaver’s temple and knocked him clean off his feet. The snakes that made up the evil magic user’s new and deteriorated coiffure hissed and snapped angrily. 
 “Nothing like some good old-fashioned book learning to knock some sense into you, mate!” Grim cried. 
 The spell Reaver had been about to launch at Vasmo flew from his hand and sped straight at Joe. 
 Vasmo clutched Joe by the forearm in a grip of granite and said, “I’ve not much magical strength left in me now, lad, but take what I’ve to hand!” 
 The old wizard’s eyes flared in his sweaty face. 
 Joe opened himself to receive the given Lambency, and so his body and mind were open when the full force of Reaver’s uncontrolled and unaimed spell hit him. 
 Venom magic and light magic flooded him, burning in different ways. His insides felt like they had been seared and blistered by the acerbic Mordacency, while the Lambency sent sizzling waves of energy fizzing to the ends of every strand of hair and nerve ending. Each of the magics was tainted a little by the intentions of their casters; the venomous magic seethed with a directionless hate, while Vasmo’s Lambency ran pure with selfless sacrifice. 
 They mingled around inside of him, just as they had when the traitorous Thornas and Kestrel had helped with his training back at Fallen Knight’s Walk. When he had absorbed the air and ice magics in the back garden of Vasmo’s house, it had produced a spiral of blizzard-like air, but there was no knowing what venom and light magic might help him manifest. He had no clue as to what synergy there might be between venom and light magic—all he knew was he had to try or die. 
 This was their last chance. 
 And now he actively kneaded the two magics together with his mind. Exhaustion buffeted and pulled at him like a river, like a flowing mountain stream sapping his energy, inch by inch. 
 Distantly, as if he were watching what was going on through a haze, he watched as Mr. Reaver pulled himself to his feet. Blood was streaming from a cut on his forehead where Grim had struck him. He was all but frothing at the mouth. His eyes searched for Grim and found him as he sailed over to the strange magical casement that held his pages and dove inside of it, his covers opened wide like a hungry mouth. 
 Mr. Reaver roared in frustration as a paroxysm of rage shook him and caused the snakes on his head to stand stiff and straight on his scaled scalp. There was nothing he could do, though, as Grim snapped shut on his pages, swallowing them and taking them back into himself. 

That’s something at least, Joe thought, his brain muzzy with fatigue. 
 “But, it ain’t all, kid!” Grim called, his voice ringing around the shattered and dismantled lab.   
 “No,” Joe agreed, a savage smile lighting his face as he turned on Reaver, “it ain’t all.” 
 Then, in one final last-ditch act, he unleashed hell. 
 Or so he hoped. 
 Reaver turned back to Vasmo and Joe, his face contorted in annoyance and more than a little embarrassment. His face fell as he saw Joe’s eyes light up as bright as a couple of emerald-gold stars. 
 “What—?” he said. 
 A blast of greenish-gold light erupted from Joe’s eyes. It struck the Iron Order boss right in the center of his chest, causing his arms to fling wide like each wrist had been connected to a team of wild horses that had been hired to pull in opposite directions. The snakes on his head stood rigidly to attention, vibrating ever so slightly. The man’s face was bent out of shape, rippling, like someone undergoing about seven Gs on a centrifuge. 
 Amazed, and doing his best not to pass out on the spot, but recognizing that he should try and channel more magical energy into the villain if at all possible, Joe threw out a hand and grasped Vasmo. He could not talk, not with the amount of concentration what he was doing required of him, but Vasmo seemed to get the idea. Clutching at Joe’s hand with his own knob-knuckled one, the old wizard threw the very last vestiges of light magic that Momo the carbunclo could lend him into Joe. 
 Reaver writhed as he fought to free himself from the continuing blast of emerald and gold magic that was beaming out of Joe’s blazing eyes, but he was caught in the light. 
 Joe let out an animalistic roar and pushed himself to the limit. The belt around his waist might have been made of molten iron, it was burning so hot. Somewhere, he could hear Grim yelling something—encouragement maybe or a warning. The world had narrowed down so that all he could feel was the grip of Vasmo’s hand on his, and all he could see was the hated form of Mr. Reaver in front of him. 
 In the center of the Iron Order bigwig’s chest, a smoldering patch of crusting stone appeared. In one of the rear rooms of his mind, a couple of Joe’s neurons made a possible connection: the light and venom magic had produced a Gorgon-esque spell. The man who looked like he’d dressed up as Medusa’s accountant was being inexorably turned to stone. 
 The realization struck Mr. Reaver, too. 
 “Nooo!” he screamed. 
 As if echoing the crumbling of the man’s own belief in himself, the patch of textured, cracking gray stone spread from the center of his chest to engulf his entire body in an instant. There was an incredible flash of golden light edged with green, the color of the sun shining through the sea. 
 Then, silence.  
 Joe closed his eyes wearily, tipped, and fell forward, but somehow, he managed to miss the floor completely. Instead, he carried on falling. 
 Down, down, down into the dark. 
 Just before his consciousness winked out, he noted that it was nice and quiet down there, and no one seemed to want to kill him. 
 He thought he might stay awhile.  
   





 Epilogue 
   
   
   
 Joe was woken by a hard crimson light piercing through his eyelids, then fading abruptly to black. Dimly, sleepily, his brain chalked that up to daylight, though it could’ve just as easily been the flaring flash of another damn spell going off. He’d lost track of time. 
 He thought he might have been lying in a bed, though it could easily have been a gutter—would have been a first for him, honest to goodness—or it might have been the floor of the basement laboratory hidden under a fast-food chicken restaurant. 
 The basement laboratory hidden under a fast-food chicken restaurant… 
 That seemed like an odd sentence for someone to have in their head. 
 Had that happened? 
 With more effort than such a feat should probably have cost him, Joe opened his gritty eyes. Everything was blue at first, and the sunlight stung his eyes so that he had to squint. When he had blinked his watering eyes clear, he was able to see that above him, in an otherwise clear sky, was a large cloud. It was thick and gray, and gilt with white along its thin, ragged edges. 
 “A cloud… a cloud?” he muttered to himself in a cracked voice. 

Why doesn’t that make sense? Why is there a cloud? he thought. 
 “Because you’re staring at the sky, mate, and that’s where clouds go most of the time, isn’t it?” said a familiar voice from next to him. 
 Joe tried to turn his head. His ribs gave a protesting twinge and shot pain through his chest. 
 “Grim?” he croaked. 
 The grimoire, who was looking slightly more battered than the last time Joe had seen him, floated into view. 
 “The one and only, kid,” he said.  
 Joe reached up, swearing softly at the pain in his ribs, and rubbed his face. It felt more stubbly than usual. He licked his lips a few times, trying to alleviate the sensation they were made from dried paper mâché. His mouth tasted awful like something had crawled into it and died. He knew his breath would be strong enough to hang the washing on.  
 “Thank heavens you’re awake,” said Lucius’ voice, “if I had to listen to you let out one more fart in your sleep, I think I would have rolled you out the window.” 
 Joe’s eyes flicked away from the cloud outside the window to the ceiling where the dappled shadows of the tree were waving, then on to the end of his bed. It was only then that he actually became cognizant that he was, for definite, in his four-poster bed. 
 Lucius Umbra was perched at the end of his bed. His leg was wrapped in a bright-yellow poultice from thigh to ankle, and there was a pair of old-fashioned wooden crutches leaning against the bedstead.  
 “I was farting in my sleep?” Joe asked, though he didn’t doubt that he might have been. The question was more of a way to allow his brain to get up to something approaching normal speed. 
 “No, no, I’m just pulling your leg,” Lucius said. To Joe’s amazement, there was a ghost of a grin on the other young man’s face. “Well, I mean, there were a couple, but you were dead to the world, so I’m not going to hold it against you. Plus, well, they weren’t overly aromatic, so no harm no foul.” 
 Joe groaned. “I survived all that crap in the basement of that Unlucky Fried Chicken, and the first thing I have to listen to when I wake up is this?” 
 “You might not have survived. This could be hell,” Lucius pointed out, his emerald eyes taking on the sardonic cast that Joe had come to recognize. 
 “Yeah, that’d make sense,” Joe said. 
 Slowly, like a geriatric glacier, he pulled himself upright in his bed. 
 “Not sleep talking this time and most assuredly not dead,” said another familiar voice. 
 It was Vasmo. The old wizard was sitting in the corner of the room, in the armchair where Joe normally dumped his clothes at the end of the day. He had his feet up on a stool and was reading a yellowish broadsheet newspaper. 
 “Oh, look, everyone’s here,” Joe said. “Everyone’s in here watching me sleep. That’s not in the least bit creepy, but whatever, I’ll roll with it.” 
 “Ever adaptable, eh?” said Lilli. 
 The dwarf was sitting by his bedside. On seeing her, Joe felt a rush of elated relief. He let out a breath he had not realized he had been holding and felt a tension drain out of him. 
 “So,” he said, “we’re all present and correct?” 
 “Present, yes,” Vasmo said. “Correct? Well, that depends.” 
 “Depends?” Joe asked. “Depends on what?” 
 “You, for example, will find, I think, that you are at least an inch and a half shorter than you were before the events of last week.” 
 “Wait, what?” Joe exclaimed. He screwed up his eyes and shook his head. “Shorter? Last week?” 
 “You’ve been out for almost five days, mate,” Grim said casually. “Hell of a snooze, you lazy sod.” 
 “Five days?” Joe parroted. 
 “That’s correct,” Vasmo said with an airiness that Joe found slightly maddening. “That battle took a lot out of you. More than you had to give, I thought, after we had gotten you and ourselves out of that Iron Order lair.” 
 “And I’m shorter?” Joe asked. 
 “That’s right,” Lucius said, trying and failing to suppress the glee in his voice. 
 “Count yourself lucky, lad,” Lilli said. 
 Joe considered this. All in all, he had to admit that dropping an inch or so in height was probably not the worst thing that could have happened. His brow creased suddenly, and he looked at Lilli. 
 “If I’m shorter,” he said, “does that mean you’re…?” 
 “That’s right,” the little maid said. “I’m at least an inch and a half taller.” She looked down at her feet, which still dangled well above the carpet. “I feel ruddy weird.” 
 While Lilli examined her legs as if she was worried they would suddenly sprout an extra couple of feet in length if she looked away, Joe felt a pressure at the end of the bed. This was followed by a clearing of the throat. 
 It was Lucius. 
 “If it smells a little farty in here,” Joe said, “I’d like to remind you that I’m not the only person in this room.” 
 To Joe’s surprise, Lucius gave Joe a fair approximation of a smile. 
 “Look,” the young magic user—whom Joe hadn’t actually seen use explicit magic—said awkwardly, “I just wanted to say something.” 
 “Okay…” Joe said. 
 Lucius puffed out his cheeks and stared hard at the ceiling for a few seconds. He had all the air about him of a man about to confess to a great crime or make the ultimate sacrifice. 
 “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Joe heard Lilli mutter from next to him. “Blokes are so… blokey.” 
 “I just wanted to say,” Lucius said, “that I… Well, the thing is… I just wanted to tell you that I accept the fact that Grim bonded with you, Joe.” 
 Joe, who was still feeling a little sluggish in the brain department, couldn’t think of a response to this that wouldn’t sound either sarcastic or disingenuous. Luckily, Lucius did not look like he was after a reply; he seemed keen to plow on. 
 “After seeing how strong the magic the pair of you wrought was, and witnessing your gallantry and dauntlessness back at the Iron Order base, I’m now convinced that the grimoire is in the right hands,” he said. 
 Joe, who felt a dull flush creeping up his face at the mention of the ridiculously antiquated words ‘gallantry’ and ‘dauntlessness’, tried to interject something at this point, but Lucius held up a regal hand and shut him up. 
 “Please,” he said, “I feel really bloody foolish for being an unwitting pawn of the Iron Order—” 
 “Hey, look, don’t be dumb, man,” Joe said. “You had no idea. He had no idea.” And he pointed across the room at Vasmo, who studiously avoided both their eyes. 
 Lucius grinned then. It was a real, genuine grin that gave Joe a glimpse of the guy under the hoity-toity facade. He rather thought, just in that instance, that he could get on with that guy. Then, he turned his attention to the old wizard reading the paper. 
 “I was actually going to ask Vasmo, now that I’ve swallowed my pride—” 
 “Not to mention extracted your noggin from your fundament,” Grim added. 
 “Grim!” Joe groused. 
 “No, no, he’s right,” Lucius said gravely. “Now that I have extracted my noggin from my fundament, I was going to ask Vasmo whether I might bond with one of the other magical creatures in the basement—it’s time I stopped being a dead weight.” 
 A twitch of the newspaper told Joe that Vasmo had looked up. 
 “If we’re going to be a team and stop the Iron Order from doing whatever downright dirty and diabolical deeds they have planned,” Lucius went on, “then we’re going to need everyone to pull their weight, aren’t we?” 
 Joe looked over at Vasmo. The wizard had looked up from his paper and was peering pensively at Lucius. Only then, Joe noticed the headline splashed across the front of the paper. 
   

LOCAL GANG ATTACKS UFC, KILLS DOZENS

   
   
 “Dozens?” Joe blurted, pointing at the newspaper. “I didn’t think we killed that many, did we? Greatly wounded, yes, but we weren’t actually making a concerted effort to kill anyone, were we?” 
 Lilli looked down at her fingernails and began to whistle tunelessly. 
 “I imagine that the Iron Order probably just destroyed the entire location after it’d been discovered and compromised,” Vasmo said. “They’re ruthless, and they’ll do anything to protect their secrecy and anonymity—and thus their power.” 
 Joe thought of all the scientists who had fled the lab. All those men and women who had wanted nothing to do with the heavy tactics of Mr. Reaver. He felt his blood start to simmer. 
 Swallowing his anger, he looked at Vasmo and hitched a half-smile to his face. 
 “I guess if we’re going to be called a gang,” he said, “we better have a name, right?” 
 “How about Lucius’ Lawless Looters?” Lucius blurted out. 
 Joe raised an eyebrow at him. 
 “Yeah, you’re right,” Lucius said stiffly. “Not the best suggestion. Sorry. It was just something I had in my head from when I was a kid.” 
 “The Beatles?” Lilli hazarded. 
 “The Beatles?” Joe asked. 
 “Yeah, because we’ll beat them up?” Lilli said. 
 “Wowzas, these are literally the worst names I’ve ever heard,” Grim said. 
 Lilli shot the grimoire a dirty look. 
 “How about—?” the old wizard began. 
 “I don’t think we’ll be taking name suggestions from a man named Vasmodecadorenicar Qwentilliar Jerry Libercustos, sound fair?” Grim said. 
 Vasmo shut his mouth with an audible snap. 
 There were a few moments of silence as the five companions furiously came up with and then discarded a host of rubbish names. 
 “How about,” Joe said slowly, “the Curators?” 
 “Why the Curators?” Vasmo asked. 
 Joe shrugged. “I just thought, you know, we’ve kind of become the custodian of Grim, who is a rare and mysterious entity and artifact,” he said. “And we also have a collection of fine magical creatures to tend to.” 
 Vasmo stroked his frazzled beard. “It’s short and punchy enough that I’ll remember it,” he said. “Plus, there’s a gravity to it that I think befits me very well.” 
 “I don’t hate it,” Lucius said, which was about as close to a compliment as Joe thought he was likely to get from him. 
 “I was going to suggest The Society of the Smiling Eagle or The Order of the Jade Fall, just because they sound pretty badass,” Grim said. “But yours actually makes a bit more sense.” 
 “And it doesn’t take all day to say,” Lilli said. 
 “Excellent,” Vasmo said, folding his paper and slapping it on his knee like a gavel. “We will call that settled, then.” 
  “Now that’s out of the way,” Lilli said, “and now that Joe is awake, I suppose it might be smart to discuss where we’re moving to, gaffer.” 
 “We’re moving?” Joe asked. 
 “The house, as you may have noticed, Mr. Ramsey, isn’t safe anymore,” the old wizard said brusquely. “They need to move the Curators’ operation.” 
 “Move it where?” Lucius asked. 
 “We’re moving to one of the Occultists’ Conclave’s secret buildings that only myself and a decent handful of others know about,” Vasmo replied. “It’s time for us to root out the Iron Order’s corruption in London. The Conclave has let them go unchecked for too long!” 
 “But, there’s just the five of us,” Lucius pointed out. 
 “Right!” Vasmo snapped. “And that is why we’re going to need all the help we can get in the coming fight. But, we also need to be careful who we take into our trust—as was demonstrated by the late Thornas Toller and the missing-in-action Kestrel Gage, curse them!” 
 “Kestrel escaped?” Joe asked. 
 “So far as we could tell in the hurry we were in,” Lilli said. 
 “It is time, Joe, for you to meet the other wizards—ones you can trust,” Vasmo said. 
 “Hopefully,” Grim added tactfully. 
 “But, who’ll take care of the magical creatures?” Joe asked. 
  Vasmo let out a wheezing laugh. “Don’t you remember, lad?” he scoffed. “You signed an employment contract—you will.” 
 Lilli flashed Joe a wink. 
 “The entire operation’s moving, Ramsey,” Vasmo continued. “There’s a lovely spacious basement in one of the many buildings owned by the Occultists’ Conclave that I have convinced the lads and ladies on the board to allow us to make use of.” 
 “We’re moving out of London?” Joe almost yelped. The thought of leaving London was somehow more terrifying than facing off against a snake-haired geezer with a severe anger management problem. 
 “Relax, deary,” Lilli said, smoothing Joe’s bed covers with matronly care, even though one of her arms was in a sling. “The gaffer didn’t say that, did he? The chaps and chapesses in the Occultists’ Conclave have places all over the city.” 
 “Quite so, young Ramsey, quite so. It’s just as Miss Spicer tells it,” Vasmo blustered, flipping the page of his newspaper over with a flourish. “There’s a nice little spot in Richmond that’ll be more than commodious for us—plus, every single one of the magical creatures currently residing with us.” 
 Joe blinked. “Richmond?” he asked. “But that’s the sort of manor where the house prices start at… Well, they don’t start with anything, really. Anything for sale normally has a POA in front of it.” 
 Vasmo waved a hand in Joe’s direction, but Joe thought he caught the merest hint of a smile nestled somewhere amongst the half-charred remains of the dead badger that the old wizard called a beard. 
 “After what we all managed to achieve in Battersea during our rescue mission of those irreplaceable pages,” Vasmo said, “and the stick we threw into the spokes of a wheel of the Iron Order’s operation, the Occultists’ Conclave couldn’t really turn my request for a new safe house down.” 
 “They made the amateur mistake of actually asking you what borough you wanted to be placed in, didn’t they, gaffer?” Lilli asked casually. 
 “Indeed they did,” the old man said in a pompous voice. 
 “Not knowing, of course, that you knew all about that tasty bit of property a few of them had squirreled away on the banks of the Thames as a retirement nest egg of sorts,” Lilli continued, patting a bit of Joe’s blankets with exaggerated care. 
 Vasmo smiled and leaned back in his chair. 
 “No,” he said. “No, I do think that rather took a few of the buggers by surprise.” 
 Lucius, for the first time since Joe had made his acquaintance, smiled. 
 “Jolly good,” he said. “I do love Richmond. Affluent, tranquil, classy, with the lowest crime rate in London—” 
 “And then us lot moved in,” Grim quipped serenely. “Still, it’ll do ’em good to be shaken up a bit.” 
 “There’ll be no shaking up, you pestiferous parchment pain in the posterior,” Vasmo snapped. 
 “As you say, gaffer,” Grim said. “Just as you say.”  
 Joe emulated the old wizard and settled himself back into his pillows. He could feel the faint flutterings of excitement building in his stomach; the butterflies were just stretching and testing their wings. 
 It was an excitement for an unknown future. A future filled with unguessable adventures, no doubt; a future that involved taking care of magical creatures of varieties he was yet to imagine or learn about; a future in which he would become more adept at using magic, he hoped; a future that might include taking on the Iron Order; a future filled with more than a little manure shoveling, Joe was certain. 
 But, for now, Joe wanted only one thing from the future. 
 He turned to Lilli. 
 “Any chance of a bite to eat please, Lilli?” he asked. 
 The dwarf patted his hand with her stubby-fingered one.  
 “I saw you stirring and told Durango to whip you something special up,” she told him. 
 Joe’s heart fell just a fraction of an inch. 
 “Is it going to be French?” he asked. He was a fan of the gargoyle’s excellent cooking, of course, but sometimes a man needed the comforts of home. 
 Lilli snorted, and her bright-blue eyes twinkled. 
 “I told him to prepare half a dozen bacon rolls, half with brown sauce and half with English mustard, and a pot of Earl Gray tea. Will that be to your satisfaction, young man?” 
 To the dwarf’s astonishment, and despite the stab of pain that lanced through his chest, Joe pulled the dwarf into a tight hug. 
 “Lilli,” he said, “that’s perfect. That’s just perfect.” 

End of Book 1
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