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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two old men ambled north along the Cholmondeley Walk, sensible black leather shoes scraping through the first of the autumn leaves. They walked side by side, their arms swinging, with the pococurante, oblivious, pavement-hogging walk that has made strolling nonagenarians the bane of pavements the world over. 
 
    The two old companions had enjoyed what many might have considered a boozy lunch at the White Swan. However, having been in the habit of adding whisky to their morning teas instead of milk for the past half-century or so, neither man’s wits were any more clouded than they usually were—which, in the pair of ninety-year-old widowers, was not saying all that much. 
 
    “… So, I walked Beryl back to the car and handed her the leash,” the one with so much hair protruding from his lugholes that it looked like he had toilet brush stuffed into each ear was saying. “And I was thinking that if only I hadn’t forgotten we were walking along the edge of the Beachy Head cliff and thrown the damn ball quite so hard, it would have been a faultless first tryst…”  
 
    As they strolled along the Cholmondeley Walk, on the Richmond side of London’s most famous waterway, the two pensioners couldn’t help but feel content with the world. The sun shone down on them, warming their backs, and a gentle breeze carried the languid sounds of the river up to their ears. Their bellies were full of hearty pub fare and a half-dozen pints of good English ale apiece, and they felt the milk of human kindness coursing through their veins. They laughed and chatted as they walked, enjoying the simple pleasures of life. 
 
    “I was meanin’ to ask you, Alf,” the man without the extraordinary ear hair, but with a nose that looked like almost exactly like a beetroot, said, “how was that slice of shepherd’s pie you had at lunch?” 
 
    “Meaning to ask me, was you, Reginald? After you’d finished ogling that waitress, you mean?” 
 
    “I ain’t never ogled nothin’ in my life, Alfie Coates,” Reg retorted haughtily. 
 
    Alf waved a hand. “Bah. How else do you explain having to pick your teeth up off the carpet after she walked away from dropping our meals off? A jaw’s got to be fairly dislocated for these new-fangled dentures to slide out of your mouth. Don’t I know it.” 
 
    “I bet you do know it, you old lech. Being married to Beryl—” 
 
    “Speak not the old hag’s name lest she rise from the grave to bloody nag me to death,” Alf said, pulling out his pipe. 
 
    Reg snorted with mirth, something unidentifiable flying from one bristly nostril. “Fair enough. Still, that lass was young enough to be your granddaughter, for crying out loud.” 
 
    “Young enough to be your great-granddaughter, then,” Alf said, chewing contentedly on his pipe stem. “Anyways, the pie was grand, just grand. Good beef. Here, you know what they call a cow with no legs, don’t you, Alf?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Ground beef,” Alf said, peering at his old friend out of the corner of one rheumy eye.  
 
    The fact that he was laughing at Alfie’s jokes was an indicator to Reg of just how replete he was feeling—and just how much beer he must have consumed. Reg usually found Alfie about as funny as suffering a violent bout of gastroenteritis on a packed tube train—something that Reg had actually experienced…twice.  
 
    The scenery around them was breathtaking. Lush green trees towered above them, their leaves rustling gently in the breeze. Colorful flowers dotted the edges of the path, and the occasional butterfly fluttered by, adding a touch of whimsy to the scene. 
 
    “With that hearin’ o’ yours I don’t suppose you heard that bloke who came into the pub just before we left and ordered a drink, did you, Reg?” Alfie asked as they shuffled serenely along. 
 
    “What bloke was that, then?” Reg asked. 
 
    “The bloke wearing the what-do-you-call-it, you old fart,” Alfie said vaguely. “The bloke the bartender noticed something was up with and asked to tell him his troubles.” 
 
    “Hold on…” Reg said suspiciously. 
 
    “‘Oh, it’s nothing, I’ve just been under a lot of pressure at work lately,’ the bloke said to the landlord, downing three inches of his pint in less time than it took me to say it. ‘What do you do?’ the bartender asked the bloke. ‘I’m a deep-sea diver,’ the bloke says…” 
 
    Reg chuckled under his breath and patted his old friend’s arm. “Blimey, those were a couple of stinkers, Alf,” he said. “Don’t give up the day job, eh?” 
 
    “Day job? I haven’t had one of those bloody things for twenty-five years,” Alfie said. 
 
    The ancient pair passed by a group of children playing in the grass, their laughter and shouts filling the air. Reg found that he couldn’t help but smile at the joy and energy of youth on display. This made a marked difference to how he usually felt where shrieking children were concerned: e.g. having to thank his body that he was no longer capable of picking the noisy little buggers up and punting them into the nearest body of water or patch of stinging nettles. 
 
    Farther along, the old-timers came across a couple taking a leisurely walk, hand in hand. Reg and Alf shared a knowing nod and a wink, remembering their own younger days. 
 
    “Beryl ever let you walk hand in hand with her in public before you were married, Alf?” Reg asked as they ambled towards Richmond Lock and Weir. 
 
    “Before we were married?” Alfie said. “You’re havin’ a laugh, aren’t you? God, no. No, she was a real stickler for tradition was our Beryl. If I’d have tried a move like that on her, she’d have had me hoisted up by ankles and dangling like a ruddy fruit bat while she kneed me in the old boat race a few times. She was a hard woman was our Beryl.” 
 
    “Aye. That she was,” Reg agreed. “A hard woman.” 
 
    “Hard as an anvil.” 
 
    “She had a lot in common with an anvil, now I come to think of it,” Reg said blithely. 
 
    As they ambled north, the old codgers took in the beauty around them, feeling grateful for the simple pleasures that life still had to offer. Those pleasures had invariably grown fewer over the passing years for the two men whose combined age would have turned the clocks back to the year that Charles Dickens published A Christmas Carol.  
 
    Apart from their aching joints, dicky bladders, and bursts of flatulence that seemed quite out of their control and took them by surprise as much as passing pedestrians, they felt at peace with the world. It was enough, knowing that they had each other and the beauty of nature to keep them company on that splendid autumn day. 
 
    Just down from the Richmond Lock and Weir, they stopped by the waterside to admire the view and watch the boats passing. 
 
    “Well, this is a mighty fine thing, is it not, Reginald?” Alfie said, his pipe moving from left to right, then from right to left. “A cracking meal, some cracking beer, a cracking walk, and some not-quite-detestable company.” 
 
    “Aye, ’tis, ’tis indeed,” Reg said. He had slipped into his usual mode of listening, so far as Alfie went: only paying attention to about one word in five. “Still, peaceful as it is, you can’t deny that it’s been a rum old time of late.” 
 
    “Rummer than usual, you mean?” Alfie said. 
 
    “Rummer than usual. And that’s sayin’ something these days. You know,” Reg said, allowing himself, as he so often did (and had been doing for the past fifteen or so years) to get sidetracked, “I saw on breakfast tele the other day some young person getting interviewed—I forget about what, precisely—and they were saying how they didn’t want to be called ‘he’ or ‘she’, they wanted to be called ‘they’.” 
 
    Alfie continued to look out over the water, but Reg could see his gaze had become slightly more fixed as he listened. 
 
    “Go on,” Alfie said, sounding intrigued. 
 
    “Look, don’t get me wrong, Alf,” Reginald said, allowing the beer to take more of a hold on the conversation than he might have liked, “young folk can be and do whatever they want to be or do, so long as they don’t make any noise past eight-thirty. You know that’s been my policy for the past quarter of a century.” 
 
    Alfie nodded. “A sound policy, Reg. Very sound.” 
 
    “But this gender-neutral pronoun business is takin’ the mick, isn’t it?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, what if you were to invite a chum over for a meal and he was to ask if he could bring a pal, right? And you told him that of course he could bring him, and then he turned around and said, ‘No, no, no, no, not ‘him’. They. And you, being a genial bloke, told him to knock himself out and bring ’em along.” 
 
    Alfie laughed softly. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Reg asked. 
 
    “Nothing, nothing. Just imagining you as a genial host is all,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Anyway, so you go out and buy a load of food for this dinner,” Reg continued. “Your pal turns up at your door, but he’s only got one other person with him. And you, being a bit miffed, ask him, ‘where are they?’ And he says to you, ‘They’re here.’” 
 
    “World’s gone mad,” Alfie agreed absently. 
 
    “Your tellin’ me,” Reg said. “It’s enough to spin your head.”   
 
    “World’s gone mad in more ways than the young ‘uns coming up with fresh ways to get offended,” Alfie said. “Look at the crime.” 
 
    Reg made a disgusted noise in his throat as he watched a twenty-foot boat cruise through the open lock. 
 
    “Crime and unrest is up all over the big smoke, isn’t it?” Alfie continued. “Ever since that chicken joint got blown up in Battersea, I feel like every day there’s something in the papers about some poor sap getting offed or some building being gutted by fire, mysterious fireworks popping off, and zoo animals escaping.” 
 
    “I miss the good old days,” Reg said. 
 
    “What ones?” Alf asked wistfully. 
 
    “When there was a better class of criminal,” Reg explained. “When a gangster might kick your teeth in if you gave him provocation but wouldn’t shy from walking your old mum across the street.” 
 
    “They might’ve shied away from walking your old mum across the street, Reg,” Alfie pointed out. “She had a voice that could shatter a pint glass from ten paces that woman.” 
 
    Reg opened his mouth to argue out of habit but then stopped to consider this. He closed his almost totally toothless maw. His old mum had once given him such a hiding that his backside couldn’t have been in worse shape had he disguised it as a ham, displayed it in a butcher's shop, and then turned a pack of pitbulls loose.  
 
    “Aye,” he said after a moment, “London would seem to be going to the dogs somewhat.” 
 
    Reg and Alfie continued to stare out over the peaceful river scene. 
 
    After a moment, Alfie cleared his throat and said casually, “Reg?” 
 
    “Mm?” Reg said. 
 
    “You see those people across the river there?” 
 
    “Aye. Looks like they’re moving into that swanky three-story place with the fancy roof and the tall windows, don’t it?” Reg observed. 
 
    He had been watching the group of people walking from the bizarre moving van, which looked to Reg like nothing less than one of the old circus carts he’d see being pulled around the place by Shire horses when he was a lad, to the huge old house without actually seeing them. 
 
    He pushed his enormous glasses up his nose and squinted. There was an old geezer, a couple of young lads, and a tiny woman that Reg would have called a midget—only he wasn’t sure if you were allowed to call ’em that anymore.  
 
    “Odd bunch to be moving into a place like that,” Reg commented. “The old bloke looks like he’s wearing one of them Japanese dresses.” 
 
    World culture did not figure hugely in Reg and Alfie’s lives. The closest they came to dipping their toe into the traditions of other races and places was their fortnightly catch up at the Naan-Sense Curry House in Brick Lane.  
 
    “That’s odd, I grant you,” Alfie said, one gnarled hand held up to shield his pale blue eyes from the sun sparkling on the water, “but not half as odd as that roof statue thing.” 
 
    Reg adjusted his gaze and looked at the roof of the mansion across the Thames. “What roof statue thing?” 
 
    “The one that looks like one of them ones you’d see on the big churches in Europe. The one flapping around, waving its arms, and looking like it’s bossing everyone around,” Alfie said. 
 
    Reg looked down. A small grey figure was, indeed, flapping around like a statue come to life. It was pointing from the strange moving van to the mansion as if giving orders while the others staggered under boxes of stuff. 
 
    He was about to point out to Alf that they couldn’t be seeing what they were, in fact, seeing because statues, even foreign ones, didn’t make a habit of flying about. 
 
    Then he stopped and instead said, “Alfie, the flying statue thing is queer, I grant you, but do you see that book flying about after that young man over there as well?” 
 
    “Sure do, Reg,” Alfie replied, his tone indicating that he was completely unruffled by this phenomenon. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Just making sure I wasn’t imagining it, that’s all,” Reg said. “You know what too much of that Parson’s Old Remarkable does to me.” 
 
    Alf grunted. “Could be that AI,” he hazarded. 
 
    “What’s that then?” 
 
    Alf hesitated. “Some kind of spaceship, I think. Or some money that ain’t really money. Here, does that little one and that chap in the dress remind you of anyone? We seen ’em before?” 
 
    Reg searched his memory. It didn’t take long. 
 
    “Don’t think so,” he said. “I’m sure I’d remember clapping eyes on a bunch such as this. Don’t often see stone fellas flying about now, do you?” 
 
    To Reg’s surprise, Alfie raised his hand and waved across the slow-moving river. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” Reg asked. 
 
    “Just playing all the angles, Reg,” Alfie said out of the corner of his mouth that wasn’t already occupied with his pipe. 
 
    “What are you on about, you daft old sod?” 
 
    “Well, when the likes of that sort of motley collection of wotsits start moving into areas as select as this one, you know that things are going to get interesting pretty soon,” Alfie said. “If the city’s going to the dogs now, won’t be long ’til it’s going to the… I dunno. Wolves, maybe?” 
 
    “Badgers?” Reg tried. “Nasty buggers, badgers are.” 
 
    “Well, it ain’t a good sign,” Alfie said. 
 
    Reg raised his own hand and started to wave towards the other bank, too. “‘Specially when one of the buggers looks to be a flying book.” 
 
    “Not to mention a foreign statue,” Alfie added. 
 
    The two old men continued to wave vaguely for a moment or two.  
 
    “What do you reckon their story is, Alf?” Reg asked. He found he had adopted the out of the corner of his mouth mode of speech like his friend. 
 
    “Not the foggiest, Reg, not the foggiest,” Alf mumbled back, still waving. “But I’ll tell you this, it’s all well and good to have your ducks in a row, but it’s much better to have a whole flock of the things ready to take flight at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    Reg considered this. Thanks to the pints of Parson’s Old Remarkable that were still sloshing around inside him, it took him a little while longer to interpret his companion’s words than it might have done ordinarily. 
 
    “You never know when the rug might be pulled out from under you, so it’s best to be prepared with all the necessary poultry, is that what you’re saying?” he asked after a moment. 
 
    “That’s right, Reg,” Alfie said in a solemn voice. 
 
    “Still, ducks or no ducks,” Reg grunted, “it’s nice that the young lad with the brown hair is waving back. Common courtesy is something that I’ve thought is distinctly lacking in the latest generation.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “Now, before I forget, Alf, what was that shepherd’s pie you had like?” Reg asked. 
 
    “Shepherd’s pie?” Alfie said seriously, his arm continuing to wave on auto-pilot. “You noticed that, did you? I’m surprised, the way you were ogling that waitress.” 
 
    “Now, see here, Alfie Coates, I ain’t ever ogled nobody in my life—” 
 
    “Bah, keep what’s left of your hair on,” Alfie said. “Now, I don’t suppose you heard that bloke who came into the pub just before we left and ordered a drink, did you, Reg…?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a lot that had been said of heroes. One of the things that concerned them, that people were always harping on about, was their looks. Heroes always had flashing blue or piercing green eyes. They were always possessed of the kinds of physiques that would have made Dwayne Johnson fire his personal trainer, blessed with jaws that could’ve been used to hammer the dents out of the sides of Challenger 2 tanks. 
 
    They also always had scars; some kind of cicatrix or blemish, whether it be a defining facial gash or a birthmark shaped like a crown. No one ever mentioned how these scars might point to an individual who was less capable around a pair of scissors than they perhaps should be. It was always assumed, when married up with the Herculean body and the jaw that could cut glass, that it was all part of the hero’s bearing.   
 
    The young man with the brown hair that Reg and Alfie had been staring blearily at was a fairly nondescript individual. He had recently turned twenty-two, was of average jawline proportions, and had thoughtful brown eyes. He was of medium height, medium build, and was, taken at surface value, entirely unremarkable when set against the other two million or so young males that called London home. 
 
    However, there was something about the young man that might, had an onlooker been equipped with eyes slightly less clouded with age and ale than those of Reg and Alfie, hint at an aspect of the extraordinary about him. Something in the gold flecks in the depths of the brown eyes, maybe. Something in the sure way that he carried himself. Something in the way he surveyed his surroundings with a gaze that was at once calculating, proprietary, and enthusiastic. 
 
    These subtle, little things spoke of a man who had recently been shown the potential behind everything and was eager to explore it. 
 
    That something—that je ne sais quoi as Durango would have called it—was the only hint that spoke of what Joe Ramsey really was. And what he really was someone who could practice… 
 
    “Magic!” a slightly querulous, but very excited, voice said, echoing out from the open doors of the enormous seven-bedroom mansion. “This place has one of those taps that just spouts out straight boiling water! No more waiting around for the blasted kettle to boil. Glory be, but the modern world isn’t a complete dog’s breakfast after all!” 
 
    Joe Ramsey lowered his hand. Even once he had done so, the old boys across the river carried on waving. They were still waving when he turned at the end of the lawn that swept around the Curator’s palatial new gaff and squinted back towards them. 
 
    “Who’re you waving to?” a voice came from behind him. 
 
    Joe glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    Grim, a scarred and battered grimoire—an ancient spell book whose origins were murkier than the Thames on a stormy day—and Joe’s bond-mate bobbed gently in the air behind him. The sentient magical tome, from whom Joe derived most of his fairly recently acquired magical powers, and who had gotten him into a number of dicey situations thanks to his razor-sharp wit and his bowling ball-blunt delivery, had his front cover turned in the direction of the two old codgers on the opposite bank. Two dents in his heavy leather cover caught the light of the noonday sun. The two indentations gave the impression of a couple of beady eyes staring out from the shabby binding.  
 
    “Just meeting the neighbors,” Joe said. 
 
    “Ah,” Grim said knowingly, “the local loonies.” 
 
    “They seem friendly enough.” 
 
    “Right up until you wake up in the night and find them gnawing the flesh off your shin bone.” 
 
    “Seen that happen before, have you?” Joe asked mildly, still watching the two little old men. 
 
    “Kid, you wouldn’t believe what some of you humans got up to during the rise of the Mongol Empire,” Grim replied. “Of course, those were leaner times. Couldn’t just pop down the shops for a packet of Jammy Dodgers. Didn’t have any of these noodles in a pot, microwaveable doodahs, or those things you put in the toaster in the morning—them Pop Farts.” 
 
    “They’re called—” 
 
    “I know what they’re called, mate, but I know what their nutritional content is, too.” 
 
    Joe and Grim watched as the pair of old-timers finally ceased their waving and started trundling up the river. 
 
    “It must take forever to get anywhere going at that pace,” Joe observed. 
 
    “Maybe they’re in the fortunate position of not having anywhere to be?” Grim said. “And maybe they’re not in a rush to get there even if they do.” 
 
    “A rare luxury in this city,” Joe pointed out. 
 
    They shared a companionable silence. 
 
    “Still, at least we’ll know which direction to point the boys in white when the asylum comes knocking,” Grim said, stirring and ruffling his crackling pages. 
 
    Joe gave a little snort and shook his head. “I know you don’t have much respect for, well, much—” he said. 
 
    “Not too much, no,” the grimoire admitted happily. 
 
    “—but surely you can have a smidgen of respect for age, can’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, I respect age, mate,” Grim said as Joe turned away from the multi-million-pound view of the river and walked up the steps that led to the impressive double doors at the rear of the multi-million-pound mansion. “I respect age very much. Very much indeed. Only, the sad truth is—to one of my kind at least—sixty, seventy, eighty years… That’s  nothing, mate. That’s the turn of a page to me.” 
 
    Joe made a slightly pained face. “Wow. Talk about a cold hard dose of reality. And I haven’t even had lunch yet.” 
 
    “See, the thing about me is, I’m a book, right?” Grim said, ignoring the comment. 
 
    “Correct,” Joe said. 
 
    “I’m art made flesh.” 
 
    “Made paper.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Grim said as they crossed the patio. “And one of the interesting things about art—about quality art—” 
 
    “Good save.” 
 
    “—is that it’s more or less immortal.” 
 
    “And the human body’s not a work of art, naturally speaking?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I think it’s more that humans are always confusing a lifetime for a long time,” Grim said. “At the end of the day, humans age like cheese.” 
 
    “I thought that was a good thing,” Joe pointed out. 
 
    Grim rustled his pages—the bibliographic equivalent of puffing out his cheeks. 
 
    “Eh? I meant that they go all crumbly and manky and start to smell weird,” the book said. 
 
    Joe took a swipe at Grim, but the grimoire scooted out of the way. 
 
    “Look, all I’m getting at is that I do respect age but real age,” Grim said in a placating voice. “As far as humans go, I’ve always found that their reverence for age is mostly shown by the aged.” 
 
    Joe gave Grim a sideways look. “So, we should just rock and roll and not worry about who we offend because we don’t know when the next breath is going to be our last sort of thing?”  
 
    Grim tilted forward in the air—his version of inclining his head. “It’s like how one of your more respected artists once said, ‘Life is short. So why waste time with people who don’t make you feel like sunshine?’” 
 
    “Who said that, then?” Joe asked. “Picasso? Jimi Hendrix?” 
 
    “Nah, not them,” Grim said. “It was… It was… It was someone slightly more contemporary.” 
 
    “Banksy? Stormzy?” 
 
    “Nope.” Grim snapped his covers together as a man might snap his fingers. “Ah! I remember! It was the most acclaimed and talented actor of your generation: Nicholas Cage.” 
 
    Joe stared woodenly at Grim. “Our most acclaimed and—” 
 
    “Trust me, I saw the likes of Christopher Marlowe, Sarah Siddons, and Richard Tarlton working their magic, kid—” 
 
    “I literally have no idea who any of those people are,” Joe said. 
 
    “—and even old Aristophanes couldn’t hold a lychnos to that Cage geezer,” Grim finished. “He’s a wonder.” 
 
    Joe shook his head and gestured to the open back door. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go and see if Durango has made himself at home in the kitchen yet. I could murder a jacket potato. Or a plowman’s.” 
 
    “Don’t let Durango hear you talking about such typical British fare,” Grim warned. “He might be a gargoyle, but he’s a frog, too. Remember that time when he served up a bouillabaisse, and Lucius got all excited and called it a Cornish fish stew…?” 
 
    Joe winced. Lilli had been cleaning the creamy soup off the ceiling for hours. 
 
    They stepped into the cavernous, marble-floored drawing room that looked out over the grounds at the rear of the glorious period property. 
 
    “Blimey,” Joe said. “I still can’t believe these are our digs. I feel like an imposter. It’s going to be odd staying the night here for the first time, with all our stuff moved in now and everything.” 
 
    “You’ve never had a drawing room before?” Grim asked. 
 
    “I’ve never lived in a place that had rooms designated for hobbies,” Joe said. 
 
    “Uh, they weren’t referred to as drawing rooms because people came into them to draw, kid,” Grim said. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No,” Grim said, putting on his best aristocratic drawl. “Drawing rooms were typically rooms in large, fancy-pants houses where guests could ‘withdraw’ after dinner, see? The room was typically located near the dining room and was used for socializing, playing games, and enjoying after-dinner drinks.” 
 
    “Brandy and cigars? That sort of thing?” Joe asked. 
 
    Grim made a grunt of concession. “That’s right, m’lord.” 
 
    “Wow. I thought that was just an invention for period dramas,” Joe said. 
 
    “Have you had much of a look around it yet?” Grim asked. 
 
    “Just enough of one to choose a bedroom after Vasmo and Lilli had chosen theirs,” Joe said. 
 
    “Let’s go and see Durango, get you fed and watered, then,” Grim said. “I know what you mortals are like when your tums start rumbling. Slaves to your guts, that’s what you are.” 
 
    “Sometimes I think you’re jealous that you don’t have a stomach.” 
 
    “I’ve got a spine, mate,” Grim retorted, “and that’s the most important thing.” 
 
    Joe raised his eyebrows. “That was actually quite a good line.” 
 
    “Cheers. It’s one of my go-to ones when I think I need to reassert how wise I am.” 
 
    “I imagine you have to reassert that quite a lot, don’t you?” 
 
    “Very droll.” 
 
    Joe looked around. “I don’t suppose you can remember which wing the kitchen is in?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The new home and base of operations for the recently-named collection of wizards known as The Curators was a grand Victorian mansion that stood, more or less, on the west bank of the River Thames in the Twickenham area of London. It was, for a lad like Joe, who had been raised in a typical working-class environment, an imposing edifice. Out of the back windows, one could see the Old Deer Park stretching away in a flat green swathe, home to the King’s Observatory. Richmond was only a stone’s throw to the south, over the Twickenham Bridge. 
 
       As Grim and he stepped into the shade cast by the looming Victorian construction, Joe couldn’t help but think that, even from the outside, the period building’s red-brick façade, adorned with intricate carvings and windows that were framed with ornate stone lintels, exuded class. There were even weathered statuary on the roof, which allowed Durango a bit more of a free rein; he could stand out and enjoy the weather and go fishing for pigeons, which was one of the French gargoyle’s favorite pastimes when he wasn’t cooking. 
 
    Joe stepped into the mansion, casting one final look over his shoulder as he did so. The huge home was surrounded by a lush garden, which was carefully manicured and bordered by tall trees. Along with the high fence, the privacy of the place from the casual stroller was all but assured. 
 
    “Couldn’t have picked a better spot, really,” he muttered. 
 
    “’Specially because the home of rugby’s just down the road, too,” Grim pointed out, meaning Twickenham Stadium on Whitton Road. 
 
    “When was the last time you were at a rugby game?” Joe asked. 
 
    “The first official rules of rugby were drawn up in 1845 by the Rugby School, so… 1851? 1852?” Grim said. “There were a lot more old books being carted about in those days. It was easier for me to blend in. No one batted an eye at a beat-up, albeit very dapper, book that was left lying on a seat in the stands. Still, I know what you’re saying, kid. We’re definitely walking a bit more on velvet than we were at the old gaff, security-wise.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Joe agreed. “I think I got my first gray when that gate did its thing.”  
 
    The front of the Curators’ property was completely sealed off from the rest of Metanoia Drive by a high wrought-iron fence with a magically sealed gate that would only open if it recognized you. Joe had almost lost a week’s growth when he’d nipped out to get some milk and bread on one of the days they had been moving stuff from the old house in and, on his return, was challenged by a face that had formed out of the weathered metal to demand what his business was.   
 
    Joe and Grim padded through a large, opulent lounge and out into a marble-floored corridor. Joe looked left and right. 
 
    “It’s right, right?” he asked the floating book. 
 
    “Yes… Yeah,” Grim said. 
 
    “You don’t sound sure,” Joe said. 
 
    “Honestly, we’re trying to find the kitchen, the room in any house that I have the least use for,” Grim said. “I’m pretty sure it’s this way, kid. If we get too lost, we can always escape out a window and walk around to the front. I think I’d be able to navigate from there better.” 
 
    They didn’t manage to hit the kitchen first crack out of the box, but they did end up in the main hall, which enabled Joe to more accurately pinpoint the correct corridor they needed to take to find their way to the kitchen. Joe’s stomach was rumbling at the thought of a sandwich. He hoped he wouldn’t expire somewhere in the labyrinthine innards of this place that was, according to Vasmo, his new home. 
 
    The gaffer would go bloody ballistic at me for leaving a moldering corpse on this ritzy carpet for one thing, Joe thought.   
 
    The entrance to the mansion was through a grand wooden door, which was flanked by two towering pillars. Inside, the stately home’s hall, in which Joe and Grim found they had emerged, was spacious and filled with antique furniture and elegant décor. The floors were made of polished wood, overlaid here and there with rugs and hides. The walls were adorned with paintings and tapestries of a host of severe-looking wizards dressed in robes, all of whom had been depicted with the same vaguely constipated expressions of the terminally cogitative on their faces. 
 
    “I don’t see how I’m going to get used to all this,” Joe commented, his eyes roving upwards until they found the lead-paned oculus in the ceiling. 
 
    “You’d be amazed at how quickly the mind of man gets used to, and then bored of, what are considered the finer things in life,” Grim said, floating off down another hallway. “That’s the problem—that’s always been the problem—with having heaps of loot and gold and whatnot: it turns your heart into a stone. I’ve seen it happen a hundred times, kid. Never was an adage more tragically accurate than when some blighter said that the more one has, the more one wants.” 
 
    The mansion boasted many rooms—many suites of rooms—including a large dining hall, a library, a study, and a ballroom. The dining hall was dominated by a long wooden table that could seat up to twenty people and a fireplace so big that Joe’s Uncle Steve could have parked his work van in it, all lit by a grand chandelier hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    “Excessive,” Grim commented as they walked through the place. 
 
    “I’d need to get a load more friends before I was able to use this room,” Joe said drily. 
 
    “That’s what I like about you, Joe, you’re a quality over quantity man,” Grim replied. 
 
    They found themselves passing through the library next. It was a wonderfully comfortable-looking space lined with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves that contained an impressive collection of books on magic and the occult. There were also comfortable sofas, low armchairs, plenty of surfaces to set a beverage on, and another more modest fireplace that probably would have only been able to accommodate a wild boar on a spit if the wild boar in question was on the slightly smaller side. Joe recognized the door that led down to the basement, accessed via a clichéd door hidden behind one of the library’s bookshelves.  
 
    “I should probably go and check on the creatures and see how they’re settling in once I’ve grabbed a sandwich,” he said. 
 
    “I shouldn’t worry,” Grim said. “So far as menagerie basements go, the one down there is a pretty cushy number. Those creatures are used to scratching a living in glacial valleys, on the slopes of volcanoes, in sodden marshes, and, in the case of that family of garden gnomes, even Slough.”  
 
    The adjacent study contained a large desk and several leather armchairs, while the ballroom had a raised platform for musicians and was adorned with mirrors and crystal chandeliers. 
 
    “The ballroom’s already been given a new designation as a combat training area,” Joe said as they stepped out through its tall double doors. 
 
    “Good idea,” Grim said. “I know what a bunch of vain perfectionists magicians can be. Vasmo must have thanked his lucky stars when he saw those floor-to-ceiling mirrors and the vast size of the place.” 
 
    Joe and Grim eventually found their way into the gorgeous and extremely well-fitted-out kitchen. In there, they found the rest of their motley family, which they had, after their last run-in with the fiendish Iron Order, labeled The Curators. 
 
    “You all right, Lilli?” Joe asked, catching sight of the dwarf maid as she hurried across the room carrying a pile of laundry. 
 
    “There you two are,” came the curt reply from the bustling little figure. “Where have the pair of you been skiving off to, then?” 
 
    Joe clutched at his breast as Lilli hustled along, her chunky boots clumping along on the marble floor. “Your words wound me. We weren’t skiving. We’d just managed to get ourselves lost in this vast palace that everyone seems to be referring to as a house. Want me to get the door?” 
 
    In answer, the black and white-attired figure, who could almost have been mistaken for a very niche stripper thanks to her black dress, white blouse, white apron, and white mob cap, rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Nice to see chivalry ain’t quite deceased, love, but I’ve got it,” she replied. 
 
    For the briefest moment, Lilli’s eyes blazed a startling silver. A large, almost cartoonish, hand manifested itself in the air in front of her, pushed the swinging door to the kitchen smoothly open, and then vanished like a cloud dispersing after the dwarf had passed through the opening. 
 
    “If I only had legs, arms, a torso, a head, and a—“ Grim started to say after the disappeared figure. 
 
    “That’s enough out of you, Grim!” Lilli’s voice carried from down the hallway. “I’ve enough jobs to do around here without having to wash your pages out with soap, water, and a wire brush.”  
 
    Joe walked up to the counter. The man who might have been called the boss or leader of their little band, had he gone in for such things as banal titles, was sitting on one of the stools that encircled one end of the enormous island bench. Vasmodecadorenicar Qwentilliar Jerry Libercustos, more commonly referred to as Vasmo, or the gaffer, was engrossed in a long roll of parchment that had flopped off the end of the surface in front of him and trailed on the floor. 
 
    “Gaffer,” Joe said in greeting. 
 
    Vasmo did not look up from his work. Indeed, he did not acknowledge that he had heard Joe or show that he was aware that anyone else was in the room with him. 
 
    “Ah, there’s that sunny greeting that we’ve all come to expect and love,” Grim quipped, bobbing some two feet over the wizard’s head with its crown of wispy white hair. 
 
    Joe didn’t take offense. Such a lack of salutation was standard practice for Vasmo when he had his nose buried in some bit of work or other. No one knew precisely how old the ancient magician was, but he was most definitely of an age where he wasn’t so much over the hill as having already descended it, walked along the valley on the other side, and then started on the next slope.  
 
    He was dressed in his habitual outfit of Japanese-style kimono and slippers. Around his neck was the cloak that he went nowhere without. It was an extravagant confection of gorgeous velvety flowing material that draped his bony figure like a mantel that had been woven from the very night sky itself. It was a deep, blueish purple, although it fluctuated to include mauves and sables as the old man shifted in his seat. The garment was dotted with tiny twinkling pinpricks of light: stars. Nebulae and galaxies and gas clouds looked like they were worked into the fabric with astonishing detail. 
 
    In Joe’s opinion, as far as wizard’s cloaks went, Vasmo’s was the Rolls-Royce or Bugatti of capes. 
 
    It was also not a cloak but a creature. 
 
    Joe was not sure what kind of feline creature Momo was, but as he watched the neon eyes near the neckline of the cloak open and blink sleepily, he reckoned it must be a damn magical one. Momo stretched, the little cat’s pitch-black front legs seemingly extending out from the material in quite an impossible fashion. Sometimes, watching Momo appear from the cloak that made up the majority of her body, Joe found his mind spinning, unable to compute what he was seeing. 
 
    “Where’s the other one?” Grim asked Durango. 
 
    The gargoyle, Durango, was manning the top of the range stove. He had a chef’s toque perched at a rakish backwards angle between his two large bat-like ears. With his stony skin, nightmare of a face, and claws that would make anyone think twice before engaging in an arm wrestle with him, there was no mistaking Durango for a human. The wings folded on his back were also a dead giveaway, as was his habit of walking around stark naked. As Durango did not seem to be furnished with the equipment that made clothes so essential for humans to wear, especially in as hot and blade-filled environment as a kitchen, this did not seem to matter. 
 
    “The other one?” Durango asked in his French accent without turning. 
 
    “The other human male,” Grim elaborated. 
 
    “Master Lucius? No idea,” Durango said, adjusting the heat on the stove and giving something a vigorous stir. Durango was the one foreign element in their otherwise British and proud outfit. Having been purloined from none other than the cathedral of Notre-Dame by wizarding treasure hunters during a particularly cold winter in 1883, Durango had been sold and shipped to the London Natural History Museum. Upon waking there, he subsequently escaped and had, by chance and fate, ended up in Marylebone where he had taken up residence in Vasmo’s house at 9 Fallen Knight Way.   
 
    Joe noted Lucius’ absence, but seeing as the other young man had been keeping a pretty low profile ever since they had returned from their adventures that had taken place under that particular Unlucky Fried Chicken establishment, he thought nothing of it. Lucius and he might not have shared the enmity that had once divided them anymore, but they weren’t exactly bosom buddies either. 
 
    “I wonder what he’s up to?” he mused. 
 
    Grim gave a bookish shrug, ruffling his pages. 
 
    Joe pulled up a stool next to Vasmo and reached for the fruit bowl. Before his fingers could so much as touch the nectarine he had been eyeing up, Durango snarled as only a French gargoyle could snarl, and said, “Non merci, monsieur! You will ruin your appetite for lunch! Not only that, but the acidity of that fruit will clash ruinously with what I ’ave prepared!” 
 
    Joe knew better to argue with that voice. He withdrew his hand, and the gargoyle chef went back to his stirring. 
 
    Joe puffed out his cheeks and drummed his fingers on the countertop. 
 
    He was still stunned that they all got to call this mansion home. Compared with his old one-bedroom flat… well, he would have been able to fit his entire flat about three times over in the kitchen of this new place alone. 
 
    “Could be a lot worse off, that’s for sure,” he mused to himself. 
 
    Vasmo stirred, then. The old man rubbed his eyes and dropped his shoulder a touch. Momo alighted lightly from around the magician’s neck and began to clean herself industriously. Vasmo looked around at the wonderful kitchen, with its marble benches, enormous range, fancy accessories and all the rest of it and said, in an offhand tone that was betrayed by his smug Cheshire cat’s smile, “Yes, it’s not a bad little spot, I suppose.” 
 
    When Joe mentioned that he was surprised that the Occult Conclave shelled out for such luxuriant digs in such a prime location the old wizard bristled a little. 
 
    “I’m not,” Vasmo said in a vaguely distracted voice. “The Occult Conclave has long been a romantic body of men.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s like that now in the Conclave, is it?” Grim quipped lightly as he hovered around Durango’s head and tried to see what culinary magic the gargoyle was working over by his stove. “About time. We were going through a pretty non-inclusive time for a while there. From right around the time that Ancient Greece started to wither—I never met a group of birds and blokes who were more happy to live and let live and let people love whoever they wanted so long as they focused on the important things—I felt like humanity was getting a bit too bothered with what sex was pairing up with what sex.”   
 
    “I didn’t mean romantic like that, you maddeningly malignant manuscript!” Vasmo snapped waspishly. “I meant romantic in the way that they—we, I suppose—allowed ourselves to become idealized, emotional, and sentimental old fools. Metanoia is a Greek term that means ‘change of mind’ or ‘change of heart’, you see.” 
 
    “Ah,” Grim said. 
 
    “It refers to a transformative experience that leads to a fundamental shift in a person’s thinking or perspective,” the ancient wizard continued, rolling up the parchment he had been pouring over. “In the context of spirituality or mysticism, it can refer to a spiritual awakening or enlightenment. The name of the street itself would have been enough to get the Conclave members of old to go reaching for their checkbooks—or coin pouches as it would have been in those days.” 
 
    “Mages love that sort of thing, do they?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Vasmo said. “Regardless of how we are often thought of as dusty old codgers who like nothing better than staying up all night with our books, farting hugely after long meals, and then falling asleep in front of our fires in our favorite chairs until our socks start to smolder, the fact remains that we do love that about the world: that it is an ever-changing conundrum dipped in an enigmatic batter and fried in mystery.” 
 
    “Hungry?” Joe asked, his eyebrow raised. 
 
    The old man sniffed. “Famished now that you mention it,” he said. “Durango, do my nostrils lie or are you—?” 
 
    “Déjeuner is served,” Durango said, shutting off the stove. “Go and sit, and I shall serve. I will not ’ave us eating at the kitchen bench like a… like a… like a bunch of Americans.” 
 
    “I’m sure the French eat at their kitchen benches, too, Durango,” Joe said, getting to his feet. 
 
    Durango gave Joe a look that could only be described as igneous, it was so stony. Gargoyles were well equipped for such a look; none better. 
 
    “You, Monsieur Ramsey,” he said, “will be on the dishes.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They ate in the sunroom. The large, airy room was made all of glass on one side and commanded unobstructed views over the wide expanse of parkland that was only allowed to be accessed by those houses that directly abutted it. There was very little talk. Each member of the company was famished after helping to move the last boxes in from the antique, magically enchanted cart that served the Curators as their family car, and they set to with relish. 
 
    Lucius appeared from somewhere just as Durango was setting down his steaming bowl of onion soup, made with caramelized onions, beef broth, and topped with Gruyere cheese, in the place set for him. Joe nodded at him, and Lucius nodded back. Then the raven-haired young man split his attention between the food and the book that he had apparently taken from the library. Some people might have frowned at this seeming lack of manners, but Vasmo had never been one to reprimand someone for reading at the table. 
 
    “I’ve never understood the majority’s belief that idle talk trumps studious thought, if that is what is engrossing someone at that moment in time,” he had said before to Joe. 
 
    Joe had thought he saw some undeniable logic in that. 
 
    “What have you been up to, Master Umbra?” Vasmo asked as Lucius propped the book he was reading against the bread basket. 
 
    Lucius’ green eyes came to a slow halt as they finished reading the line and looked up. 
 
    “Currently, I’m trying to deduce what precisely happened to our old chum, the psychotic Mr. Reaver, that day when we faced off against him and the rest of his Iron Order employees,” Lucius said in his plummy voice. 
 
    “What happened to him?” Vasmo said. “You’re referring, indubitably, to the way that he and his snake creature became enmeshed in one another?” 
 
    Enmeshed was the word. Joe had woken up on a few nights since that day, sheets soaked in sweat, seeing once more the crazy zealot’s snake-fused body; the scales, the vertical pupils, and the sinuous, boneless way that he had moved. Had found himself panting as he waited for the image of the white serpent that had graced his neck and shoulders and been contorted into some sick parody of a snake-man to fade from his mind. 
 
    “Indeed,” Lucius said. 
 
    “And?” Vasmo asked. 
 
    “Nothing, as of yet,” Lucius replied. “There is very little information that I have been able to find on the matter of magical auras fusing. It seems that there is either very little known about the phenomenon or what is known is not considered fit for public consumption.” 
 
    “I’d imagine that conscientious mages would consider such knowledge—the ability to take on certain physiological and magical traits from a bonded creature—to be lore fraught with peril and temptation,” Vasmo said. He blew on a spoonful of soup and then ate it. 
 
    “Temptation? Peril? How so?” Lucius asked. 
 
    Vasmo swallowed, but he didn’t answer. 
 
    “Probably because it’d only be a matter of time before some nutter came along with the grand idea of purposefully trying to augment themselves into something more powerful than your average human mage.” Joe said. 
 
    Vasmo looked at him. A spoonful of steaming soup stopped an inch from his bearded lips. 
 
    “Astute, Mr. Ramsey,” he said. “Dangerously astute.”  
 
    “You believe someone would want to do that?” Lucius asked incredulously. “You think that someone would want to purposefully subject themselves to the sort of transformation that Reaver did?” 
 
    “I think if a magician came along who was desperate or ambitious enough, powerful or insane enough to blur the lines between species, then yes, I think they might,” Vasmo said, frowning at the spoonful of onion soup in front of him as if it had done him a great wrong. “Depending on the circumstance, a wizard, or any human for that matter, might do just about anything.” 
 
    The old man sucked up his mouthful and smacked his lips. Then he pointed at Lucius and Joe, in turn, with his spoon. 
 
    “Beware the small mage with something to prove, gentlemen,” he said, “for oftentimes he must be thrice as mean if he is set on walking in a land he sees as being ruled by giants.” 
 
    It was only when Lilli was taking away the remnants of the large Niçoise salad that had been placed in the middle of the table that Vasmo looked up from his own clean plate. He reached for his napkin without looking, found the end of his own beard, and dabbed his lips with the bristling hair. Then he turned to Joe and said, “So, after this meal, I think it might be nice if you were to stop gazing out on the water and scaring the locals, lad.” 
 
    Joe couldn’t reply to this as his mouth was stuffed with the last mouthful of his tartiflette—a hearty and warming potato gratin made with reblochon cheese, lardons, onions, and white wine. 
 
    “The rest of us will get the rest of the unpacking done,” Vasmo continued.  
 
    Lilli shot the wizard a deadpan look that couldn’t have been equaled by anyone at the table but might have been replicated by the actual pan of bearnaise sauce that was still sitting on the table and contained the remnants of the béarnaise sauce. It was clear that Vasmo was using the old royal ‘us’. 
 
    Joe swallowed. “And I’ll be seeing to the creatures, will I?” 
 
    “The manure downstairs isn’t going to scoop itself up,” Vasmo said gravely. “Although, I do know a handy little spell that’d do that…” Vasmo shook his head. “But no, it builds character. Once all your morning chores have been taken care of, I have a special job for you…” 
 
    Joe set down his knife and fork and looked across the table at the old wizard. 
 
    “What kind of—?” he started to ask. 
 
    Vasmo held up a crooked finger. “Better not to let yourself be distracted by that, Mr. Ramsey. First thing’s first. See to our magical charges.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The basement was, of course, where the Curators, with Vasmo in charge, had set up their new magical menagerie. It had been like that in their old place in Fallen Knight Walk, and Vasmo had had no reason to have it otherwise in the group’s new abode.  
 
    Joe, followed by Grim, made his way back to the library—with only a single wrong turn that took him to a boot room—and through the hidden door behind the bookshelf stuffed with mundane instructional manuals focused on washing machines, self-help books from the fifties, academic journals, and Scottish romance novels. 
 
      
 
    “The one place no one would go poking around if they knew what was good for them and valued their sanity,” Vasmo had told them with a shudder, when the Curators had first visited Metanoia Drive.  
 
    Joe walked down the well-cut steps that led under the house. At the end of the short staircase, which was lit with never-ending candles, was a sturdy door of oak and studded iron. Joe opened the door, held it open for Grim, and then shut it behind him. 
 
    The massive room beyond, which basically took up the whole of the footprint of the building above, was filled with the warm glow of lanterns, creating a cozy and inviting atmosphere. There were also windows set near the ceiling of the room, which were level with the ground above and let daylight in, which was much appreciated by the denizens and Joe. These windows were barred, of course, but could still be cracked open to let fresh air in and the not-so-fresh air out. 
 
    “Hello, everyone,” Joe said in greeting to the assortment of magical animals that were moseying around, relaxing, minding their own business and, in the case of a couple of wolpertinger—small mammals with the heads of rabbits, the wings of pheasants, and the antlers of deers—flirting outrageously.  
 
    He was answered by a chorus of hisses, barks, growls, and grunts. Joe looked around at the inevitable piles of excrement. 
 
    “It’s not going to magically disappear the longer you look at it,” Grim said from next to him. 
 
    “Maybe not,” Joe agreed, “but I can use magic to help me get the job done quicker, can’t I?” 
 
    “That’s using your loaf,” the grimoire said approvingly. “Work smart, not hard.” 
 
    The air was cool and scented with the bundles of dried herbs that had been strung up around the place, from the walls and the massive beams that crisscrossed the stone ceiling.  The smell of manure was prevalent as well, of course, regardless of how many bales of dried thyme or lavender there might be. What with there being so many magical beasts calling the place home, that was only to be expected. There was also a unique hint of earthy scents that Joe was coming to think of as the smell that hinted at the natural magic that filled the space. 
 
    The dungeon itself was more spacious and well-ventilated than the dungeon back at the place in Marylebone, with higher ceilings and wide-open areas that were filled with all sorts of habitats, enclosures, and pens. These housed the wide variety of magical creatures, which all got along with one another with the same equanimity as they did in the old house. 
 
    “I never really noticed it before,” Joe said, “what with us being in such a rush to get all our gear in and stuff, but this place looks older than the rest of the house, don’t you think?” 
 
    Grim bobbed around, deftly avoiding a playful jumping snap from one of the over-excited hellhounds. 
 
    “I think you’re right, kid,” the book said. “If I had to guess, I’d say that the original function of this address was the same as Vasmo’s old gaff. Looks like the rest of the house might’ve been built up over it.” 
 
    “The business for pairing magical creatures must have been good back in the day if it could pay for the grand pile above,” Joe pointed out. 
 
    “Right. Until the Iron Order started throwing wobblers about anyone and everyone getting the chance to be bonded, no matter their pedigree,” Grim said, pronouncing the last word with derision. 
 
    “I guess it wasn’t just how comfortable the rest of the house is that had old Vasmo calling in this particular favor from the Occult Conclave,” Joe said, patting one of the unicorns on the head as it came over to give him a brief nuzzle. “The cunning bugger must’ve been aware of the facilities this place had.” 
 
    “Probably knew more about the layout downstairs than he did the rest of the place,” Grim said.   
 
    The cages that lined the walls were beautifully crafted, with intricate carvings that were works of art in their own right, depicting the beasts that lived in them. The carvings might not necessarily have matched the creatures that called the specific pens home today, but Joe imagined that the wizards of yore had probably looked after a very similar eclectic selection of creatures as he and Vasmo looked after nowadays. 
 
    There was one major difference between the old basement and the new. The new digs, unlike the previous ones, were also equipped with a large aviary at the far end. This aviary was, essentially, made up of a large wrought-iron cage that divided the final sixth of the  dungeon from the rest. There was a large door set into this cage, but it hung open at the moment as the Curators did not currently have any flying beasts in their collection. Where magical birds of all colors and sizes must have once flitted and fluttered about, filling the air with their sweet, sad songs, now there was just empty space. 
 
    Joe decided to start in the center of the room and work his way outwards. That way, as he progressed, he would have less distant to travel in order to shovel the dung to the cart that ran to a hopper, which, in turn, fed a series of subterranean nozzles that sprayed the animal poop out along the banks of the Thames in the dead of night. 
 
    In the very center of the room, there was a sparkling pool of water that glistened in the lantern light. It was fed by an underground tunnel that ran down to the river, providing a way for the aquatic creatures, like the cheeky old hippocampus, to venture out and explore. 
 
    The pool was home not just to the hippocampus now, though, but also to a few new playful and friendly water creatures, including some little water nixies—tiny water spirits that had green hair and wore shells and river weed as clothing. They usually inhabited streams, rivers, and lakes and were known for their playful nature. Vasmo had rescued them from a riverside apartment development shortly before the Curators had shifted into their new lodgings. 
 
    Despite the apparent chaos, the menagerie was carefully organized and maintained, with each creature’s needs carefully attended to. It was actually the first thing that had been set up, of course, when the final decision had been made to relocate to Metanoia Drive. This was because, even with the adventures and events that had taken place a few months previously, the bread-and-butter reason that Joe had started this new life in the first place was because he and Vasmo were tasked with the sacred trust of pairing magical beasts up with new mages. 
 
    This meant that, regardless of his burgeoning new wizarding and spell-casting skills, Joe still had to be, first and foremost, a servant of the menagerie. That involved being consistently present in the space, feeding and caring for the creatures, and making sure that they were happy and content. 
 
    It was never hard for Joe to snap himself out of a mind-funk when he went through the library’s hidden door. The basement was a truly magical and wondrous place, where the line between reality and fantasy was blurred, and the wonders of the supernatural world came to life. It was Joe’s favorite place in that whole gorgeous house—even with the pungent smell of mixed excrement getting into his clothes so deeply that he had to change after he left the room. 
 
    “Old Vasmodecadorenicar is really swelling the ranks down here, ain’t he?” Grim commented. 
 
    Joe grunted but didn’t reply. He was concentrating on crafting a front-end loader bucket out of betokency—the magic that he could draw from Lilli and use to manifest things and objects out of the ether. Once he’d crafted the misty silver bucket, seemingly out of nothing, he started to use it to clean up the impressive pile of turds that the single hippogriff had managed to lay in the short amount of time that had elapsed between cleans. 
 
    These creatures were half eagle and half horse and were renowned for their powerful wings and strong legs. Given their size and omnivorous diet, though, they could just as easily, in Joe’s opinion, be famous for the significant amount of dung they could produce. 
 
    “What was that?” Joe asked, once he’d worked his magic. 
 
    “I said that old Vasmo is really swelling the ranks of animals down here, isn’t he?” Grim repeated. 
 
    Joe grunted again as he moved the pile of hippogriff poo over to the cart. 
 
    “The reason for this, and something that he has vouchsafed to me—” Joe started, wiping his brow on the arm of his shirt. 
 
    “Oooh, vouchsafed. Very fancy,” Grim said. 
 
     “—is that he believes we’re going to need to swell the ranks of mages with bond-mates,” Joe continued. “If this little tiff, as he referred to it, with the Iron Order escalates.” 
 
    “Which it most likely will if that barking mad Reaver bloke was anything to go by,” Grim said. 
 
    Joe grunted again. 
 
    “Anything particularly interesting been brought in?” Grim asked. 
 
    Joe puffed out his cheeks and put his hands on his hips. 
 
    “Um, there’s the amarok over there,” he said. He pointed over to where what amounted to a giant shaggy wolf was lapping at the edge of the central pool. 
 
    “Yep, I spied that big bugger,” Grim said. “Last time I clapped eyes on one of them was when I was bonded to an Inuit shaman a while back. Good for hunting.” 
 
    “I’ve been feeding her seal meat,” Joe said, “but she also requires an ice-bath once a week, which means that I get an ice bath once a week, too. Luckily, I did that a couple of days ago.” 
 
    “What’s that two-tailed cat over there?” Grim asked. “It’s ringing a bell, but I can’t remember where I know it from.” 
 
    “It’s a nekomata,” Joe said. 
 
    He crouched down and rubbed his fingers together in the fashion of all humans hoping to lure something cuddly or cute over to them. The beast, which looked like any other domestic cat except for the two tails, immediately trotted over and allowed Joe to stroke its silky fur. 
 
    “That’s right,” Grim said. “It’s said to be able to control the dead and can cause illness and death, ain’t it?” Grim mentioned this conversationally, rifling theatrically through his own pages as if consulting himself. 
 
    Joe froze in the act of stroking the little creature’s stomach while it purred contentedly and swished and entwined its twin tails. 
 
    “And we have one of these things in the house, why?” Joe asked, his voice a little higher than it might have usually been. 
 
    Grim snapped himself shut, making the nekomata stare at him reproachfully from out of its big purple eyes. 
 
    “Ah, don’t worry about it, kid. That’s just what the mundane folk think,” the grimoire said in a breezy voice. “Really, it’s only because these guys are world-class scavengers and, eerily enough, can actually smell when something is about to drop dead that they got such a spooky rep.” 
 
    Grim paused and, in spite of not having any facial features to read, Joe somehow got the impression that the grimoire had been working up to what he was about to say next. 
 
    “Of course, being able to sniff out when something is about to kick the bucket, it’s a wonder it hasn’t paid a visit to your room the last couple of nights. The smells issuing out from under your duvet when you turn in your sleep have been nothing short of—” 
 
    “When are you going to let that drop, man?” Joe retorted. “I told you it was that shellfish stew that Durango made for us for dinner.” 
 
    Grim cackled delightedly. 
 
    Joe looked around and then cursed under his breath. 
 
    “The one room where excrement is in plentiful supply and there’s not a single butt nugget that I can fling at you within reach,” he said.   
 
    “Anyway,” Grim said, trying to distract Joe from his thoughts of retribution via a rectal rocket, “that’s where its evil reputation came from, which is a shame because it’s actually not totally annoying, is it?” 
 
    That was selling the nekomata short. It was an extremely affectionate little animal, and Joe’s chief duty, as far as that creature went, was making sure it got a load of attention. 
 
    “Nah, he’s not so bad, are you?” Joe said, rubbing the nekomata’s ears. 
 
    “Anything else?” Grim asked. “Ah, I see you’ve got a hodag over there. Pulling on one of the hellhound’s tails.” 
 
    “How did you know it was a hodag?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I’m a book of the world, ain’t I?” Grim said in his most over-the-top London geezer accent. “Been passed around more than a cheap bottle of plonk at an Essex garden party. Plus, it’s hard to forget a creature the size of a bulldog with the head of a frog, the body of a big lizard, and the spines of a porcupine.” 
 
    “True,” Joe said with a grin. “I like how they eat absolutely anything, though. Makes my job a lot easier.” 
 
    He got to his feet, and the nekomata gamboled off to swat at the swishing tail of one of the unicorns as it clopped by. “Another two newbies we have is the nian—the grumpy-looking beast with a lion’s head and a dragon’s body over in that corner where the wyvern sleeps—and the púca.” 
 
    “I’ve always thought that if I was going to be a magical creature, I’d want to be a púca,” Grim mused. “Pretty good gig when you think about it; a shapeshifting fairy that can take on many different forms.” 
 
    “Nothing inanimate, though,” Joe pointed out. 
 
    “Right, because it’d be so fun turning into a teacup or a sofa, wouldn’t it?” Grim said. 
 
    “The sarcastic tone does you no favors, but it’s a good point.” 
 
    “You can always pick ’em out, though, did you know?” Grim said. “when they’re transformed into whatever animal form they’re in, you can always pick ’em out by the shaggy black fur and glowing eyes.” 
 
    Joe took care of the rest of his chores with Grim floating alongside him, offering sometimes sage advice but more often unwanted jokes and wisecracks relating to all things fecal. 
 
    “Hey, kid, remember, when life hands us a pile of poop, we can either let it overwhelm us or we can choose to—” 
 
    “Please don’t say, ‘or we can choose to make poopade’ or something,” Joe begged. 
 
    “I was going to say we can tackle it one scoop at a time until it’s manageable,” Grim said slowly, “but I actually think what you said is better.” 
 
    “Shoveling poop can be a thankless job, but it’s necessary work,” Joe pointed out as he leaned on his spade, taking a break from the mental strain that cleaning up crap with magic exerted on a man’s mind. 
 
    “Similarly, there are times in life when we have to do things we don’t want to do, but they are necessary for our growth and development,” Grim said, quick as a whip. 
 
    “Or the growth and development of the banks of the Thames,” Joe muttered, bending to his work once more. 
 
    That was true enough. The banks of the river that got sprayed with liquidized magical manure each night were already looking more verdant than the surrounding riverside.  
 
    Lilli Spicer periodically stuck her head in to make sure he was all right, but Joe just kept his head down and got through the mountain of excrement before him—although he did take her up on the strawberry smoothie she offered him. 
 
    It was mostly smooth sailing as far as it went. The only change from regular programming came when Joe had to use some more betokency to restrain a couple of the gryphons, who decided that it might be a nice use of their time to try and disembowel one of the ball-tailed cats. 
 
    In fairness, the ball-tailed cat, a fearsome critter from North America that basically looked like a mountain lion, except with an exceedingly long tail to which there was affixed a solid, bulbous mass for striking its prey, had probably had it coming. It had, with feline lack of concern, hit one of the gryphons in the rump with its tail and instigated the confrontation. 
 
    Luckily, Joe was able to conjure a shimmering silver wall that sprang up between the three cross creatures. He then used this wall to usher the ball-tailed cat back up the small tree into its enclosure. 
 
    “Behave,” Joe said sternly to the ball-tailed cat but was rewarded with little more than a dismissive curl of its black lip. 
 
    Eventually, it was done.  
 
    “And that,” Joe said, tossing his spade down, after a good two hours of hard graft, “will just about do it!” 
 
    He and Grim looked around at the comparatively spotless dungeon. 
 
    “Call it what you will, but it’s always satisfying when it’s done,” Joe said. 
 
    “Sometimes, we have to shovel through a whole mess of jobbies in order to uncover the hidden gems that lie beneath,” Grim said somberly. 
 
    “Jobbies?” Joe scoffed. “You’re really scraping the bottom of the barrel of scatalogical wisdom.” 
 
    With his work completed, Joe and Grim headed towards the door. Next up, Joe planned on heading upstairs to find Vasmo and hear what this special job he had mentioned was all about. 
 
    A splattering sound made Joe pause at the door. He turned slowly. His eye fixed on the hippogriff. It stared back at him defiantly as it cocked a hind leg and let loose a torrent of stink nuggets onto the floor. Joe might have been imagining it, but he almost thought the cruel beak had a faintly aloof smile on it.    
 
    At his shoulder, Grim opened his back cover and patted Joe on the back with it. 
 
    “Hey, think of it like this,” the floating book said, “the more you shovel, the better you get at it.” 
 
    Joe looked up at his bond-mate, eyeing him thoughtfully. 
 
    “You reckon Durango has one of those miniature blowtorches that you use to caramelize crème brûlée with?” he asked. 
 
    “He’s a French chef,” Grim replied, “he probably sleeps with one.” A modicum of suspicion crept into his voice. “Why?” 
 
    Joe smiled a dangerously sweet smile. “Oh, no reason,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, gaffer, what am I doing?” Joe asked. 
 
    Vasmo, his tongue between his teeth, humming quietly to himself, did not respond. 
 
    Joe waited patiently. He was standing in the study—one of the multiple studies—that the old wizard had designated as his. While the magician continued to laboriously write something out with a quill and ink—he was dead-set against anything as vulgar as a biro—Joe looked about him. 
 
    It was amazing, he thought, how the wizard had such an effect on the rooms he inhabited, even if it was for just a little while. In the same way that a proliferation of mold had an epicenter, so too did Vasmo act like a sort of headspring for his own unique brand of comfortable, wizarding shabbiness. 
 
    The enormous crouching monstrosity of a desk he sat behind was littered with the debris of multiple snacks like bodies on a battlefield: plates, stained mugs, a goblet that was still smoking gently, crusts of bread, and a rather incongruous half-eaten muesli bar. There was a large pestle and mortar filled with an unguessable mixture of dried herbs and sparkling blue powder weighing down one top corner of the parchment the old man was writing on, a dagger with a broken-off blade weighing down the other. 
 
    Spreading out from the bent figure, as a visible concussion wave of clutter, was all manner of magical-looking junk and curiosities, which were scattered across the floor and festooning the walls. A curious mechanical device made of brass and steel with a complex array of gears and levers hummed and clicked in one corner; a half-completed puzzle of the pyramids of Giza lay on a rug by the fireplace; a stack of ordinary-looking stones were piled on a side table next to a box of teabags; a stuffed owl was perched on a bookshelf, with eyes that seem to follow you around the room; a small glass orb filled with swirling pink smoke was balanced on top of a fresh box of crayons; and from the roof hung a stuffed iguana. 
 
    Where the hell did he get a stuffed iguana from? Joe thought. 
 
    You’re not telling me you don’t have one, are you? Grim replied, butting into Joe’s thoughts via the telepathic link that they shared—and which Joe often forgot about. 
 
    Can’t say that I do, Joe replied, stifling a sneeze that had been set off by a curling wisp of incense smoke. 
 
    That’s Christmas taken care of then, Grim said. 
 
    Vasmo looked up at the muffled explosion that had been Joe’s failed sneeze stifle. The old man’s eyes cleared as he visibly returned from whatever land of thought he had been occupying while he wrote. He wrinkled his nose slightly. 
 
    “Can you smell that?” he asked. 
 
    “What’s that, gaffer?” Joe replied. 
 
    “Something pungent… A hint of methane to it. Like a compost heap that’s had a batch of scrambled eggs mixed into it.” 
 
    “Oh, that’d be me,” Joe said cheerfully. “I’ve been shoveling sh— I’ve been de-dunging the dungeon, gaffer.” 
 
    “Well, have a shower for goodness sake,” Vasmo said. “I can’t have you smelling like a blend of burnt rubber and a cow pasture on a hot day. It’s enough to make my beard hairs curl.” 
 
    Joe kept his mouth shut, managing to refrain from saying that, what with the tangled mess that the wizard’s facial topiary was, it’d be more amazing if there was a single straight hair in the lot. 
 
    “Will do, gaffer,” Joe said. “If you’ll just tell me what this special job you wanted me to do is, I’ll go and have a wash and brush up straight away and then get to it.” 
 
    Vasmo reached down under his desk and pulled a leather satchel from under it. He threw this to the young Londoner. Joe caught it deftly. He looked questioningly at Vasmo and then peered inside. 
 
    “It’s empty,” Joe said. 
 
    “Of course, it’s empty,” Vasmo said. 
 
    Joe looked at Grim, perplexed. 
 
    “Wait for it,” Grim said. 
 
    “I can’t have you traipsing around London with that irksome grimoire in a nylon rucksack,” the old man groused. “It’s not seemly for an apprentice magician such as yourself. This is more fitting for one of your station.” 
 
    Joe hefted the leather satchel. “Well, thanks, gaffer,” he said. “I assume it wasn’t just for an accessory makeover that you brought me in here, though…?”  
 
    “No, no. No. Let me tell you, Joe, what this job of yours is,” Vasmo said. 
 
    At that moment, the door to the study opened, and Durango came stomping in. He was holding a tray with a steaming pot of tea, a cup, and a plate of biscuits on it. He looked around at the mess in the room and shook his head. 
 
    “Zut alors,” he muttered. “I was wondering where all the dishes were getting to.” 
 
    Joe turned back to Vasmo as the gargoyle set the tray down and started to clean up the mess. 
 
    “You,” the ancient wizard said, tapping his desk to focus Joe’s attention, “will be going to meet with a one Miss Aida Zingaro.” 
 
    Joe waited for a moment. Vasmo settled back at his desk. He didn’t really look like he was going to elaborate on that. Joe looked over at Grim, hoping that the grimoire might be able to shed a little light on things, but the grimoire had floated over to where Durango was still sorting through the discarded mugs, drinking horns, saucers, and assorted pieces of cutlery. 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re still down here,” Joe heard the grimoire say to the gargoyle. “I thought you preferred the heights, and this big old place must have one hell of an attic.” 
 
    “Oui,” the gargoyle replied grudgingly. “It is no chateau, but it is better than the old place on Fallen Knights Way that is for certain. I mean, this place actually ’as a dovecote!” The gargoyle patted his belly appreciatively. 
 
    “Scrummy,” Grim said. 
 
    “It is important for me to get to grips with the new kitchen anyway,” Durango continued. “All kitchens are lands in which there are always new discoveries to be made, and we have barely set forth into this new land of ours. Any chef that takes their calling at all seriously knows that cooking is like love.” 
 
    “Here we go,” Joe heard Grim mutter. 
 
    “One should relinquish themselves to it utterly or not bother at all,” Durango carried on, waving a yolk-encrusted fork around to emphasize his words. 
 
    “Good gravy, but could you be anymore French?” Grim said, his covers flapping as he chuckled to himself. 
 
    Durango managed to clock him with the fork with a flick of his stony wrist. It hit the book at the bottom of an open page, rebounded, and Durango caught it. Grim sort of leaned forward in the air, his chuckling cut off, and he wheezed in a strained voice like a man taking a clean hit to the beanbag, “Ooooh, right in the table of contents. Touché, sir.”   
 
    Joe returned his attention to the wizard as Vasmo cleared his throat. 
 
    “Right, so who the heck is this Aida Zingaro, gaffer?” he asked. 
 
    Vasmo looked a little flustered and distracted, which was saying something as the fairly cantankerous old wizard generally looked about as preoccupied as a squirrel in a commercial nut grove at the best of times. 
 
    “Eh?” he said. “What do you mean who is she? She’s a person, of course, boy. Don’t be absurd.” 
 
    “I assumed that she was a human being, gaffer,” Joe said in an even voice. 
 
    “Now that is one assumption that I would not be too quick to make, young man,” Vasmo said, wagging a knob-knuckled finger at Joe without looking at him. “I don’t know how many times I must have warned you about the danger of making assumptions in this trade—“ 
 
    “About two-hundred and… nineteen,” Joe muttered. 
 
    “—even if it’s about something as seemingly safe as a bipedal species,” Vasmo continued, not catching Joe’s words. “Assuming something is like… Is like…”  
 
    “Assuming makes an ass out of ‘u’ and ‘me’, sir,” Joe supplied. 
 
    Vasmo blinked and shot Joe a shrewd look from under his wiry brows. “I say, that’s rather a neat turn of phrase, Mr. Ramsey,” he said. “Is that one of mine?” 
 
    “Uh… Yes. Yes, it is, sir,” Joe said loyally. 
 
    “Makes sense,” Vasmo said, looking pleased. He turned back to the mess on his desk. 
 
    Joe might not have known the wizard for an overly long amount of time, but they’d been through enough for Joe to be able to have some kind of handle on the old man’s erratic moods and sometimes prickly demeanor. “I was just wondering who she might be with regards to us?” 
 
    “She?” Vasmo asked airily. 
 
    “This young woman. This Aida.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. She’s a fine girl. And the us?” 
 
    “The Curators,” Joe clarified patiently. 
 
    “Hm? Oh, ah, yes, I see. Good point that man,” the old boy replied in his overly absent-minded fashion. “Checking credentials. Well done. Yes, well, Miss Zingaro is one of the extra-mundane—a magic-user like you or I.” 
 
    “And you know her how…?” Joe asked. 
 
    Vasmo waved his hand distractedly. “Her parents were old family friends of mine, I’ll have you know—not that it’s any of your ruddy business. Anyway, she’s coming to stay with us for the foreseeable future. There’s been something of an… incident.” 
 
    That didn’t sound good to Joe. It did account, now that he came to think about it, for the old wizard’s heightened state of absorption over the past day or so. What with the excitement of the move and the packing up of the house, Joe had chalked Vasmo’s distrait manner up to the leaving of his character-filled, higgledy-piggledy place in central London. This made it sound like there was more on the wizard’s mind than merely moving across the river. 
 
    “Okay… An incident,” Joe said. 
 
    He left that hanging in the air for a moment, to see whether the old mage might want to expatiate on it, but Vasmo’s mouth stayed shut. 
 
    “So, I’m just playing chaperone and bringing her back here? That’s it?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I didn’t feel it prudent to send her the address of our new safe-house after…” Vasmo paused and shot Joe a quick look from under his extravagantly tangled and wiry eyebrows. “After what happened with the Iron Order,” he finished. 
 
    Joe’s face did not betray the flicker of surprise he felt at the old man telling him a fib. Well, maybe he wasn’t lying to him as such, but Joe got the impression that he wasn’t telling him everything. That was, as Vasmo often reminded him, the old wizard’s lookout, though. As the apprentice in their fairly unconventional relationship, Joe had learned not to rock the boat too much. He thought that if it was really important, Vasmo would tell him whatever it was he was holding back. 
 
    “With that in mind, I don’t want any dilly-dallying on the way back here,” Vasmo said sternly. “You pick Miss Zingaro up, you escort her back here. That’s it. No playing tourist. No popping off to get one of these overelaborate four-pound coffees, with the whipped cream and the crushed ice and swirled sauces of one kind or another, which are beggaring today’s youth. You get her and you bring her back here.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Joe said. “Probably a shrewd move, gaffer.” 
 
    “She is a strong-willed young specimen, Ramsey. Do not let her push you around.” 
 
    I made a face as if to say, ‘Don’t be silly’. Vasmo didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “She is dear to me,” the old magician said gruffly. “But, more importantly still, she holds a special place in this land’s magical security.” 
 
    “Then getting her back here pronto is a good idea, gaffer,” Joe said. 
 
    “I’m glad it meets with your approval, young Ramsey,” came the peevish reply. “Miss Spicer, would you mind furnishing our menagerie assistant with the relevant details?” 
 
    Joe hadn’t even noticed the dwarven maid enter the office, but now she stepped out from around the end of the central island bench, a slip of parchment clutched in her hand and her habitual mob cap tied securely under her chin. Joe always thought that Lilli Spicer wore her maid’s attire with all the dignity of a sergeant major in their parade uniform. 
 
    “Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Vasmo said, springing quickly to his feet, “I have things to… I must attend to my… collection of… antique doorknobs. Yes, doorknobs!” 
 
    “Doorknobs?” Joe said in a level voice. 
 
    “Indeed,” Vasmo blustered. “They have been rather neglected of late, and I simply cannot bear to see them languishing in such an… unpolished state. I'll be off now if you'll excuse me. Don’t cock your task up, Mr. Ramsey. Miss Zingaro is… dear to me.” 
 
    “Oh, certainly,” Joe said. “You can rely on me, gaffer. Uh, do give my regards to your, uh, doorknobs.” 
 
    Vasmo shot him a startled look. “Doorknobs, don’t typically care for regards, but I shall pass that along if it makes you feel any better.” The old man swept towards the door, the wonderful living robe he wore over his Japanese-style kimono billowing behind him. “It’s quite a collection, you know,” he called over his shoulder. “They require a great deal of care and, ah, attention. I’ve put this off for far too long, and I wouldn't dream of neglecting them any longer." 
 
    When he was gone, Joe looked down at Lilli Spicer. 
 
    “Doorknobs?” he said. “I’m sorry, did I just wander into an episode of Twilight Zone? What was that all about?” 
 
    “I have no idea, ducky,” the dwarf replied. “I’ve seen the gaffer in some states of agitation, I’ll tell you that for free. I mean, the ground state of being for a wizard in his line is agitation, but all that codswallop about the doorknobs… There must be something really preying on his mind. Here are the relevant details for picking up Miss Zingaro.” 
 
    Joe took the slip of paper the little maid had pulled from her apron pocket and was holding out and tucked it into his pocket. 
 
    The dwarven woman was still staring at the door where Vasmo had just disappeared through. 
 
    “Yes, something’s afoot,” she said in a pensive voice, tucking a strand of copper hair under her cap. “I normally know exactly what is going on with the gaffer. He’s an open book in that regard. He’s mentioned nothing to me of this young woman, though. Be nice, Joe.” 
 
    “I’m always nice,” Joe replied. 
 
    “I know, dear,” Lilli said, patting him on the forearm, which was about as far up his arm as she could reach. “Just make sure that this one”—she jerked her head at Grim, who was squabbling about how AGA cast iron cookware was better than Le Creuset with Durango—“behaves himself, too.” 
 
    Joe puffed out his cheeks. “I’ll try my best,” he assured her. 
 
    “That’s all any of us can ever do,” Lilli replied. 
 
    “How am I going to know who I’m looking for?” Joe asked. “Vasmo didn’t even give me a description of this Aida girl.” 
 
    Lilli smiled and gave Joe a wink. “I’m sure you’ll know when you see her, ducky,” she said. 
 
    Telling Grim to stop riling up Durango, Joe hefted the empty satchel over his shoulder, opened the study door, and headed off to shower the stink off him.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe had never had much cause, outside of work, to visit west London. There was nothing out those ways that had ever been a particular draw card for him. Being a proud working-class chap, he’d always viewed the area as a little bit hoity-toity for his tastes. This was why he had never actually set foot in Hounslow East tube station, the location he had been instructed to meet the mysterious Aida Zingaro. 
 
     The station itself was only about a fifty-minute walk from the house at Metanoia Drive. Joe would have welcomed the exercise, seeing as the day was a clement one, but after a shower and a change of clothes, Joe thought it best to catch the bus from St Margaret’s Drive. 
 
    The streets of Twickenham and Richmond were adorned with charming houses, many showcasing the distinctive Georgian architecture that whispered stories of the past. Joe had always found something inherently romantic about them, something that conjured the tales of Dickens and Arthur Conan Doyle to his mind. 
 
    The road wound its way through quaint neighborhoods, lined with trees that swayed gently in the breeze, casting playful shadows on the pavement. Joe found his mind wandering, fading out the bustle of the outside world, as he stared unseeingly out of the large window. 
 
    Vaguely, he pondered on what this old family friend of Vasmo’s was likely to be like. No doubt, if she came from the sort of venerated, old-school family that was liable to blow the old mage’s skirts up she would be of the meek bookworm variety. A mental image started to coalesce in Joe’s head. A pale and nervous young woman with a plain but severe hairdo, dressed in an unflattering smock-like dress, with thick glasses that were always sliding down a too long nose. 
 
    Joe grinned as the bus took a corner and his forehead knocked against the window. What had the gaffer just warned him about when it came to assumptions? 
 
    Besides, that mental image belongs to the stereotypical worlds of Roald Dahl or something. Nerds or geeks weren’t like that anymore—if they ever really had been. Nerds ran the world now. 
 
    As the bus made its way toward Hounslow East station, the urban landscape gradually transformed. Rows of shops and local businesses started to dot the streets, offering glimpses of everyday life in this bustling corner of London. Pedestrians with purposeful strides shared the pavements, while the occasional cyclist pedaled by, weaving through the flow of traffic and earning the occasional toot of a horn. 
 
    The bus journey provided snapshots of multicultural London, as they passed by cafes offering tantalizing bacon sandwiches or stuffed croissants, inviting the casual stroller to explore the flavors of the world. 
 
    The vibrant tapestry of people and cultures painted a dynamic portrait of modern city life, which Joe never ceased to find captivating. He liked how any journey through the capital, even if it was relatively short in distance, offered a microcosm of London’s charm and diversity. It was a glimpse into the ebb and flow of the city’s daily rhythm, as well as a reminder of the rich tapestry of experiences that could be found even within a single bus route. 
 
    Not a bad place to call home, he found himself thinking. It’s a shame Vasmo doesn’t want me to play the tour guide. It’s a good day for it. 
 
    Joe got off at his stop and walked up Kingsley Road. As he approached the incongruously modern-looking Hounslow East station building, the surroundings transitioned again. The streets grew narrower, and the architecture took on a more local feel. There were all sorts of delicious curry houses and Asian takeaways.  
 
    The station itself came into view with its characteristic signage and bustling entrance, where passengers came and went, each with their own story and destination. A train clacked across the bridge that spanned the road and disappeared down the line. 
 
    He arrived outside the station with ten minutes to spare, before the 4:28 pm train that Aida was apparently on was due to pull in. He looked up at the station building as he crossed the road, at the tall circular tower and the brick facade with its decorative detailing.  
 
    “You know, during World War Two, the government used this place’s deep-level platform as a secret storage depot for British Museum artifacts,” Grim said, his voice echoing up from out of the satchel. “To protect them from bombing raids.” 
 
    “What kind of artifacts?” Joe asked, pausing to let one of London’s bloodthirsty cab drivers slide past in his distinctive black chariot. 
 
    “The Elgin Marbles was one, I think,” Grim said. “And there was the Rosetta Stone, of course.” 
 
    “The Rosetta Stone was something that we nicked off the Egyptians, wasn’t it?” Joe said vaguely, hurrying across through a gap in the traffic. 
 
    “That’s right,” Grim said. “I remember that happening. There was a big hoo-ha about the discovery of the Rosetta Stone. All your lot—mages and mundane alike—got properly excited about. Called it a major breakthrough in the study of ancient Egypt as it enabled scholars from both to read and understand the language and writing system of the pharaohs. Some good dangerous spells and magic came out of that discovery.” 
 
    “As much as I’m genuinely enjoying the history lesson,” Joe whispered, “you better zip it. We’re going in.” 
 
    Joe entered the station, but when he got there, he found that there was no one there. Well, that was to say no one that looked like they were waiting to be picked up by an apprentice menagerie mage. 
 
    Joe took another look at the oyster card that was folded in with the written instructions that he’d stuffed into his pocket. It looked just like his own one that he carried around in his wallet: white and blue plastic. He tapped it on his thumb nail. Then he pulled the scrap of folded parchment from out of his pocket and gave it another glance over. It had all the pertinent details on: Aida Zingaro, 12:51 pm, Hounslow East-ish. 
 
    Hang on, Joe thought. Hounslow East-ish? East-ish? 
 
    With a sinking feeling, Joe realized that he’d had a classic man-look at the instructions—he’d seen what he expected to see, but it turned out that he might already have cocked his meeting up. Luckily, he still had a little time on his side as he’d made sure to leave the house well ahead of schedule and take the bus, but that time was slipping away. 
 
    “Bugger,” he breathed. 
 
    “What was that?” Grim asked, his voice lost in the babble of voices around them so that only Joe might have thought the question came from out of the bag slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “Nothing,” Joe said hurriedly. The last thing he could be bothered with was dealing with any of the grimoire’s tongue-in-cheek banter. 
 
    He took a second look at the oyster card that Lilli had slipped in with the note. Looking at it more closely this time, he perceived that there was a strange golden crest stamped into the top corner of the plastic card. 
 
    Knowing that he was going to have to swallow his reservations and ask his supernatural friend, Joe cleared his throat, opened the bag’s flap a little, and said, “Grim?” 
 
    “Yes, mate?” 
 
    “I’ve got a question about picking this chick up from Hounslow East-ish station.” 
 
    “Yes, mate.” 
 
    “It is a station, isn’t it?” 
 
    A pause. “Yes, mate. Definitely.” 
 
    “That’s not really very helpful, Grim,” Joe said, trying to keep his patience. 
 
    “What’re you confused about?” Grim asked from the satchel, his voice a little muffled. 
 
    “I’m confused about the fact that there is no such station as Hounslow East-ish. To my knowledge at least.” 
 
    Grim wriggled in the satchel, almost as if he was trying to adjust his position so that he could look up at Joe. Joe always found this sort of thing a little disconcerting as the grimoire didn’t have conventional eyes. 
 
    “Course it’s a real station,” the old book said. “Surely, you must be aware that there are magical stations all over London, Joe? What the bleedin’ hell do you think old platform nine and three—?” 
 
    “All right, all right, you don’t need to take the mick about it,” Joe said. “We haven’t got time for your crack-ups right now.” 
 
    “All right, that particular station might not exist,” Grim told Joe, with some definite amusement in his voice, “but there are a load of magical stations under the Underground.” 
 
    “Under the Underground?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Joe took a deep breath and said, “Look, man, are you being serious with me right now? I need you to be serious.” 
 
    “I’m not yanking your chain, I swear on my binder,” Grim said. “It’s called the Underline. Ask anyone.” There was another thoughtful pause. “Obviously, anyone with magic running through their veins,” Grim added. “Any of these people will just think you’re barking mad, drunk, off your meds, or doing one of those annoying YouTube channel videos that you’re always telling me about.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Joe said, “so Hounslow East-ish is one of these occult stops, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And, presumably, it’s got to be near the mundane Hounslow East?” 
 
    “Spot on. Under it, in fact.” 
 
    “So, how do I gain access to it?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Like many of your kind’s problems,” Grim said, “this problem can be resolved by nipping to the loo.” 
 
    Joe sighed, but there was no time to do anything but trust the grimoire and do as directed. He left the main platform and popped into the public lavatory that was not far from the ticket barrier. Joe closed the door behind him and was at once engulfed in an aroma that is at once familiar to the seasoned London gadabout: industrial disinfectant, stale urine, and stubborn farts. 
 
    “Now what?” he asked the grimoire, breathing through his mouth. 
 
    “Now, you stand in the toilet and—” 
 
    “Oh, come off it, Grim,” Joe said. “I’m not pissing about here, man.” 
 
    “Very punny,” Grim quipped. 
 
    “We need to meet this girl,” Joe said. “I’m not sure what the gaffer isn’t telling us, but this is obviously important to him, and I don’t want to let the old buffer down.” 
 
    “Then climb into the bog, make a quarter circle turn to your left—no, I tell a lie, to your right—and then press the flush,” Grim said from the depths of the satchel. 
 
    Joe sighed. “What cubicle?” he asked in a resigned voice. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “Which cubicle is the magic crapper in?” 
 
    “Oh, the middle one.” 
 
    Joe stepped into the middle cubicle and looked down at the toilet. Mercifully, it was not a nightmare as so many public toilets were. The fact remained, though, it was a public loo. A lot of people used it. There was no getting around that fact. 
 
    He pressed the flush button. 
 
    “Hold on, you’re meant to flush after you’ve stepped into the throne,” Grim pointed out. 
 
    “I’m giving the damn throne a courtesy flush if that’s all right with you?” Joe groused. 
 
    When the water had settled, Joe gave another heartfelt sigh and stepped gingerly into the bowl. Instantly, cold water flooded his trainer. Joe grimaced. 
 
    “Oh, this is not how I imagined my Thursday afternoon going,” he muttered. 
 
    He was about to try and squeeze his other size ten into the toilet bowl when a small detonation inside the satchel made him jump so much he almost fell out of the locked cubicle. 
 
    It was Grim. The grimoire was laughing so hard that he was making the satchel bounce against Joe’s side. 
 
    “Oh, I can’t, I just… I thought I could, but I can’t let you do the other foot!” Grim gasped. “Oh my… Oh, my appendices are aching, I’m laughing so hard. That’s priceless!” 
 
    Joe’s mouth hung open in mute outrage while Grim continued to laugh himself stupid. 
 
    “Are you telling me,” he said slowly, “that I don’t need to stand in the toilet to gain access to the—?” 
 
    “To Hounslow East-ish?” Grim said in a strained voice. “Why– why– why… what kind of grade-A maniac would…? I mean, you'd have more screws loose than a flat-pack wardrobe to make a door that involved stepping into a bog, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Joe got out of the toilet, cursing softly, vowing to recycle Grim at the earliest opportunity. 
 
    “Then how the bloody hell do you—” he started to ask. 
 
    “You just scan that card you’ve got under the hand-dryer,” Grim said, still almost helpless with mirth. 
 
    “We’re going to be having words about this later,” Joe promised his bond-mate. 
 
    “I’m sorry, mate, I’m sorry,” gulped the grimoire, “but I just thought it was too good an opportunity to pass up, you know. I’m only human.” 
 
    “You’re not human,” Joe replied, pulling out the special Oyster card that Lilli Spicer had given him along with his instructions. “It’s a sad fact because if you were one, you’d have a face that I could punch.” 
 
    Doing his best to flick water from his sodden shoe, Joe stepped out of the cubicle and slipped the plastic card into the mouth of the only hand-dryer in the bathroom. There was a groaning, as if of antiquated plumbing giving up the ghost, and then the wall split apart to reveal a small rusty platform. 
 
    “Going down,” Grim said cheerfully. 
 
    “You’ll be going down later, that much I promise you,” Joe said. 
 
    He stepped onto the small platform, the grimoire floating at his shoulder, and the doors closed, plunging them both into darkness. 
 
    Joe congratulated himself on thinking to close his eyes as they traveled down through the pitch darkness. It helped combat the claustrophobia, but it also meant that when the doors opened a short while later, he wasn’t left blinking like a bat in the sunshine. 
 
    At first glance, Hounslow East-ish was like any other typical Underground station. It had tiled walls, a high ceiling, and a platform that extended off into the gloomy distance. 
 
    However, Joe soon saw the dead giveaways that pointed to the place being of a magical bent. There were the obviously enchanted ticket machines that dispensed tickets in a shower of sparks; the floating benches that seemed to hover in mid-air, popping in and out of existence as commuters needed them or left them; and there was a wall covered in some variety of sentient vines that morphed and writhed to announce the arrival or departure of the trains. 
 
    The trains that pulled into the station were not just ordinary trains either but sleek, silver carriages that glided smoothly along the tracks, propelled by something other than conventional power. 
 
    Magic, Joe thought. Say one thing about it, it’s versatile. 
 
    If the platform itself hadn’t been enough to convince him that this station was supernatural, a not-so-close look at the men and women passing through it would have changed his mind in an instance. 
 
    “There are a few colorful characters out and about,” Joe whispered to himself. 
 
    He nodded, trying to keep his expression neutral as he walked past what appeared to be a group of goblins dressed in dapper suits and bowler hats and carrying hessian sacks over their shoulders which, if the clinking noises coming from them were any sign, were filled with enchanted objects and treasure. 
 
    Joe saw a coven of witches, wearing cloaks and pointed hats, arguing about how West Ham should have held Southampton to a two-all draw sitting along one wall with bags of shopping in between their feet. 
 
    There was a depressed-looking bloke with a long-handled dustpan and brush walking along, grumbling to himself as he swept up the glittering dust left in the wake of a chattering bunch of flying humanoids that Joe thought might have been pixies or fairies. 
 
    Over in one corner, by a set of stairs leading up, there was a wizened-looking old boy dressed in an elaborate frock coat and battered silk top hat who looked to be selling potions out of a suitcase, every inch the snake oil salesman. 
 
    “… Cures everything from the common cold to consumption, from rheumatism to the dropsy! It’s a panacea, a cure-all, a wonder potion of the age!” the old man was crying over the hubbub of the milling crowd. “Don’t suffer in silence any longer, try Warlock Spurious’ Elixir today and be cured tomorrow! Satisfaction guaranteed or your money back!” 
 
    “You see anyone who might be the sort of person that we’re looking for?” Joe asked Grim. 
 
    He had let the grimoire out of his satchel, and Grim was floating around, turning this way and that. 
 
    “Haven’t seen anyone that strikes me as someone old Vasmo might be mates with,” Grim said. 
 
    After walking through the crowd for a bit with Grim floating around him and keeping an eye out, another one of particularly magical-looking trains whooshed into the platform. This one was being pulled by a team of glowing, ghostly horses and had the words, ‘UNDERLINE EXPRESS’ stenciled in glowing red along its side. The doors to this train hissed open, emitting a billowing cloud of theatrical smoke. 
 
    And out stepped Aida Zingaro, the woman that Joe and Grim had been waiting for, though Joe did not see her at first through all the smoke. 
 
    “Oh, that’s got to be her, doesn’t it?” Grim said. 
 
    “What?” Who? Where?” Joe asked, craning to see through the mob of travelers who had just alighted. 
 
    “There,” Grim said. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Over there.” 
 
    “Whe—? Oh.” 
 
    “You see her?” Grim said. 
 
    “I think I see her, yeah.” 
 
    “The female that’s moving like a parcel of those springs that every kid in the nineties used to get so much enjoyment pushing down the stairs?” 
 
    “Yep. Got it. Thanks.” 
 
    Aida Zingaro turned out to be as far removed from the kind of young woman that Joe might have expected Vasmo to know as it was possible to be. To his eyes, she looked like a goth chick, with heavy eyeliner ringing startling eyes that were almost gold they were so tawny. Her black hair was shaved to stubble down both sides of her head and then plaited over the top of her skull and down the back of her neck. She reminded Joe of nothing less than a goth Viking queen. 
 
    On her shoulder sat a creature that looked like a little demonic black and white monkey with a long tail and small horns sat. Somehow, it looked just as gothic as the young woman did. 
 
    “Wow, the modern witch look has really stepped up a notch,” Grim said. 
 
    Hearing the grimoire say that, Joe realized that his bond-mate was right. There was something very witchy about the young woman who had stepped from the train. Witchy but modern. The black robes might have been traded in for a leather jacket, the cat swapped out for a small primate, but the underlying vibe was still there. 
 
    She was very wiry, graceful, and moved like a dancer, each movement precise and controlled. 
 
    “Do you think that really is the person we’re waiting for?” Joe asked Grim out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Something tells me it is,” Grim replied. 
 
    “Yeah,” Joe agreed. “And you know what that ‘something’ is? It’s the ‘something’ that tells you that she looks like trouble.” 
 
    As an amalgamation of goth chick and witch, the young woman looked like she should have had a maudlin, moody face. That would have been in keeping with the aesthetic tone. Joe’s heart sank a little bit at the thought of sharing a house, even a house as big as the Curators’ new digs on Metanoia Drive, with someone like that. However, it quickly became apparent as she drew closer that the young woman had the sort of face that radiated mischief as readily as that of a fox. 
 
    At that moment, as Joe was forming his conclusions about her, the black-haired woman’s golden eyes settled on Joe. They narrowed, flicked up to the levitating book next to him, and then she started to head in his direction. Not thinking that standing like a stunned mullet would do his street cred any good, Joe squared his shoulders and approached her, too. They met halfway. 
 
    “You’re Aida?” he blurted. 
 
    “Got it in one,” Aida said. “You’re Joe?” 
 
    “How did you know that?” Joe asked, surprised. 
 
    “You have an aura around you,” Aida said, closing her eyes and running her hand up and down in front of her. 
 
    “Oooooh, mystical,” Grim said approvingly. 
 
    “Really?” Joe asked, uncertainty etching the word. 
 
    “No, not really,” Aida said, her eyes snapping open. “My godfather described you to me and told me your name. Said you’d have some chatty-mouthed book floating around you most likely.” 
 
    Grim bobbed a foot lower. “That would be me,” he said. “Although, I prefer to think of myself as a tome of ancient and venerable wisdom, love.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Aida said. 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse my colleague,” Grim said smoothly as Joe eyed the little monkey on Aida’s shoulder, “he often gets nervous around humans of the opposite sex.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Aida asked as Joe sought vainly for his tongue. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” he managed after he had untangled his tongue from his back teeth. 
 
    “Allow me to say that it’s a pleasure for both of us to make your acquaintance,” Grim continued, getting his teeth into the role now. “And may I add that there is something particularly familiar and comforting about your smell.” 
 
    Aida raised a pierced eyebrow at that and said, “Good to see chivalry and charm are still alive and well in the capital.” 
 
    “What the hell kind of ice-breaker do you call that?” Joe said to Grim. He opened the satchel wide. “You better get in here and think good and hard about how, next time we meet one of the gaffer’s friends, you can come across less like a serial killer and more like the pain in the butt you really are.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Aida said. “What kind of girl would I be if I didn’t see at least the slightest compliment in the serial killer-like attention paid to me?”  
 
    Already, Joe could see that this girl had a really dry, morbid sense of humor that was going to keep him off balance from now until the moment they parted ways.  
 
    “Sorry, it’s just that—” Grim started to say, but Joe waved his apology down. 
 
    “I don’t smell anything, Grim,” he said. “And neither do you.” 
 
    “I—” Grim began to say again, but Joe shot him a look. 
 
    “Shall we go?” Aida suggested, stroking the devilish little monkey on her shoulder. 
 
    “Sure,” Joe said, and without another word from Grim, they headed towards the wall in which the occult lift was waiting for them in a bank of similar elevators.  
 
    They’d only gone a few paces when Aida said, “Are you… squelching?” 
 
    Joe stuttered something incoherent. Aida stopped and looked down. She frowned. 
 
    “Why is your foot so wet?” she asked. 
 
    “He stood in a toilet,” Grim said helpfully. 
 
    Aida just gave Joe a look. It wasn’t a mean look precisely. It was an old-fashioned look. One so old-fashioned, in fact, that it might have been found at the bottom most layer of the Cleveland-Lloyd Dinosaur Quarry. It was that special look that had been saved by women to bestow upon men when they thought they were being particularly ridiculous. Joe could feel himself turning red from the toes up. 
 
    “It was… Grim told me to… I mean, look, there’s no way I can explain this without sounding really dumb, so maybe let’s just forget about it,” Joe said resignedly. 
 
    “Okay,” Aida said, hefting the one bag she had. “Okay, I’ll leave it for now, but you better believe that once we’ve got to know one another that you’ll be telling me the tale of how you got talked into stepping into a toilet by a book.” 
 
    When Joe and Aida emerged back out onto the London street, Aida immediately asked Joe where his car was. 
 
    “I caught the bus here,” Joe said. “The stop is just down…” 
 
    His voice tailed away. Aida had shrugged and was tapping out something on her phone. Joe had quickly got used to not using his phone whilst hanging out with the rest of the Curators. It had got to the point that his own phone was now sitting in his bedside table drawer, unused except for the occasional check-in call with his Uncle Steve. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “I am getting us a WitchWheels,” she said as if that answered Joe’s question. 
 
    “Any idea what that is?” Joe asked as quietly as he could to Grim, who was back residing in the leather satchel. 
 
    “Not a clue, mate,” Grim said. 
 
    “It’s basically a magical version of everyone’s favorite ride-share platform,” Aida said, obviously hearing Joe’s question. “Don’t worry, all will be made clear in precisely”—she studied her phone—“three minutes time.” 
 
    “Mages have Ub—” Joe asked. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” Aida said casually. “Why is that so amazing? The mundane copied us when they started putting on their ridiculous magic shows. We copied their ride-share idea. Only, unlike their magic shows, WitchWheels is actually legit.”  
 
    A few minutes later, a nondescript black car glided up and stopped in front of Joe and Aida. Glided was the operative word because, as Joe stepped up and took hold of the handle of the rear door, he noticed that the car’s wheels were actually floating a fraction of an inch off the ground. It wasn’t enough to be noticeable, but it was apparent when you stood right next to the vehicle. 
 
    “Don’t be shy,” Aida said, crowding in behind him. 
 
    Joe yanked open the back door while Aida put her bag in the boot and ducked inside. It might have looked, more or less, like a regular car from the outside, but the WitchWheels ride was anything but on the inside. 
 
    It’s a man on a flying carpet, Joe’s stunned brain informed him. It’s an actual taxi driver on a flying carpet. 
 
    “You all right, guv?” the man sitting at the front of the carpet asked. “Where to?” 
 
    “Metanoia Drive,” Joe said weakly, too amazed to do anything but go along with this interaction. 
 
    His eyes were still wide when Aida clambered into the car—the carpet—beside him and closed the door. 
 
    “Why do you look so surprised?” she asked as the WitchWheels carpet coasted silently away from the curb. 
 
    Joe gestured mutely around at the four meter by two meter rug they were sitting on. 
 
    Aida giggled. “It has an enchantment, a glamor, to hide it from the mundane world,” she explained. “Don’t worry, it’s quite safe.” 
 
    Joe nodded dumbly. “How do you get away with this thing not making any noise?” he asked the driver suddenly. 
 
    “Yeah, used to be a right pain in the knackers not too long ago, guv,” the little man said. “Had to have an engine sound-effect spell implanted under the front tassels to stop the mundane folk twigging it wasn’t a real car. Course, what with the rise of electric cars, we don’t have to worry so much about that now. Just make sure that there’s a sticker on the rear glamor proclaimin’ we’re carbon neutral.” 
 
    “And are you carbon neutral?” Joe asked, talking on autopilot. 
 
    “Ain’t nothin’ cleaner than magic, guvnor,” the driver replied. 
 
    They carried on in silence. It was only a ten-minute drive back to the house, and there seemed little point in small talk, Joe and Aida being caught up in their own thoughts. As they were driving along, with Grim secured in his satchel more because Joe didn’t want him floating around and being a pain in the arse than anything else, Aida caught Joe looking at her. 
 
    “What?” she asked bluntly. 
 
    “It’s just that I’m surprised that Vasmo is a godfather to anyone,” he said. “I’m amazed that he’s ever taken his nose out from his books on magical creatures long enough to form a lasting friendship, let alone be tasked with being a godparent by someone.” 
 
    Aida laughed. “Yeah, he is a little bit like that, isn’t he?” 
 
    “He’s a lot like that,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida laughed again. Then she looked out of the window, suddenly pensive, the smile fading a little from her face. 
 
    “The thing is,” she said, “I’m part of a somewhat famous magical family, but something happened to them recently and… well, without sounding too heavy, they’re presumed dead.” 
 
    Joe blinked. “Your family is presumed dead?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Aida said. 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    “My mother and father. I’m an only child. So, yes, I suppose that’d be my whole family.” 
 
    Joe nodded slowly. “Excuse me for saying so,” he said, “but you don’t seem as inconsolably bereft as I might have expected someone in your position to be.” 
 
    Aida smiled thinly, a glimmer of something shining in the depths of her strange, tawny eyes. 
 
    “Ah,” Joe said, “you’re not buying it are you?” 
 
    Aida shook her head but did not deign to put flesh on the bones of this most intriguing statement. 
 
    “Hence why you’re coming to stay with Vasmo?” Joe said.  
 
    Aida nodded. “Vasmo is my dad’s fourth cousin once removed on his mother’s side,” she explained. 
 
    “How does that work?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Aida said, “but that’s what Dad tells me is a fact, and I’m happy to believe him on that one.” She smiled. “Vasmo wasn’t surprised when I hit him up for a place to crash, so I think it checks out.” 
 
    “I’d say that definitely checks out,” Joe said, returning the smile. 
 
    “He said he’d let me crash with you guys for a few weeks while things, whatever they are, settle down,” Aida said. 
 
    “And who is this little chap?” Joe asked, pointing a finger at the small demonic monkey sitting on Aida’s shoulder. The monkey clacked its sharp little teeth at Joe’s pointing finger. 
 
    “He’s very…” 
 
    “Cute?” Aida suggested. 
 
    “I was going to say he is possessed of an intense and silent anger,” Joe said. 
 
    “This is Malkin,” Aida said with a grin, “and he’s really a bit of a softy once you get past his prickly outer layer.” 
 
    “Right,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida laughed and gave him a scrutinizing look. 
 
    “You sound unconvinced,” she said. 
 
    “That’s because Malkin looks like Spike from Ace Ventura, if Spike had been suffering from a mild case of demon possession and was in need of exorcizing but maybe not immediately,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida laughed so hard at that she actually let out an unladylike snort and covered her mouth. Malkin gnashed his little teeth. 
 
    Reluctantly, and with no little misgivings, Joe thought he should formally introduce Grim to Aida. 
 
    “This is Grim,” he said, patting the satchel in which his bond-mate was currently tucked in. 
 
    “Short for grimoire,” Grim piped up from inside the satchel. 
 
    “I would never have guessed,” Aida said. 
 
    “I’d take him out the bag, but seeing as he’s responsible for my shoe being soaked with toilet water, I’m a little worried that seeing him might result in me going Fahrenheit 451 on his papery ass.” 
 
    “That’s quite understandable,” Aida said. “I’m sure there’ll be time later.” 
 
    “I don’t know, you might be lucky and get one more day free of him,” Joe said. 
 
    “Oi!” Grim protested. 
 
    Joe looked out of the window. Despite the fact that they were sitting on a magic carpet, which was possibly one of the most naturally open-sided flying vehicles ever created by man and mage, there were windows. This was, according to their knowledgeable and helpful taxi driver, thanks to glamour charm that his company wrapped around all their working rugs. 
 
    “Besides,” he said, “that’ll have to wait anyway. We’re here.” 
 
    Aida leaned across Joe, and her eyes lit up. 
 
    “Wow, what a pad!” she said. 
 
    Joe, trying not to dwell too much on the proximity of the pretty young woman, said, “Yeah, pretty impressive, huh?” 
 
    “Not bad at all,” Aida admitted. 
 
    Joe opened the door while the driver of the carpet hopped out to retrieve Aida’s bag. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, “let me give you the tour.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once they had paid the driver of the magic carpet-cum-taxi and the vehicle had whisked silently away, Joe released Grim from the confines of the satchel and led the way towards the mansion. The wrought-iron gate, with its beautiful pattern of worked metal, morphed into the imposing warrior’s face as they came to stand next to it. 
 
    “And who, mortal, are you?” the gate said in its rusty creak of a voice, metal brows glowering over eyes made of looped iron. 
 
    “You know who it is, mate,” Grim said briskly. “Do we really need to go through this palaver every time we turn up?” 
 
    The gate looked a little taken aback. It was almost as if it was disappointed that Grim wasn’t going to observe the niceties of the situation. Its metallic eyes adjusted to take in the figure of Aida and her bond-mate. Malkin hissed at the gate and bared his sharp little teeth at it. 
 
    “It is part of the duty I am solemnly tasked to effectuate, to protect this most noble and—“ it started to say, an almost apologetic tone creeping into its voice. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Grim cut in smoothly. “And I’ll be the first to say that you effectuate it very well, me old mucker. It’s just that you can recognize us, yeah?” 
 
    “Of course,” the gate replied, “but I do not recognize the strange female that walks beside you.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Joe said, trying to keep his patience and his cool in front of Aida. “You’re just trying to do your job. Very commendable. Well done that gate and so on and so forth. Only the thing is”—Joe held up the heavy bag that he had gallantly elected to carry for Aida—“if Aida—who’s going to be staying here for the foreseeable by the way—was an evil witch, I don’t think she’d be packing a bag to stay the night, would she?” 
 
    The gate grumbled something to itself in a language that sounded like a collection of squeaks and creaks. 
 
    “Hey, none of that language around the lady, guvnor,” Grim said sternly. “I speak a bit of Portcullian, you know.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon,” the gate grumbled. “Welcome home, masters—and mistress, of course.” 
 
    With that, the gate swung open. The two humans with their bond-mates passed through and walked towards the house. 
 
    Playing the role of courteous gentleman to the hilt, Joe heaved Aida’s bag up the steps and through the front door. As he lugged it over the threshold, trying not to let a little groan of relief escape his lips while wondering if he had just given himself a hernia, he marveled that she’d been able to haul it from wherever it was she’d come from. 
 
    Almost as if she had read his mind, Aida smiled at Joe, patted him on the shoulder, and then said, “I almost feel bad that my mum splashed out and got me the luggage with the built-in hover rune.” 
 
    Joe frowned. “What?” 
 
    In answer, Aida snapped her fingers, and the bag that Joe had just set down in the entranceway, and almost busted a gut dragging from the taxi, floated into the air. 
 
    “Ah,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida laughed at the look on Joe’s face. “You seemed to be having such a good time playing the chivalrous host that I felt bad stopping you.” 
 
    “And what kind of gracious host would I be if I made you feel bad on day one?” Joe replied drily. He worked his right arm around in a circle. “That’s why we have two shoulders, I guess, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Where did old Vasmo find you, huh?” Aida asked, not unkindly. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Joe replied. “Easiest to think of it as me being in the right place at the right time.” 
 
    “Or the wrong place, depending on the day and the level of life-threatening danger we might be in,” Grim amended. 
 
    “Or that,” Joe agreed. 
 
    “What room am I in?” Aida asked, looking around as they walked farther into the beautiful main hall of the big house as if she might find a signpost with directions. 
 
    “Take a right at the top of the stairs, and it’s the third bedroom on the right, just past the home gymnasium,” came a voice from out of one of the joining hallways. 
 
    Lilli Spicer emerged from a doorway, carrying a stack of impossibly fluffy towels, over the top of which she could barely see. She came to a halt in front of Joe and Aida, looking expectantly at Joe. 
 
    “Uh,” Joe said. 
 
    Lilli rolled her eyes and then winked at Aida. 
 
    “Seeing as if we wait for this numpty to go through the formalities we’ll be here all day, allow me,” the dwarf said. 
 
    She let go of the stack of towels and stepped out from behind them. A pair of shimmering silver hands kept the stack from falling to the floor and allowed Lilli to extend her hand. 
 
    “The name’s Lilli Spicer, lovely,” Lilli said. “I look after Vasmo and, well, let’s be honest, stop this place falling apart and going to the dogs.” 
 
    Lilli laughed, her eyes crinkling up at the corners in a way that Joe found extremely distracting. She reached out and shook hands with the dwarf. 
 
    “You must be Aida Zingaro,” Lilli continued. 
 
    Aida nodded. “Please, just Aida,” she said. 
 
    Lilli smiled in return. “I’ll not lie to you, lovely, it’s a real treat to have another lass around the place. Really lifts the atmosphere. The state this place would be in if we had to allow one more male in here… well, it doesn’t bear thinking about.” 
 
    Aida laughed again, put her hand to her mouth, and said in a theatrical aside, “I think I’m getting that impression already.” 
 
    “Hey!” Joe said. “What about all the talk about me being the gallant host and stuff?” 
 
    Lilli’s eyebrows rose so high they all but disappeared under the brim of her mob cap. Then they flicked towards Aida’s bag where it was leaning against the wall. 
 
    “Didn’t realize it had a hover rune in, did he?” she said knowingly to Aida. 
 
    “Bingo,” Aida replied. 
 
    “Typical bloke, that,” Lilli said. “Still, it would have kept him out of trouble for a few minutes and made sure his hands were busy.” 
 
    “Now, come on!” Joe objected. 
 
    Lilli and Aida burst into a fit of giggles. Joe looked up at Grim, and the grimoire opened his covers a little bit in an uneasy bookish shrug. 
 
    “Do you get the impression we might be in trouble here?” Joe asked him. 
 
    “Now you mention it, I do find my nerves are all of a-jangle like the strings of a banjo played by a gorilla with a hangover,” Grim said.     
 
    With the introductions made, and the starting of what felt worryingly like an all-female alliance beginning to blossom, Lilli bustled off, saying something about wanting to make sure that Durango had remembered that there was going to be an extra person for meals from now on. 
 
    “I like her,” Aida said to Joe and Grim, and Malkin chattered his approval. 
 
    “That’s… disquieting,” Joe said, giving Aida a half-smile. 
 
    The raven-haired woman returned the grin, then she turned her attention to her stationary luggage. 
 
    “You heard the lady,” she said to her bag. “Take a right at the top of the stairs, and it’s the third bedroom on the right, just past the home gymnasium.” 
 
    The bag rose a couple of inches off the ground and then floated off towards the staircase. 
 
    “Come on,” Joe said, watching the bag as it ascended the stairs, “let’s go and find Vasmo.” 
 
    As they were walking through the house in search of their host, Aida turned to Joe and said, “You know, and I don’t mean any offense with this, but I’m pretty amazed that you didn’t know about something as commonly known about as WitchWheels.” 
 
    “No offense taken,” Joe said. “Why, though?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s just that it was kind of revolutionary when it came out, you know? How do you get around the city?” 
 
    “I just use the tube,” Joe said, gesturing for Aida to take a right at a branching in the corridor. 
 
    “You don’t use magic at all to get around?” 
 
    Joe shook his head.  “I didn’t really think about it,” he said. “I’m a London boy, born and raised. The tube or the overground has worked for me so far. I know how to get around that way better than any other.”  
 
    Aida grunted. “Seems crazy to me, in a way,” she said. “Given that you’re bonded to one of the most powerful types of magical entities in the world.” 
 
    “Did you hear that, kid?” Grim said from behind them. “Most powerful magical entity in the world. Come on, who was that an impression of, eh? You’ll never guess—” 
 
    “Jeremy Clarkson,” Joe said at once. 
 
    “Ah, dang it,” Grim laughed. “Didn’t even need to pause!” 
 
    “Doesn’t make him any less annoying at times,” Joe said to Aida, jerking his head at Grim. “Being as powerful as you seem to think he is.” 
 
    “You’re always confusing my nuggets of wisdom with annoying comments,” Grim said in an injured tone. 
 
    “That’s because you’re always confusing your nuggets of wisdom with nuggets of feces,” Joe countered smoothly. 
 
    “Nice,” Grim said.  
 
    Joe paused, cognizant all of a sudden that he was still squelching softly with every other footstep. 
 
    “I can see I might have a lot to teach you,” Aida said kindly. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s been a bit of a day of firsts,” Joe said, kicking off his damp shoe, peeling off his sock, and squashing the sock inside the shoe for ease of carry. “I seem to be having those kinds of days almost constantly, ever since I joined up with this lot. Certainly, I’d never stepped willingly into a toilet bowl before, that’s for damn sure.” 
 
    As they stepped inside the cavernous and currently empty kitchen, Aida touched on who actually called this swanky pad home. 
 
    Joe held up his free hand and counted the denizens of Metanoia Drive off on his fingers. “It’s myself, Vasmo, Lilli, Durango, and Lucius,” he said. 
 
    “And Durango is the chef, right?” Aida asked. 
 
    “A gargoyle who is a culinary genius, as well as having a penchant for all things pigeon,” Joe said. 
 
    “A gargoyle chef?” Aida exclaimed. She smiled. “That’s typical of Vasmo. He’s never been one to be afraid of bucking trends and giving people chances others would never think to give them.” 
 
    “I can believe that,” Joe said. 
 
    “Dad always told me that he was good like that. It’s what Dad most admires about him,” Aida said. 
 
    They moved through the sun-drenched kitchen and into the dining room. As they strode past the long, highly-polished table with its collection of matching chairs, Aida asked, “You mentioned someone called Lucius, Joe. Who’s that?” 
 
    Joe hesitated. He didn’t want to come across as evasive, but he also wasn’t sure if it was quite his business alone to explain who Lucius was. 
 
    Aida picked up on his hesitation and asked, “You don’t get on?” 
 
    “I think it’d be a stretch to say that we got off on the right foot,” Joe said tactfully. 
 
    Grim ruffled his pages in a rueful manner. “The only way you could have gotten off on a less right foot was if one of you had cut the other’s foot off,” the grimoire said. 
 
    Aida gave Joe a surprised look. 
 
    “We’re better now,” Joe assured her. “There was some history we had to work through, I guess you’d say, but there’s a lot to be said for the therapeutic qualities of almost dying together and saving one another’s lives.” 
 
    “Totally,” Aida said with a slight chuckle. 
 
    When Joe’s face didn’t change, Aida added, “Wait, what? You’re serious?” 
 
    “There was a bit of an incident,” Joe said. 
 
    “What kind of incident?” Aida asked, her interest clearly piqued. 
 
    “The kind where people save other people’s lives, I suppose,” Joe said. “You probably heard about it. I’ll leave Vasmo to explain it to you, though. I’m not exactly sure how much I’m allowed to say. I’m positive you’ll be all right to hear the tale, but he can be very funny with his rules on who tells who what if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Aida looked like she was bursting with questions, but to her credit, she managed to nod and say, “Fair enough. I’ll quiz Vasmo a bit later on.” 
 
    They continued through the house, and Aida mentioned again how surprised she was at how little Joe seemed to know about the magical world. 
 
    “Sorry to go on about it, but how can this be?” she asked. “Having a grimoire as a bonded creature is such an advantage.” 
 
    “An advantage how?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Oh, man, don’t get me started,” Aida said enthusiastically. “I’ll chew your ear off about grimoires if you let me. I find them fascinating. I just don’t get how you know so little about…” 
 
    She tailed away. They had entered the lovely sitting room—one of them—and Joe pointed mutely at Vasmo. The old mage was struggling with the mundane television. The venerable old geezer looked to be trying to turn it on, jabbing at the remote in his hand with mounting disgust. It was an exercise in futility, so far as Joe could reckon it, as it looked like he was trying to use the central heating remote to achieve this goal. 
 
    Aida nodded and said, “Yeah. Fair enough. Good point.” 
 
    Vasmo looked up at the sound of her voice. With a small exclamation of mingled surprise and frustration, he threw the remote control over his shoulder in disgust and hauled himself out of his armchair to greet Aida. 
 
    Thinking it would be polite, but not sure if Vasmo was going to need him for anything else, Joe stepped back and let the old family friends embrace one another. 
 
    To his surprise, Joe noticed that Vasmo was a little patronizing at first and treated Aida as if she had been severely traumatized by the loss of her immediate family. Unsurprising in itself, perhaps—anyone would think that someone who had lost their mother and father only a few days prior would be a bit emotional. However, Aida was obviously so in control of herself that Vasmo’s concern came across as that of a man who had read how to act in certain situations and was now putting that knowledge into practice without reading the room. 
 
    Aida let Vasmo inundate her with platitudes before taking her godfather by the shoulders and saying bluntly, “Vasmo, I don’t think my family is actually dead.” 
 
    Vasmo frowned as if at a loss. Then he said brightly, “Of course not, my dear. Of course not! There is still a chance that your parents might have escaped the explosion and the subsequent obliteration of their home.” 
 
    “No bodies were found,” Aida said. “Except for Mr. Shadow, one of the cats, but he was old and incontinent and was on his last legs at any rate.” 
 
    “Well, they wouldn’t find any bodies, not with the magic used to—” Vasmo began before he realized what he was saying. “I mean… of course they might not have found any bodies! Your parents were prolific magic-users in their own right—as all who knew them would attest. There’s a chance that they’re still alive. Although where they would have got to I can’t imagine.” 
 
    Joe wished he could stopper his ears with magic so that he didn’t have to listen to the old wizard struggle through his lines as he played the part of the kindly godfather. 
 
    Vasmo and Aida exchanged a few more pleasantries, but Joe could tell that this sort of delicate heart to heart talk was not in the realms of the magician’s expertise. Thankfully, the dwarf maid entered a moment later. 
 
    Vasmo, who had played his role of the concerned guardian to the hilt, said, “Ah, Miss Spicer, I imagine that Aida here has probably had an exhausting and taxing day already.  If you would be so good to show her to her room, I’m sure she’d like to have a shower, get her things arranged, and then rest before dinner? I would show her the way, of course, but I have no idea as to what room you have assigned her.” 
 
    Aida smiled sweetly and said, “You’re right, Godfather, I am a mere wilting bloom, and the stress of the last few days maketh me weak at the knees. Perhaps I shall retire a while and allow time to work its healing magic.” 
 
    Vasmo, as was his wont, missed the irony completely and agreed that this was a good idea. 
 
    “See you later, Joe, and thanks for picking me up from the station,” Aida said as she followed Lilli. 
 
    Joe nodded. “See you in a bit,” he said. 
 
    Once the newest addition to Metanoia Drive had gone, Vasmo pulled Joe aside. 
 
    “Look here, Mr. Ramsey,” he said, “it is an unfortunate truth that all of Aida Zingaro’s family are dead. Dead as dormice that have been hit with a sack of doorknobs. The family country house is, by all accounts, little more than a shattered shell set within a smoking crater. It is my belief, although young woman are about as far from a forte of mine as it might be possible to be, that dear, sweet Aida has developed this stubborn belief that her parents are still of this world as a coping mechanism of sorts.” 
 
    “Denial, you think?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Precisely!” Vasmo said. 
 
    Joe didn’t think so, but he supposed he hadn’t known Aida that long. 
 
    Grim chimed in at that point and said in a voice that sounded like it should convey words worth heavy consideration, “You make a good point, gaffer, but I’ll say again that she also smelled… funny.” 
 
    Vasmo and Joe exchanged looks. Joe shrugged. “He did mention this funny smell thing before.” 
 
    “Not to her face?” Vasmo said. 
 
    “Yep, right to her face,” Joe said. “It was basically the first thing he said to her.” 
 
    Vasmo looked in outrage at the floating book. 
 
    “I did tell him it wasn’t the best conversational opening he could have gone for,” Joe pointed out. 
 
    “By Jove…” Vasmo muttered. “Not exactly tactful, Grim. Not to mention the fact that I for one don’t know what you’re damn well talking about. Smells funny? The woman smelled to me of nothing so much as a slight trace of orange blossom.” 
 
    “A little bit of vanilla, too,” Joe said before he could stop himself. 
 
    Vasmo shot him a sharp look. “Yes, indeed. A little vanilla, too.” 
 
    “I’m just saying—” Grim said defensively. 
 
    Vasmo waved his hands. At his collar, Momo opened a single sleepy eye and looked balefully at Grim. It was clear the mystical little feline creature was not best pleased at the book working her bond-mate up and causing him to jiggle his arms around like an outraged windmill. 
 
    “And how the devil a grimoire would know what anything smells like, not having a damn conk on his face—or a face at all, now I come to think about it—is beyond me,” the old boy snapped in a thoroughly peeved voice. 
 
    Grim ruffled his pages in a resigned fashion. 
 
    “All right, all right, keep your beard on,” he said. “I just thought I’d mention it, that’s all.” 
 
    “Well, refrain from mentioning it anymore, if you would be so kind,” Vasmo said. He took a deep breath and smoothed his beard. Running his fingers through the tangled doormat of his beard only resulted in him croaking out a muffled oath as his pinky snagged in it, but the deep breath looked to make him feel better. 
 
    “Now, I’m going to head off to make sure Aida has settled in all right,” he said. 
 
    “Good idea, gaffer,” Joe said loyally, even though he had private misgivings for the scheme. Vasmo had already proved himself to have the emotional sensitivity of a rhinoceros with a headache. 
 
    As Vasmo left the room, he spun suddenly around and wagged a finger in Joe’s direction. “I warn you not to go upsetting Miss Zingaro, Ramsey,” the old mage said. “They’re very easy to upset at the best of times, females. And having one’s ancestral home blown to smithereens and one’s parents turned to ash and dust is about as far from the best of times as it is possible to be.” 
 
    “Gotcha, gaffer,” Joe said. 
 
    Vasmo went to hurry off and then paused again. Joe froze in the act of rolling his eyes at Grim. 
 
    “And beware not to try anything,” Vasmo said gruffly. “What with those raging twenty-two-year-old hormones.” 
 
    Joe’s mouth fell open, but only an awkward gurgle of disbelief dribbled out. 
 
    Vasmo nodded, and Joe and Grim were left alone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Grim said. “I can’t believe the old guy went the hormone route on you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Joe agreed. 
 
    “Yeah. Brutal. I mean, there were a few directions in the parting-remarks-compendium that I thought he might take, but… blimey. Did I think he’d go for the horny teenage boy admonition? No. Did I think it was appropriate?” Grim tilted slightly to the side, regarding Joe. “Also, no.” 
 
    The pair were sitting at the kitchen’s marble island, which really was the size of a small island. Joe’s feet might have been a little chilly had it not been for the wonderful underfloor heating that the mansion had throughout. He had managed to offload his toilet-water-soaked shoe and sock to Lilli, who had given him a withering look and then told him that she would take care of it. 
 
    Joe snorted and swatted at the floating book. “Cut me some slack ,will you?” he said, holding up one bare foot as evidence. “You owe me for this.” 
 
    “Owe you?” Grim asked in surprise. “I think it’d be more accurate to say that you owe me, my old china.” 
 
    Joe sighed. “I know I’m going to regret this and have to plant a tree to make up for the oxygen I’m about to waste in asking this question,” he said, “but how do you figure I owe you?” 
 
    “Because I gave you one of the oldest lessons there is, kid,” Grim said affably. 
 
    “Ah,” Joe said sarcastically, “it was a lesson. Right. Obviously.” 
 
    “The oldest lesson,” Grim repeated. 
 
    “Right. The oldest lesson. Which is?” 
 
    “You’ve got to be careful who you trust and who you listen to,” Grim said. “’cause there are all sorts of dodgy characters out there looking to take advantage of a young mage like yourself. You’ve a good heart, Joe Ramsey, and there ain’t a better quality in a human being that some bastard who’s more crooked than a barrel of fishhooks won’t use to nobble you.” 
 
    “So, trust no one? That’s your advice?” Joe asked. 
 
    “That would be advisable, from everything I’ve seen in this long life of mine,” Grim said slowly. “Although, I don’t imagine it being that fun. Nah, I don’t think you need to go getting all paranoid, neither. The trick is to keep your eyes and ears open and your wits about you. And if someone’s offering you advice that sounds too good to be true, or they’re telling you to do something that doesn’t quite sit right with you—” 
 
    “Like standing in a public toilet,” Joe said. 
 
    “Like standing in a lavatory, exactly,” Grim agreed, “then you’ve got to listen to that little voice in the back of your noggin that’s telling you to be cautious. That’s your gut instinct that is, kid, and it’s usually right.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s pointless to point out that you don’t have a gut?” Joe said. 
 
    “Totally pointless because you know what I’m saying is true,” Grim said, his tone taking on an edge that Joe didn’t often hear. “A couple of hundred years ago, I spent some time out on the Great Plains of America, you know? Ended up in the possession of an Apache medicine man after some drunken cattleman swapped me in a trade. I liked that old guy. He was an individual who really believed he had a special connection to the spirit world, you know. His tribe consulted him for healing, guidance, and other spiritual matters. He was a good old buffer—loved the Devil’s lettuce, of course.” 
 
    “Okay…” Joe said, unsure of where this was going. 
 
    Grim gave himself a shake that left his pages fluttering before he carried on. “Anyway, there was a very popular proverb getting around at that time, a common thread that a lot of the warring factions and tribes had in common. I can’t remember who knocked it up, but it was a good un. It went: listen to the wind, it talks. Listen to the silence, it speaks. Listen to your heart, it knows.”  
 
    Joe found himself staring at the gleaming surface of the island bench while he mulled those words open. 
 
    “That’s… very nice,” he said, with typical British understatement. 
 
    “Not bad,” Grim agreed. “But what I’m getting at is that it’s bloody important for a mage to be able to trust himself, to know himself. You’ve got a lot of power at your beck and call, kid. That’s reason enough for you to have more people than the average Joe has to worry about coming after them. Don’t be afraid to take a chance on someone every now and then, but don’t go and stand in a public loo just because some smarty-pants book tells you to.” 
 
    Joe grinned up at Grim. “It is seeming more and more like a terrible lapse in judgment on my part the longer I think about it,” he said. 
 
    “Sometimes the people who seem the most unlikely to help you out can surprise you with their kindness and wisdom,” Grim said. “Other times, it’s those closest to you that, unfortunately, sock you over the back of the bonce with a sock full of sand.” 
 
    “So be careful, but don’t be too cynical, either,” Joe said.  
 
    “Right. Life’s a balancing act, and you’ve got to find the right mix of caution and trust to make it through in one piece,” Grim said. 
 
    “Speaking of one piece,” Joe said, “what do you make of all the whole parents-being-blown-up business with Aida?” 
 
    Grim floated down closer to Joe’s shoulder. “Mate, I properly insist that something’s up with the new addition,” the book said in a low voice. “There’s more to what happened to her family than she is letting on about—I can tell by her smell.” 
 
    Joe frowned. “All kidding aside, Grim, how can you even smell not having, well… What with you lacking the equipment, mate,” he said. 
 
    Grim sighed, made a couple of attempts at starting a sentence, and then said, “It’s not quite ‘smell’, per se; it’s like when… It’s like when brothers and sisters, or other family members, or lovers, know each other by their smell, by the sound of their footfalls, or by the pattern of their breathing at night.” 
 
    Joe frowned deeper. “You’re getting a visceral sense of… what exactly?” he asked. 
 
    “That feeling, that feeling of familiarity, I suppose you’d call it,” Grim said. “That feeling like a family member is nearby. It’s like this new bird, Aida, has been around my brother or sister.” 
 
    This declaration brought a whole new load of questions fizzing up from the depths of Joe’s brain. 
 
    “This is going to require tea,” he said. 
 
    Joe, forgetting about the fancy new boiling water tap, got up from his stool, walked around the island, and went over to the kettle on the bench by the stove and flicked it on. 
 
    “So, what exactly do you mean by ‘brother’ or ‘sister’?” he asked.  
 
    “Hold up,” Grim said. “Follow me. I don’t want to be overheard.” 
 
    “You don’t trust someone? Aida?” Joe asked. 
 
    “What? No, no, she seems sound to me,” the grimoire said. “It’d just be a bit rude if she was to walk in and hear us yapping about her, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Once the kettle was on the boil and making the kind of racket that ‘silent’ kettles are such a byword for, Joe and Grim made their way out into the plant-filled conservatory. Grim turned to face Joe, the set of his boxy body somehow conveying how unusually serious he was. 
 
    “What I’m getting at, kid,” he said, “is that I think… I think the new girl has been in contact with one of the other grimoires—very recently.” 
 
    “Other grimoires?” Joe asked. “You mean the books made from Prosper, the old mage OG who made you?” 
 
    “What the hell is an OG?” Grim asked. 
 
    Joe paused. “You know, I don’t actually know,” he admitted. “But I always get the impression that whoever is using the term is using it as a sign of respect.” 
 
    Grim made a little patient noise. “Look, I just think that with me feeling the way I feel when I’m around her, it’s going to be a good idea that you and I talk to her.” 
 
    Joe nodded his agreement. 
 
    “Prosper was a lot of things,” Grim said. “And he came to embody a lot of not-so-great traits after his son died.” 
 
    “I imagine a lot of people would go off the deep-end,” Joe said. 
 
    “One thing was a constant, though,” Grim said. “His thaumic signature. That always remained the same. Always remained completely unforgettable and entirely inimitable. After all, the truly great things in life are not things that can be emulated, kid, or purchased; they must be created within the mind and heart of an individual, and Prosper, for all his faults, had a hell of a heart and mind on him.”     
 
    As the sound of the kettle subsided, Joe and Grim walked back inside. Joe was in agreement that he and Grim should talk to Aida, but something about that troubled him. 
 
    “What is it, Joe?” Grim asked, picking up on Joe’s unease. 
 
    “You don’t think that this prying might count as upsetting her, do you?” Joe asked. “You heard what Vasmo said about upsetting her.” 
 
    “Kid, that Aida is a pretty capable and confident woman,” Grim said. “Far more confident and capable than either you or Lucius were when turned up.” 
 
    “Granted,” Joe said. “Have you considered, though, that she might just be really good at putting on a facade like she is capable and confident?” 
 
    Grim considered this. “She’d be doing a hell of a job of it if she was,” he said. 
 
    “She’s female,” Joe pointed out. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “They’re a lot smarter and more cunning than we are, mate,” Joe said. 
 
    “Hmm,” Grim said. “That’s no fallacy you speak there, kid. I suppose we should tread carefully. Use our manners and tact.” 
 
    Joe and Grim looked at one another. 
 
    “Ye-es,” Joe said after a significant pause, “but I will remind you for the last time that Vasmo won’t like you and me upsetting her with all this talk of grimoires, all right? So, if it looks like she’s about to throw a wobbler then we bail out. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” Grim said. 
 
    Joe poured his tea. While he waited for the teabag to steep, he voiced a question that seemed to be growing in importance, now that they had decided what they had to do next. 
 
    “So… using all our manners and tact and whatnot, how exactly do we go about asking Aida in a tactful and well-mannered way if she’s been hanging out with any of your grimoire brethren?” Joe asked. 
 
    “You’re asking a book to formulate a plan that hinges so massively on the inscrutable nature of human psychology?” Grim replied. “I thought you were taking the reins of this horse. I’m just standing here holding the first-aid kid with the ambulance on speed-dial.” 
 
    After some quick cogitation, Joe resolved that they would go and talk to Aida about the grimoires when she was settled in. 
 
    “I’m thinking that we do it after dinner… when we’re all full and comfortable—when life’s cares have had the edges taken off them by one of Durango’s feeds in which butter plays such a prominent role,” Joe said. 
 
    “Good thinking,” Grim said approvingly. 
 
    “And when Vasmo’s gone to sleep,” Joe quickly added. 
 
    “Yeah, great idea, kid,” Grim scoffed. “The old nocturnal visit between young man and young woman. What could possibly go wrong?” 
 
    “What’re you talking about, it’s not like th—” Joe interjected. 
 
    “Lestat de Lioncourt and Claudia, Paolo and Francesca, Cathy and Heathcliff,” Grim started reciting. 
 
    “Hold on, I don’t know who the heck the others are, but Cathy and Heathcliff are fictional aren’t they?” Joe said. 
 
    “Romeo and Juliet, Tristan and Isolde, Jay Gatsby and Daisy Bucha—” 
 
    “Those are all made-up characters!” Joe said. 
 
    “Yes, agreed,” Grim said, “but there’s a reason that doomed young lovers who go sneaking about like foxes around a hen coop at nighttime are a cliché, you know, kid. And that’s because it never ends well.”  
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    It was nighttime. Dinner was long over. Lucius had not shown up, which was no slight on Aida. Lucius often took his dinner in the library so as not to have to peel his eyeballs from whatever dusty book he was pouring over. Joe also doubted that Vasmo would have had the social forethought to let the other young man know that there was a new arrival in the house. 
 
    Durango had retired, flapping up onto the high eaves of the roof to stare at the moon and think of Paris as soon as he had finished serving the rest of the Curators with their puits d’amours—small pastries filled with custard and topped with caramelized sugar. The rest of the household had gone to bed in dribs and drabs. 
 
    Joe and Grim were sneaking through the house. Admittedly, Grim was better at it than Joe, but that was the advantage of being an entity that didn’t have to worry about such things as legs, Joe reckoned. 
 
    As they passed an open window on the second floor, Joe thought that he could make out the gargoyle up on the roof. He sounded like he was singing softly to himself in his gravelly voice. 
 
    “Et le vent du nord les emporte, 
 
    Dans la nuit froide de l'oubli, 
 
    Tu vois je n'ai pas oublié, 
 
    La chanson que tu me chantais.” 
 
    “What’s he singing about?” Joe asked in a mouse-quiet voice. He had just about enough French under his belt to order a beer and some french fries, but he was at sea with anything more complex than that. Whatever it was it sounded morose. 
 
    “Eh?” Grim whispered. “Oh, something about not forgetting and enduring a night of oblivion, and… something to do with having some wind, maybe? The usual cheery French stuff.” 
 
    On flannel feet, aided by the thick carpet, Joe paced past Lilli’s room. Neither Joe nor Grim wanted to imagine the kind of smoldering glare of disapproval they could expect from the dwarf if they woke her at such an hour. Joe especially didn’t like to dwell on what the little maid would say when she winkled out (as she most assuredly would) what he and Grim were up to.  
 
    With breath held—figuratively in Grim’s case—the pair managed to make it to Aida’s room. Joe gave Grim a thumbs-up. Grim waggled his back cover in reply. Joe straightened his posture and took a quick breath, trying to get his heart rate under control. He smoothed his hair, ruffling it to try and give his brown locks a slightly windswept look. It had felt like a little adventure getting there, the least his hair could do was behave like it had been on one. 
 
    “Always makes me grin,” the grimoire whispered from behind him. 
 
    “What?” Joe breathed, hesitating with his fist raised to knock gently on Aida’s door. 
 
    “The way that humans preen and fluff themselves up before certain interactions,” Grim said. “It’s one of those things that I’ve never been able to wrap my head around personally.” 
 
    “Well, why would you?” Joe retorted tartly. “You’re a book. We’re not all born with dust jackets, you know.” 
 
    “Touchy, touchy,” Grim breathed. “I was just saying.” 
 
    “And why are we whispering?” Joe hissed back over his shoulder, trying to change the subject and glad of the lamps that had been turned down low so that Grim couldn’t see him blushing. He felt like he’d been doing too much blushing recently. 
 
    “Because we’re stealthing it, aren’t we? Ninja-style,” the grimoire replied, so quietly that Joe had to lean towards him to make the words out. 
 
    “Yeah, but you could yell that same useless and pointless observation using that creepy telepathy thing you have, couldn’t you?” Joe hissed, being careful to stand along the edges of the hallway so as to minimize the chance of an incriminating squeak or moan from the old floorboards. 
 
    “LIKE THIS?” 
 
    The resounding boom of Grim’s cockney voice bounced around the interior of Joe’s skull like a rubber bullet fired into a squash court. 
 
    The floorboards groaned and creaked as Joe leapt into the air. He managed to keep control of himself enough to land softly before tiptoeing into the shadow of a nook across from Aida’s door. Grim floated serenely after him. 
 
    “What is wrong with you, man?” Joe hissed. 
 
    “What?” Grim said, all innocence. 
 
    Joe shook his head. He waited for his heart to whine down from the frantic tattoo it was drumming and then padded back across the hall. He tried to take command of himself a little, then reached out and raised his hand to knock once more— 
 
    The door was jerked open, and Joe found Aida silhouetted in the lamp light behind her. Her hair was out of its tight braid, and she’d tied it up in two looser braids down the side of her head. 
 
    “Hey, boys,” she said. 
 
    She was dressed in a large jacket and pajama trousers. In a distant corner of his mind, Joe thought that this was a strange choice of attire. Surely, she would’ve been settling in for the night, after all? 
 
    “Would you like to come in?” Aida asked, stepping aside. “I’m guessing that you’re here for a reason. Unless this is some weird nocturnal exercise craze sweeping the internet that I haven’t heard of?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, that’d be great,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida’s cool gaze flicked up to Joe’s head. 
 
    “What’s going on with your hair?” she said. “Did you just roll out of bed this minute?” 
 
    “I scared him just as he was zhuzhing himself up,” Grim said, ever helpful. 
 
    Flattening his hair, Joe smiled wanly and slipped into the room as Aida held the door open for him. Grim hovered in behind him.  
 
    Joe decided to get right to it. 
 
    “It’s about the whole smell thing,” he said. 
 
    Aida looked at him, her eyes shining like a couple of flakes of gold from the depths of her heavily mascara-rimmed eyes. 
 
    “You have my permission to continue this weird line of conversation,” she said, “but know that you’re walking on thin ice here, Joe Ramsey. There’s only so much talk about her smell that a woman is willing to take.” 
 
    Joe shook his hands placatingly in front of his face and closed his eyes. Across the room, Grim had bobbed over to where Malkin was reclining on a small bed on top of the wardrobe. The little gremlin monkey threw a balled-up pair of socks at the levitating book.  
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” Joe said. “I get that it sounds weird. I shouldn’t have opened with ‘it’s about the whole smell thing’.” 
 
    “It’s not like you can undo what’s been done, is it?” Aida said kindly. “All we can do is try to make amends for the dumb stuff we say or do.” 
 
    Joe made a face and nodded. “Great. Uh, what I meant was, what I was referring to, was how Grim said earlier that—” 
 
    “I smelled weird, yeah,” Aida said. “I’m not going to lie to you, I’m still confused by that one.” 
 
    “Let me try and clear that up for you, then,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida settled herself at the foot of the king-sized bed with its four posters and heavy velvet drapes. For his part, Joe opted to pace slowly from one side of the generous bedroom to the other as he got his thoughts marshaled. Aida motioned for him to continue. 
 
    “Essentially, it boils down to this: Grim said that you smelled weird because he scented something on you that he hasn’t smelled in—how long, Grim?” Joe said. 
 
    “A length of time probably best summarized with the word ‘age’, or ‘eon’, maybe,” Grim replied as he hovered around Malkin. 
 
    “Right. In a long, long time,” Joe said. 
 
    “But what was this smell?” Aida asked. 
 
    Joe clapped his hand to his forehead. “Sorry, jeez. It was the sensory signature he recognized as belonging to one of his siblings—one of the other grimoires,” Joe said. 
 
    To his surprise, Aida didn’t ask any other questions. Instead, she pursed her lips and looked sharply away. 
 
    Now there’s a young woman who knows something, he thought. 
 
    Just my diagnosis, kid, Grim’s voice rippled through Joe’s mind. 
 
    Joe thought it best to shoot straight. Aida struck him as the sort of person who didn’t much relish playing games. Neither did Joe for that matter. 
 
    “What do you know?” he asked her. 
 
    Malkin leapt from his bed, caught the hanging light fitting with his dexterous prehensile tail, flipped through the air, and landed on Aida’s shoulder. He turned to snarl at Joe and Grim. 
 
    “Relax, Malkin, relax,” Aida soothed as the little gremlin monkey fussed with one of her midnight-black braids. “It’s okay. These two are friends.” 
 
    She didn’t add a question particle at the end of the sentence. Didn’t even need to put an inflection on it. Joe knew that it was a question, though. He knew, then, that Aida Zingaro, the strong, stoic, goth-Viking, was seeking confirmation from him and Grim. Seeking assurance that they were, in actual fact, on her side. 
 
    We all need someone on our side, Joe thought. An image of Uncle Steve popped into his head. Joe made a mental note to give his much-loved relative a tinkle on the blower that weekend. 
 
    “Look, without asking you to get into specifics or anything, it’s obvious that you’ve gone through a hell of a lot in the last few days,” Joe said, speaking to both Aida and Malkin. “Things have happened quickly, and the pair of you have moved quickly to deal with them. On your own. That’s the good thing about being on your own: you can go fast. Thing is, though, if you want to go far, you’re going to need to go together with some people you trust in your corner.” 
 
    Aida looked from Joe to Grim, who was still hovering by Malkin’s bed. 
 
    “I know we might not strike you as the most cohesive team right at this moment,” Joe carried on, “but, now you’re here, living with us, you can count on one thing: our loyalty. We’ve got your back, Aida Zingaro.” 
 
    Aida’s smile stretched right across her face. For a fleeting second, the carefully constructed veneer she had been holding in place from the moment she’d stepped off the train cracked, and Joe saw the all-consuming worry beneath the surface. 
 
    “That’s… That’s good to know,” she said. On her shoulder, Malkin’s lips relaxed to cover his pointy little teeth. 
 
    Joe returned the smile. Then, he pointed to Grim. “Just don’t listen to anything this bastard tells you,” he said.  
 
    Aida chuckled as Grim expressed his outrage by smacking Joe over the back of the head with his back cover. 
 
    “Now, if there’s something you know about all this,” Joe said. “About what happened to your parents, about why Grim has been harping on about the vibe he has been sensing from you or whatever, then now’s probably as good a time as any to let us know.”  
 
    It was just the variety of subtle pressing and levering that Vasmo would have been so terrible at. Joe knew this, and so he was satisfied to see Aida give a little nod, more to herself than to him. 
 
    He was surprised, however, in the next instance. Aida stood up, turned around, and started taking off her jacket. 
 
    Joe, of course, didn’t have a clue as to why the young woman was suddenly stripping, but he found all kinds of colorful thoughts were running through his twenty-two-year-old mind. Running free like rabbits upon the lawn—gamboling, jumping, twitching their little noses, and generally being a right nuisance. 
 
    Had he managed to accidentally make some sort of innuendo? Had he been flirting without knowing? 
 
    Thankfully for all concerned, while Joe was undergoing this temporary fugue state, the answers to all his questions were taken care of by the removal of Aida’s jacket. Grim had floated over from where he had been hovering and was moving in a slow circle around the young woman so that when she disrobed, he was behind her. 
 
    Joe’s pounding pulse chilled out a bit when he saw that Aida wasn’t starkers under the jacket. He had thought, for a second or three, that he was about to experience his own Basic Instinct-esque moment. It quickly became evident that Aida had thrown the jacket on hastily to cover up the singlet she was wearing. In truth, though, Joe wasn’t a prude, and he wouldn’t have been rattled by a young woman wearing what amounted to her PJs, even if she was— 
 
    Grim let out a low whistle. 
 
    “Well, knock me down with a hippogriff feather,” the floating book said softly. 
 
    At first, Joe thought it was because Aida cut quite a figure in the singlet that she was wearing under the jacket. 
 
    “Would you behave, Grim,” he said out of the corner of his mouth while the grimoire continued to hover behind Aida’s back. “It’s 2023, man. People get very funny about objectifying women and their bums. I know that us mere mortals are only winking motes of dust when compared to your life span, but that doesn’t mean we can’t use our manners, does it? Remember what we talked about earlier?” 
 
    “It’s not that, kid,” Grim said. 
 
    “What’re you whistling at Aida for, then?” Joe asked. 
 
    “That wasn’t the whistle I emit when I spy a shapely and well-formatted rear cover, kid,” Grim said. 
 
    Aida actually let out a little giggle. “I’ve got to say that’s the first time that I have ever had my bottom referred to seriously as a back cover.” 
 
    Joe made an apologetic face. 
 
    “That’s the whistle I let out when I’ve been proved dead right,” Grim continued. 
 
    Then Aida turned around, and Joe saw her tattoos. 
 
    “Ah, I see,” Joe said. 
 
    The tattoos covered Aida’s entire back. They were words. Mostly words, with the odd arcane symbol thrown in here and there. Hundreds and hundreds of words. They were inked out in a beautiful cursive script, packed so tightly that Joe couldn’t make out individual words, but they looked exactly like the script inside Grim. 
 
    “That’s grimoire text,” Joe said in a slightly awed voice. 
 
    “That’s right,” Aida said, casting one sapphire eye over her shoulder. 
 
    “Oh boy,” Joe said. “Why am I already thinking it would have been better if you’d been wearing assless chaps and Grim had actually been whistling at your—” 
 
    Aida turned, and the fiery, almost challenging look in her eye quelled the rest of Joe’s words in his throat. 
 
    “What does all that mean?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Why don’t you just come closer and read her back?” Grim asked, innocent as an open cut-throat razor. 
 
    Joe looked awkwardly at the ceiling before he realized this was just the sort of reaction that Grim would be looking for. He adjusted his eyes so that they came to rest some two inches over Aida’s head and said, “I’m a pretty slow reader. I was hoping I could just get the, you know, condensed version.” 
 
    Aida picked up her jacket and shrugged it on. Joe was glad of this. He found he was able to concentrate more on what she was saying than how she was looking while she said it. 
 
    “Okay, the condensed version,” Aida said, flopping down on the foot of the bed again. She stroked Malkin, and the little creature curled up in her lap, its eyes blinking sleepily. 
 
    “My family has been a custodian of one of the grimoires that the ancient wizard Prosper made since time immemorial,” Aida said, straightening her back and launching into her tale. “I’m guessing that Grim has given you the lowdown on who Prosper was, right?” 
 
    Joe nodded. He’d been sure to get Grim to give him a refresher on the basic history of the scattered grimoires as well as their ‘father’, Prosper. 
 
    “As I understand it, Prosper was, more or less, the very first wizard,” Joe said. “Before there was magic as we know it now, this extremely gifted bloke used his big old brain to make a connection with the universe. This connection allowed him to channel and release the various energies that we now all put under the umbrella of ‘magic’ out into the world from, well, I don’t know from where.” 
 
    Aida nodded, looking impressed despite herself. Buoyed by the little gleam of surprised respect in her eyes, Joe plowed on, dredging up as much as he could recall of what Grim had told him. 
 
    “Basically, he was the big dog of all things supernatural and wizardry,” Joe said. “Then, at some point, he had a child, and this poor kid was sick. As any parent would, Prosper bent every neuron and every shred of cunning into trying to find a way to save his kid. From what Grim tells me, it sounds like he poured all his ideas and beliefs, mundane and more abstract, into a series of tomes, which would turn out to be the grimoires.” 
 
    “Correct, young Ramsey,” Grim said in his best Vasmo impersonation. 
 
    “So invested in this line of research and note-taking did the first of the magicians become that his actual inner-self, his spirit or psyche or soul—or whatever you want to call it—started flaking off into fragments,” Joe pressed on. “These shards burrowed themselves into these magical texts like grubs into an apple, imbuing them with life.” 
 
    “Like what into an apple?” Grim asked. 
 
    Joe snapped his fingers softly and pointed at Grim. “And that is how the grimoires, like the plonker floating around you right now, came into being.”    
 
    Aida gave Joe a short, and very quiet, round of applause. 
 
    “Bravo,” she said. “As concise a summary as I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Cheers,” Joe said. 
 
    “Now, knowing all that, and knowing how powerful such entities that are borne of magic and love and grief must be, my family was chosen to safeguard one of them,” Aida said. “It was, according to family legend, a bloody big deal.” 
 
    “An honor,” Grim said. 
 
    “Easy does it, ego-boy,” Aida replied. 
 
    Joe chuckled at Grim’s reprimand. 
 
    “None of us, not a single Zingaro, has ever bonded with this grimoire, nor sought to do so,” Aida carried on. “Now, as part of our guardianship, one of my great, great, great, great—you get the picture—great-grandparents stumbled across a pretty nifty way to help keep this important eldritch creature safe.” 
 
    Aida leaned forward, her eyes momentarily lost in the shadows cast by the dim lamp light coming from behind her. 
 
    Now, what I showed you, the tattoo on my back, that is a bit of a family secret,” Aida said. “Each member of my family has a page of the grimoire tattooed onto their bodies magically. This doesn’t let us channel power from it or anything like that, but it allows us to feel where the family grimoire is at all times—once each member of the family finishes their training, that is.” 
 
    Aida scrunched up her face in frustration. 
 
    “Which, I have to admit, I never quite did,” the dark-haired girl said. 
 
    The understanding of what this meant hit Joe before Aida even had to explain it. 
 
    “That’s why you’re so sure that your parents are alive, is it?” he asked. “You can sense their tattoos or something? Does that mean you can feel where they are?” 
 
    Aida sighed in frustration and punched herself in the thigh. “My father, for instance, being a damn powerful mage in his own right, can tell you the exact coordinates of the grimoire at any given moment,” she said. “But I can’t—not yet. I was about to graduate. My mother and father had only to fill me in on a couple of areas of knowledge and I’d be just as capable in the field of grimoire location as they are.” 
 
    “But…?” Grim said. 
 
    “But, with my current skills, I need to be closer to the grimoire to feel where it is,” Aida said. 
 
    This ability sounded a lot like how Grim had managed to guide Joe and the others to his stolen page under the Unlucky Fried Chicken restaurant, Joe thought. 
 
    “But, without sounding too indelicate here, how is it that you know your family is still alive,” he asked quietly. “If you’re only able to feel the grimoire page, then…?” 
 
    “My mother and father’s magical skills act as triangulation beacons,” Aida said, stroking Malkin’s fluffy head. “I would know if either one of them had been… I’d know if something had happened to them because the pull of grimoire would become noticeably less acute.” 
 
    Joe nodded slowly. He was thinking hard. There seemed to be only one question that needed answering now. 
 
    “Who was it?” he asked. 
 
    “Who was what?” Grim said. 
 
    “It’s obvious why someone blew your house up and kidnapped your parents: they want to get their mitts on the grimoire,” Joe said, looking at Aida. “But who was it that attacked your family? I imagine there’d be more than a few power-hungry lunatics out there who’d fancy having an entity like Grim in their clutches—obviously no one who had actually met Grim, of course.” 
 
    “You cheeky sod,” Grim muttered. 
 
    Aida snorted softly and nodded. “Mum and Dad received some offers for the grimoire shortly before our house in the Lake District was destroyed,” she said. “Offers that became entreaties, entreaties that became threats.” 
 
    Aida let out a long sigh. In that moment, she sounded wearier than anyone Joe had ever met. 
 
    “The Iron Order is going to try to extract the grimoire’s location from my mother and father,” Aida said. 
 
    Extract. Extract how? Joe pondered, but he knew the answer. 
 
    No one said it, but the word ‘torture’ floated like a miasma above their heads. 
 
    “But you can still feel them?” Joe said. “You can still feel that they’re… You know.” 
 
    “I know they’re still alive because I can feel them, too, since they also have pages of the grimoire tattooed onto their bodies,” Aida said. “I can feel them. I can still feel them, and they still feel strong.” 
 
    Though her words came out staunch, Joe saw that as she spoke them, Aida’s sparkling bright tawny eyes became slightly more downcast. Joe could well imagine why. The Iron Order was ruthless. He didn’t doubt that they’d kill her parents if they didn’t crack. 
 
    “What is the likelihood of your parents telling the Iron Order the location of the grimoire?” Joe asked. 
 
    Aida rubbed her cheek and then pinched the bridge of her nose. “I would like to say that there is no chance,” she said. “I’d like to say that they’d never crack. Honestly, though, I’m not sure.” She looked up at Joe with a haunted gaze that froze the marrow in his bones. “I’ve never been tortured.” 
 
    Joe couldn’t help but privately agree with her. Everyone and everything had a breaking point, a turning point, a fracture point. A point where they fell all to bits. The game of the torturer, he imagined, was to find and recognize that point and push beyond it. 
 
    It was a cold and sobering thought. 
 
    “Torture,” Grim said, disgust shading the word. “The recourse of the impatient and unimaginative. It’s never been a bloody successful way to get reliable information out of anyone. At the very best it might be said that it’s only successful in getting the victim to tell the torturer what they want to hear.” 
 
    Joe silenced Grim with a look. It didn’t strike him as particularly helpful to start down that bleak road. 
 
    Instead, he came and sat down on the bed next to Aida. 
 
    “You were there when they attacked?” he asked her quietly. 
 
    Aida nodded. 
 
    “How did you manage to survive?” 
 
    Aida fiddled with her thenar web—the stretch of skin between her thumb and forefinger. Then she said, in a rush, “When the Iron Order attacked, my father and mother used their magic to fight them off for as long as they could so that I could escape, and I did. I wanted to stay and fight, but my dad was adamant. He told me that one of us had to survive.” She glanced over at Joe and then away. “That was very confronting: hearing your dad basically admit that he and your mum might be about to sacrifice their lives. That I would never see them again.” 
 
    Joe said nothing. 
 
    After a few seconds, Aida swallowed and continued. “They attacked late at night,” she said slowly. 
 
    “Who did?” Joe asked. 
 
    Aida shrugged a shapely shoulder. “No idea. All I know is that there were a lot of them, and they were very pale. Uniformly pale. Like, seriously, they all needed to get out into the sunshine and catch some vitamin D.” 
 
    “Vampires?” Joe found himself blurting. 
 
    Aida shook her head. “Nah. If there had been that many vampires attacking our house, we would have all been killed. Vampires get very indiscriminate with the carnage when the blood—any blood—is up.” 
 
    “Then who—?” Joe started to ask. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Aida said slowly, biting a fingernail. “Whoever they were, they came at night and they came quietly. I guess they were hoping to just snatch us all up while we slept, but my parents usually work through a lot of the night and we had thaumaturgical sensor arrays dotted around our grounds.” 
 
    “So, your parents put up a fight when these pasty guys stormed the house and you managed to escape?” 
 
    Aida nodded. “I’ve spent the last few days—almost a week, actually—lying low and moving from one hiding spot to the next. I camped out the first night. Then crashed at a couple of friends—not telling them anything, of course. I didn’t want to endanger anyone. I got a couple of hotel rooms with some cash I managed to swipe from home before I managed to get in contact with Vasmo.” 
 
    Naturally, Aida looked sad after she had recounted this adventure of hers. Joe patted her on the back a couple of times as they sat awhile in silence. Around them, the old mansion creaked as it shifted. 
 
    “Well, you probably won’t be surprised when I say that Grim and I will help you with this,” Joe said. 
 
    “You will?” Aida asked. 
 
    Joe nodded. “I have to admit, though, that I do have an ulterior motive of sorts,” he said. 
 
    “You do?” Aida asked. 
 
    “You do?” Grim said. 
 
    Joe inclined his head once. “During our run-in with the Iron Order goons under the UFC fast-food joint—” 
 
    “I knew that was you!” Aida said. “Vasmo tried to skirt around it when I quizzed him about it, but I knew it was you lot.” 
 
    “Well, during that little fun afternoon out,” Joe said, “whilst we were fighting, I was visited by this sort of vision. I suppose that’s what you’d call it. A hallucination brought on by pain and fear and stress, perhaps, but it was clear as your words and face are to me now. I saw… I felt, what might have been some part of Prosper—maybe.” Joe grinned and waved his hands around his face, almost as if he was shooing away thoughts and ideas like flies. “This thing reached out and told me to ‘find the others’,” he finished. 
 
    Aida’s eyes lit up at that. She reached out and gripped Joe’s forearm. Her strength, for one so graceful-looking, was surprising. 
 
    “You shouldn’t discount that sort of stuff, those sorts of signs! You think that magic can be real and inexplicable things like that aren’t? My family are just the custodians of the grimoire, and my father always used to tell me that we were just protecting it until someone who could wield it emerged,” she said in a hushed voice. 
 
    “You’re kidding me,” Joe said, though the look in the woman’s eye was anything but jocular. 
 
    “Vasmo had told my father that he had someone in mind years ago—is that you, Joe?” Aida asked. 
 
    Joe licked his lips and shook his head. “I don’t think it is,” he said. “Not exactly, at any rate. I’m not who Vasmo had in mind, I’m sure. I just turned up one day to fix the AC.” 
 
    “Maybe the old magician didn’t choose you, kid,” Grim chimed in. “Maybe it was just a chance meeting or a work order that brought you knocking on the door that day. But the crucial, salient fact of the matter is, that when you stepped foot inside that dungeon, I knew that it was you—you and no other—that I had to bond with.” 
 
    Aida leaned back and looked at Joe. Joe tried to hold her eyes and managed to do so only with great difficulty. Aida had the same unflinching gaze as a lioness. Same color eyes as a lioness, too, for that matter. Joe felt like she was looking right through him, all the way to the far horizon. 
 
    “I accept your help,” she said softly. She whacked Joe on the arm and then gave him a glowing smile. “Now, get the hell out of my room, you two. It might not work the same with the males of the species, but I need to get my beauty sleep.” 
 
    After this conversation, which Joe thought he was likely to still be digesting come breakfast the following morning—or later that morning, more precisely—Joe and Grim headed back to their room. 
 
    They had snuck out of Aida’s room without incident. However, in the hallway, Joe, being tangled up in thoughts and questions, rounded a corner and bumped into Vasmo, who had been padding along the thickly carpeted corridor in his slippers. Unsurprisingly, the old mage appeared surprised, suspicious, and just a smidgen upset at Joe having clearly come from the direction of Aida’s room at such an hour. 
 
    The venerable wizard with his tangled bush of a beard, reading glasses perched on the top of his head like sunglasses, and perpetually distracted air, blinked owlishly at Joe. In the light of flickering lamps in their frosted glass jars that lined the wall, his spectacles flashed on the top of his head. 
 
    “And what do you think you—” 
 
    Behind Joe, Grim floated silently up from where he’d zipped behind Joe’s back to peer over his shoulder. 
 
    “—two are doing out of bed at this time of night?” the old magician asked. 
 
    Bizarrely, Joe felt as if he had been transformed into a stripling of ten years of age or so. He was reminded of being caught out at doing something wrong by a teacher at school. He felt like he was standing before a cantankerous headmaster and was about to get a dressing down. It took all of his willpower to recall that he was a twenty-two-year-old adult.   
 
    This recollection was made all the harder, though, by the expression that was settling like winter snow over Vasmo’s face. There was a twinkle in the seasoned practitioner’s eye, but not one of those fabled mischievous ones that books were so keen on harping on about, outshining the stars and whatnot. It was the sort of twinkle that Joe had last seen running along the edge of the carving knife that Durango had been sharpening at dinner. 
 
    “Well? Joe, my boy, what brings you skulking about at this ungodly hour with that facinorous folio of yours?” Vasmo asked, his voice dripping with brewing wrath. 
 
    “Facinorous folio? Ouch,” Grim muttered. 
 
    Joe tried to stammer out an excuse, but Vasmo waved it away with a dismissive gesture. “No need to explain, young man. I was in the springtime of life once myself, you know.” 
 
    Joe opened his mouth at the slight softening in the mage’s voice but quickly shut it again when Vasmo flashed him a quelling look from under those impressive eyebrows of his. 
 
    You could say what you like about those eyebrows. You could say they were so thick that you could have lost a set of car keys in them and not found them again until next Tuesday, but they were a highly effective set of facial features for expressing displeasure.  
 
    “But I must say,” the old man continued, “sneaking about like a common thief is hardly becoming of a mage of your standing. If you want to win the heart of a fair maiden, there are more honorable ways to go about it.” 
 
    “Fair… Hold on,” Joe said. “I think you’ve got the wrong end of the stick here, gaffer.” 
 
    Vasmo glared at him. 
 
    Joe, thanks to years spent listening to his Uncle’s Steve’s lectures of all sorts of subjects, including women, knew when it was an advantageous tactic to at least look like he was eating some humble pie. He hung his head and stared at the carpet while Vasmo wagged a reproving finger at him. 
 
    “The point, Mr. Ramsey, is… well, I’m not going to do you a disservice and pretend that I am one of life’s Ovids or– or– or Mark Anthonys—my books being the main love of my life, you might say—but I know that a mage’s true power lies not only in his magic but also in his words.” 
 
    “I can see where this is going,” Grim said in a not-quite-undertone. 
 
    Vasmo shot the floating book an impatient look. 
 
    “Aida is my charge now, as well you know,” he groused, scratching at his beard and causing a cascade of debris to flutter from it. “I have nothing against you two young people exchanging words with one another, but I need you to understand two things. The first is that I agreed to look after that young lass. I promised her father, and the promise given to a parent about their child is perhaps one of the most ancient and sacred of all. Secondly, it is a reminder that words are incredibly powerful; they hold the potential to inspire, educate, comfort, and connect us to one another. Words have the power to bring about great change in the world, both for better and for worse, young Ramsey.” 
 
    Joe looked up and nodded. 
 
    “I see what you’re getting at, gaffer,” he said. “Don’t worry. I’m on your team. And I know that Aida’s one of us now. I won’t jeopardize that in any way. Not in any way.” 
 
    Vasmo’s impressive brows unknitted somewhat. His habitual preoccupied look stole across his face once more. 
 
    “Splendid, splendid,” he muttered. 
 
    He patted Joe on the back as he swept past him and aimed a casual swat at Grim, who dodged him with a dexterity born of much practice. 
 
    “And who knows,” the old magician said softly, “perhaps one day you'll be as skilled in the ways of the heart as you are promising to be in the ways of magic,” Vasmo said. 
 
    “That was almost a compliment, I think,” Grim whispered. 
 
    Joe and Grim could hear the old man chuckling to himself as he padded down the sweeping staircase, doubtless on the hunt for a midnight snack. 
 
    “What do you think he’s laughing about?” Joe asked uneasily. 
 
    “Oh, you know, the usual thing that the older generation finds humorous about the younger,” Grim said. “The thought of a young mage trying out his newfound romantic prowess. Old Vasmo is probably dwelling on how there is nothing quite as entertaining as the follies of youth, that the young would do well to listen and learn, for the lessons of love are timeless, and the heart never grows old, etcetera, etcetera.” 
 
    “But–  but– but Aida and I were only chatting,” Joe protested. “You were in there with us, for goodness sake!” 
 
    “Not much good as a chaperone or a witness, I am, though, mate?” Grim quipped. He gave Joe a playful thwack around the back of the head with his back cover. “As you’re perpetually reminding me, I ain’t got any eyes, do I?” 
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    The next morning, Joe found himself, all too abruptly after his late night the previous evening, doing his chores. It came as little to no shock to him that Vasmo had decided to ride his backside particularly closely that morning. Clearly, the old magician had not been wholly soothed by Joe’s protestations of innocence. 
 
    There was always poo to be shoveled. Joe grinned wryly to himself as he thought about this. Yes, there was always poo to be shoveled one way or another, and not a single person on the planet got to check out of this life without rolling up their sleeves and getting their hands dirty in some way. 
 
    It’d make a great bumper sticker. 
 
    As well as the usual feeding and cleaning, the shoveling and stroking that came with looking after the menagerie, there was also an extra job that Vasmo insisted needed doing that morning. 
 
    Joe’s face must have betrayed some hope that this job would involve being out in the open air or that it wouldn’t involve cleaning of some description because Vasmo’s face was a picture of sadistic glee as he shook his head solemnly at him. Through his tired and jaundiced eyes, Joe thought that Vasmo looked like a particularly pitiless raisin that morning. 
 
    “Don’t get too excited, young buck,” the ancient mage said as Joe took his breakfast things out from the conservatory so that he could load them into the dishwasher. “This will not take you away from the familiar confines of your subterranean workroom, have no fear of that.” 
 
    Joe, who had been using the betokency he was able to leech from Lilli to craft a tray for his cereal bowl and teacup, cursed under his breath. Outwardly, though, he gave Vasmo a small smile that he hoped didn’t betray a jot of the annoyance he felt at not being able to get out in the glorious day beyond the windows. 
 
    “You’re doing that thing where you try not to betray even a jot of the annoyance you feel at being given an extra task that will rob you of your own leisure time, aren’t you?” the guileful old codger asked casually. “You even topped it off with the little, modest head bob.” 
 
    Joe made a face, and Vasmo chuckled. 
 
    “You forget, you’re not the first apprentice I’ve had, Joe Ramsey,” Vasmo said. “Nor even the twelfth.” 
 
    “What did the other dozen die of?” Joe murmured. 
 
    “What was that?” Vasmo barked. 
 
    “Nothing, gaffer.” 
 
    “Good,” Vasmo said crisply. “Now, listen closely, here’s what I need you to do today…”   
 
    That was how Joe found himself cleaning the algae from the underground pool just before lunch. He had elected to do this after the rest of his feces-related tasks had been completed as it would mean that he wouldn’t need to take a shower afterwards. 
 
    “I do see your logic,” Grim had said, after Joe had donned his wetsuit, dived into the pool, begun his task, and pointed this out to the grimoire. “I do see it. Clear as crystal. Only… Where do you think the hippocampus has been taking it’s sh—” 
 
    Joe submerged and missed the rest of the sentence. 
 
    As well as wearing a wetsuit, he had also crafted himself a spell helmet—or spellmet, as Joe referred to it in the privacy of his own head—that allowed him to breathe underwater. It was a nice bit of magic, in his opinion, but was not foolproof. Every ten minutes or so he had to come up to banish the spell and then reform it so that the oxygen supply in the sealed system would replenish. It was also not exactly svelte or nimble either. The spellmet had about a twelve-inch radius. 
 
    Of course, it had been Grim who had figured out that part, but Joe wasn’t about to give him any kudos. 
 
    “On average, one of your kind at rest consumes about 0.5 cubic feet of air per minute,” Grim said in a bored voice, when Joe had asked him his opinion on the matter. “Therefore, to survive for ten minutes, a human would need a total of five cubic feet of air.” 
 
    “That sounds about right,” Joe blagged. He didn’t have a clue if he was honest. 
 
    “Oh, it does, does it?” Grim said, in a voice so dry it could have been used to exfoliate the skin off someone’s feet. “Assuming that the helmet is a sphere, the volume of air it would need to contain to provide five cubic feet of air would be… Ah, bugger it, let me show you. You may as well learn something. What kind of a bond-mate would I be if I didn’t at least try and better your mind?” 
 
    Grim opened himself in the air and his pages rustled this way and that as if a strong wind was rifling through them. Then, some bright gold words appeared, hanging in the air. They had the same incandescent brightness of the words that you can see when you write in the air with sparklers on a really dark night.  
 
      
 
    Volume of sphere = (4/3) x pi x (radius)^3 
 
      
 
    “Oh good,” Joe said in a wooden voice. “I was just worrying that it might be something I wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    “So,” said Grim, ignoring him completely, “solving for the radius, we get…” 
 
    The words in the air were dashed apart and fresh ones took their place. 
 
      
 
    Radius = (3 x Volume of air) / (4 x pi) 
 
      
 
    “Plugging in the volume of air needed—five cubic feet, if you recall, young Ramsey—gives a radius of approximately 0.73 feet or 8.7 inches,” Grim finished. “So, if I were you, I’d make your diving helmet a foot in radius. Just to be on the safe side. And to account for the space your melon’s going to be taking up.” 
 
    Joe had looked at the grimoire through narrowed eyes. “You’re not doing a number on me, are you?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m offended you’d think that,” Grim said. 
 
    “Only, it’s not the sort of thing you can muck about with, Grim.” 
 
    “Relax, I spent three years sailing with Bartholomew Roberts,” Grim drawled lazily. “I can play the lifeguard if needs be.” 
 
    Joe was still working out how long it’d be until he gave the grimoire a metaphorical high-five after the whole stepping-into-a-public-crapper incident, when he conjured up the spellmet and got to work.    
 
    As he scrubbed, trying to ignore the attentions of the playful hippocampus, Joe mulled over how he had tried to explain what happened with Aida to Vasmo. Vasmo, as was his standard mode of operating, had been too distracted. He hadn’t listened to a word Joe had said, Joe was pretty sure, and was convinced of it being a simple case of young love and infatuation. 
 
    Joe shook his head inside the spellmet. There was no doubt that Aida was, as his Uncle Steve would have said, a right decent bit of crumpet, but that didn’t change the relationship that the pair of them had been placed in. They were teammates. Even if Joe had been interested, which he wasn’t, there was no way he could do anything. That wasn’t how things were set up. 
 
    Don’t worry about it, he told himself as he scrubbed with a wire brush at a bit of stubborn algae. Everything will settle down in a day or so. Vasmo will forget she’s even here most likely. Everything will go back to normal.   
 
    As Joe was doing his chores, Lilli walked into the basement. Joe noticed her arrival just as he was sinking down for another crack at the algae. Not wanting to waste the spellmet he had just conjured, and having only a little bit more algae to remove, he gave the dwarven maid a wave and then dived under. When he broke the surface some nine minutes later, finally done with his task, it was to find Grim and Lilli in the midst of a conversation. As he sucked in a few lungfuls of air, he heard Grim giving Lilli a summary of last night’s conversation with Aida. 
 
    “So, ducky, the word on the street is that there was a nighttime dalliance afoot in the early hours of the morning?” the dwarven maid said, when Joe had emerged from the pool and unzipped the back of his wetsuit. 
 
    Joe dried off his face before he answered. Lilli watched him, fluffing around with a bale of dried rosemary she had been leaning against. 
 
    “Blimey, anyone would think we’re living inside an episode of Neighbors with all this gossip flying around,” Joe grumbled. “And will you stop pretending to do whatever it is you’re pretending to do there, Lil? Both of us know you’re just here for a natter.” 
 
    Lilli stopped fussing with the rosemary bale and turned her clever eyes on Joe. She was smiling delightedly. 
 
    “Oh, come on and spill the beans, love,” she said. “Do you know how long it’s been since we’ve had anything in this house—not this particular house, but in the menagerie family as it were—that could be construed as juicy tittle-tattle?” 
 
    “Surely, Vasmo’s out on the prowl and bringing birds back here every Friday and Saturday night?” Grim said. “I thought I must just have been missing it, as Joe and I are usually tucked up in bed with a nice cup of cocoa and a prayer nestling inside of us at that time.” 
 
    Lilli snorted like a foghorn. “Stop it, you! Honestly, the biggest scandal or drama we’ve had in recent times is when the gaffer misplaced his pipe tobacco and swore that Durango had been stealing it. Turned out that Vasmo had been tucking it away in a pocket dimension for safety, and it had been so safe he’d forgotten it’d existed. Even when he remembered he couldn’t recall the word of power he’d set to open the ruddy thing.” 
 
    Joe chuckled as he knelt by the edge of the water and patted the hippocampus. Then he peeled his arms out of his wetsuit, motioning for Lilli to pass him the towel he had sitting ready nearby. 
 
    “I’m afraid there’s nothing to tell, Lil,” he said. 
 
    Lilli pouted. She conjured a step of green light out of nowhere and hopped up onto one of the feed bins, little legs swinging. 
 
    “Nah, I didn’t think there would be,” she said. “Young master Lucius and I were talking about this morning while I was dusting the library. He said he knew you weren’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he didn’t think you were dull enough to have a crack at Vasmo’s goddaughter either.” 
 
    “He’s so sweet with his words,” Joe said dryly. “Where’s he been anyway? I feel like I only catch a glimpse of him when we meet by chance at the dishwasher. We’re like ships passing in the night.” 
 
    “He’s been in the library morning, noon, and night,” the dwarf said. “Unhealthy, if you ask me, spending so much time around those books. Too much book-learning ain’t good for the mind. Makes you all soft in the head, it does.” 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure if that’s how it wor—” Joe started to say as he dried his hair with the towel, but Lilli wasn’t listening. 
 
    “I know the gaffer puts a lot of store in theoretical learning, of course,” Lilli said, cutting him off. “And there’s a place and a time for it. Out there in the real world, though, you need more than just a lot of know-how in conjuring and divination and all the rest of it.” 
 
    “Lucius was there when we fought against that psycho Reaver,” Joe pointed out. “He got stuck in.” 
 
    Lilli nodded her chunky head. “I’m just saying that you need grit, you need wit, you need... well, ideally, you need to be short enough to dodge a lot of blows, if I’m being honest,” she said. 
 
    Joe pulled his shirt over his head. It seemed that it was his fate to be harangued and talked at from all quarters, so he let the dwarf’s words wash over him. 
 
    “It’s just that I’ve been in this game awhile now,” Lilli continued, casually throwing Joe his underpants with disarming familiarity. “I’ve seen a few things.” 
 
    Joe looked up at those particular words as he performed the old towel-around-the-waist-underpants-pull-on trick. 
 
    “I’ve seen a few of them and all, love,” the dwarf said meaningfully, nodding brazenly at Joe as he wobbled on one leg, trying to get his pants back on while keeping his dignity intact. 
 
    “I bet you have, you saucy minx,” Grim chipped in from where he was floating dreamily over the pool and taunting the hippocampus. 
 
    “You make your jokes, but you come and talk to me after you’ve run a house and magical menagerie for as long as I have, Grim,” Lilli said. “You’d be amazed at how often you’re obliged to clap eyes on a magician in naught but his birthday suit after he’s managed to set himself ablaze over a cauldron fire and had to divest himself of his clothes in a hurry.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if ‘amazed’ would be the adjective I’d go for,” Grim replied thoughtfully. “‘Horrified’ might be a good one. Or ‘aghast’, maybe. ‘Appalled’ could work quite nicely, too.”   
 
    “I’m just saying that I know a bookish mage when I see one,” the dwarven maid said. “And I've seen more than a few of the gaffer’s associates, especially in the quieter recent years, get so caught up in their studies that they forget what the bread and butter of magical work is supposed to be. They start muttering to themselves about ancient runes and secret incantations, and pretty soon, they’re the lad or lady at dinner parties that you cross your fingers you won’t get sat next to for fear of having your ear chewed off—literally in one baffling case.” 
 
    “Lucius doesn’t strike me as an ear-eater,” Joe said, pulling on his jeans and buckling his belt. 
 
    “None of them do until they’ve got you by the tragus, dear, that’s my point,” Lilli said. “I know the pair of you young fellows didn’t start out on the best of terms, but it might be worth remembering you’re both on the same team—the Curators team.” 
 
    “I know,” Joe said. 
 
    “Reminding Lucius Umbra to get outside, breathe some fresh air, or talk to someone who isn’t absorbed by the written word of those long dead quite so much as Vasmo is could be beneficial,” Lilli told him. “Who knows, he might learn something that isn’t written on a scroll.” 
 
    “Like how to appreciate a good ale, or how to sneak up on an unsuspecting foe,” Grim added. “Those are the kind of healthy skills that young geezers like you and he should be focusing on. Those are the kinds of things that’ll keep you alive when the going gets tough.” 
 
    Joe pulled his sweater over his head. “What’s he reading about anyway?” he asked. 
 
    “Not for me to say. A magician’s research is his own private business,” Lilli said. “But you can ask him, I'm sure.” 
 
    And with her ten cents having been well and truly given, Lilli grabbed Joe’s discarded towel and bustled off. 
 
    As it turned out, Joe didn’t have to do as Lilli suggested. While he was finishing up feeding a coin to the drake and rounding out his chores by slipping the invisible, and not definitely there, pollywogs their tin of anchovies, Lucius, Vasmo, and Aida walked into the dungeon. 
 
    “All done?” Vasmo barked. 
 
    “All done,” Joe said, waggling the empty tin of anchovies at him. 
 
    “Splendid,” Vasmo said. 
 
    Joe tossed the used anchovies tin into the air. Grim opened up and snapped closed on it. There was a grinding noise, and when Grim opened again, the tin was gone.  
 
    Vasmo walked over to Joe while Lucius showed Aida around the dungeon. The old man gave Joe a half-hearted pat on the back and then, to Joe’s surprise, said in a subdued murmur, “I’d like to give you an apology for last night, Ramsey.” 
 
    Joe blinked. “There’s nothing to apologize for, gaffer,” he said. 
 
    Vasmo waggled his head around as if to say he wasn’t buying that one. “Young Aida has cleared things up somewhat. I had a talk with her. She explained why it was you went to see her. She told me what you talked about.” 
 
    Joe nodded. “Vasmo,” he said carefully, “when she was talking about her parents, it didn’t sound to me like the kind of yarn some traumatized young woman would come out with. She sounded sure. She sounded—” 
 
    “Like she was telling the truth,” Vasmo said. “Yes, I divined as much. It goes without saying that I believe Aida about her parents now. After seeing her tattoos…” The old man shook his head and gave a short laugh. “By Jove, but her parents never even uttered so much as a whisper about that.” 
 
    “Sounds like they take the responsibility for the guardianship of the grimoire pretty seriously,” Joe commented. 
 
    “As they should,” the venerable mage said vehemently, tugging at his beard in his agitation. “Still, I’d never seen the likes of those tattoos before. Quite remarkable. It explains their family’s behavior, too. Very secretive, though I always chalked that up to her father being such a successful inventor.” 
 
    Joe nodded over at Lucius. “How did you manage to pry him from the library and get him down here?” he asked. 
 
    “With great reluctance,” Vasmo said. “Until, that is, I told Mr. Umbra that he was coming down here to finally choose his magical creature.” 
 
    Joe looked sharply at Vasmo, but the face of the leader of the Curators was completely inscrutable.  
 
    Joe looked then at Lucius, running his gaze over the young man. He had changed a little since becoming part of the family as it were—a lot more since the fight with Reaver in the bowels of that Unlucky Fried Chicken joint. His black hair was no longer so assiduously slicked back, and his bright green eyes weren’t quite so annoyingly haughty. When he spoke though, he still had his crisp Etonian accent that couldn’t help but occasionally dig Joe’s nerves in the ribs. 
 
    Generally, though, Joe got the impression that the other young man didn’t take himself quite so seriously anymore. 
 
    And that’s always a good thing, no matter who you are. 
 
    Lucius was exuding a sense of having more on his mind than the future that he might once have expected to be handed. Grim was, after all, meant to have been bonded with him. Like so many long pre-arranged plans, though, that particular scheme of the Occult Conclave had never amounted to anything and had been quickly turned on its head by the grimoire’s own capricious desire to bond with Joe. 
 
     Joe followed Vasmo over to where Lucius was strolling around the pens with Aida. It was only after being told the reason for them all coming down to the menagerie that Joe perceived that Lucius wasn’t just cruising around getting an eyeful at the magical beasts that called the place home. Nor was he playing tour guide to Aida. He was moving along the rows of stalls, cages, and miniature habitats with a thoughtful, proprietorial eye. 
 
    He looked like he was shopping. 
 
    Lucius continued to walk around the menagerie for a while with Aida. Joe watched them, content to hang back while Vasmo made a quick tour of the pens to make sure everything was shipshape. 
 
    Lucius and Aida talked quietly together. Occasionally, Lucius would pause at an enclosure to mutter or say something about a particular creature’s qualities or perceived faults to Aida. For her part, Aida would nod or shake her head. Once or twice, she grinned at Lucius, leaning in to crack some joke or other. 
 
    Joe got the strong feeling, what with the sidelong glances that the other young man was shooting at Aida, that Lucius was trying to impress her. Joe didn’t mind this. In fact, he thought it was probably a good thing; breaking the ice and establishing a rapport with another living person might be just the thing to get Lucius out of the library. 
 
    Aida didn’t seem to be having a bar of anything that came close to flirting, however. She was polite and friendly but made a point of making sure eye contact stayed within the limits of decency. She patted Lucius on the arm occasionally but never let her touch linger. 
 
    Bloody hell, Joe thought, giving his head a small shake, would you listen to me. I sound like bloody Doctor Phil or someone. 
 
    The clearing of the throat of authority snapped Joe out of his analytical trance. 
 
    “Mr. Umbra,” Vasmo said, “are you ready to form your bond?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Predictably, Lucius ended up standing in front of the enclosure of one of the menagerie’s more impressive and regal residents: a relative of the gryphon, the impressive and mighty-looking axex. 
 
    It was predictable, not because of anything to do with Lucius as a person, but everything to do with the fact that Lucius was a young male. Any bloke in his place would have done the same. Joe thought he would probably have gone for the exact same creature if he had been in Lucius’ spot and given a free pick of the menagerie. Factor in Aida and, well… 
 
    “You put a guy in a car showroom, with a young woman at his side, and he’s not going to choose the Ford Fiesta over the Ferrari, is he?” Joe said to Grim under his breath. 
 
    “No matter the difference in price and fuel economy,” Grim added.  
 
    The axex was a gryphon with the body of a cheetah, and the head and neck of a hawk. It was a rockstar so far as magical creatures went, with great golden wings folded on its back, massive paws big enough to squash a man’s head, and claws that looked more than capable of peeling said man’s face off his skull afterwards.  
 
    “How surprising that you should opt for such a modest and unostentatious beast, Mr. Umbra,” Vasmo said. 
 
    It was hard to tell under the beard that looked like it had been crafted from the wool of a sheep that had spent the past week in a peat bog, but Joe rather thought that the old man was grinning. 
 
    “The axex was generally viewed, by those gryphon connoisseurs the Ancient Egyptians, as the first amongst the gryphon species. The wildest, the most magical, the most powerful, the most intelligent, and the most beautiful.” 
 
    As Vasmo spoke, the axex tossed its kingly head and regarded the small group of humans through haughty yellow eyes. 
 
    “Axex do, biologically and physiologically speaking, excel in a lot of things within the gryphon family group,” Vasmo continued, assuming his lecturer’s air. “Their physical strength towers over the likes of the opinicus and the keythong, for example. They are wild at heart and can’t be tamed with near as much ease the other gryphon breeds. All other members of the extended family, both those of good and evil temperament, will obey the axex’s raw power out of fear.” 
 
    “The Egyptians were mad about them,” Grim said reminiscently. “I remember they used to call ’em King Gryphons or Sun Gryphons, due to their belief that the axex sucked up all their power from the sun’s rays. Like walking solar panels. Old Hatshepsut was a big fan. She used to have a half-dozen of the things stationed around her throne if I recall correctly. Things are a bit hazy, seeing as that was over three thousand years ago now, but she used to get through a lot of servants. I remember that much.” 
 
    “They couldn’t hack the stress?” Joe asked. 
 
    Grim turned slowly in the air to look down on him. 
 
    “Couldn’t hack the stress?” the grimoire repeated in an incredulous voice. “Those were the days of the pharaohs, mate. There wasn’t any of this sick leave. They couldn’t just take a ‘mental health day’ and stay home and play PlayStation if they drew the throne room detail. They were slaves. It was turn up for work or have your block knocked off.” 
 
    “Then why did she go through so many slaves?” Joe asked. 
 
    “The axex ate ’em,” Grim said. 
 
    “Hmm,” Joe said. He turned to look back at Lucius.   
 
    Lucius was in the middle of listing the reasons why he thought the axex was just the type of creature that suited him. He was talking to Aida in a low, enthusiastic voice. Joe couldn’t make out precisely what he was going on about, but he thought it was likely Lucius Umbra was mirroring the qualities of the axex to the attributes he believed he possessed. 
 
    “The skull of this axex is adorned with the three curved appendages that some researchers have suggested bear a resemblance to the crest found on modern-day roosters,” Lucius said loftily. He glanced from Aida to Vasmo as he said this and failed to note the way the axex bridled at being compared to a rooster. 
 
    Joe didn’t. 
 
    “That is, indeed, a male,” Vasmo agreed casually. “And that is precisely why you trying to bond with that is, precocious a young scholar as you are, is about as sagacious an idea as—” 
 
    But Lucius was blathering on again almost like he was giving a pontification to Aida. His eyes shone as looked down on the axex, as the magnificent creature settled into a prone position and preened the feathers on one foreleg. 
 
    Joe was reminded of what Lilli said to him not an hour before about too much book-learning sometimes being counterproductive. He thought about saying something along those lines to Lucius but then resisted. He knew how he would have taken advice from another young man if he was in the middle of showing off to a girl. 
 
    “The pride of youth is the spark that has lit many a fire of achievement,” Vasmo had once said to him. “Yet it is worth remembering, Mr. Ramsey, that it is the same smoldering flare that has set many a wizard’s underpants on fire, too. There is nothing quite like bearing your buttocks to the world to learn a mage humility.” 
 
    “The ancient Egyptians worshiped them as gods,” the young man was continuing while Aida made polite noises of interest. 
 
    Joe saw the axex preen a little more at this. 
 
    “But, then again, the ancient Egyptians sounded like they would worship almost anything as a god,” Lucius said a trifle dismissively. 
 
    The axex’s head rose. It’s pupils constricted into tight little bands of black. 
 
    “This should be good,” Grim said conversationally, nudging Joe’s shoulder. 
 
    Vasmo seemed to have sensed the same thing. 
 
    “The time for talk is over, Mr. Umbra,” he said, a warning note in his voice. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lucius asked. 
 
    The axex jumped over the gate that fronted its enclosure, springing over it as easily as a wayward sheep over a dry-stone wall. 
 
    Aida stepped aside as the big creature strode past her, making its way towards a suddenly back-peddling Lucius. 
 
    “Remember, kid,” Grim called in a hearty voice, “if it goes in for a low swipe with those claws, just let your hex-vest take the blow.” 
 
    A hex-vest was a defensive item that looked just like a normal tactical vest. However, the armor plates were manufactured from interwoven and layered sheets constructed from shed basilisk skin. These sheets, Vasmo said, had been compressed with defensive incantations, sown into thin pockets, which were then laminated in minotaur saliva, before being covered in one more layer of defensive spells. 
 
    Joe had no idea if any of that was true. He wouldn’t have put it past the wily old enchanter to have brought some tactical vests off eBay and then chucked a few spells at them. However, he couldn’t deny that they did seem to protect the wearer from weaker, run-of-the-mill enemy spells, as well as mundane physical blows. 
 
    “It’s only showing you who is boss, not actually trying to kill you,” Grim was saying. “The hex-vest will stop those kinds of blows from spilling your guts, no worries.” 
 
    “I’m not wearing my hex-vest!” Lucius said. 
 
    “Right… I see…” Grim said. 
 
    Joe poked the grimoire with a finger. “Come on,” he said in a quiet voice. “Give the guy a break. This is a big moment for him. He shouldn’t be having to deal with your mind games as well.” 
 
    “Well put, Mr. Ramsey,” Vasmo said, casting a baleful eye at Grim. “Keep your covers shut, Grim.” 
 
    The axex towered over Lucius, its sharp talons digging into the stone floor as it glared at him with its piercing yellow eyes. To his credit, Joe could see that Lucius knew well enough that bonding with the beast would be a challenge, but the other man looked like he was determined to succeed. 
 
    “Come on, man, you can do it,” Joe said. 
 
    He knew that the last remaining wall that lay between him and Lucius being good mates was that built by Lucius’ current inability to harness a magical creature’s power and use it as his own through the link that was forged when man and beast became bond-linked. 
 
    “Come on,” Joe said again. “Show it that you’re not afraid. Show it respect. Show it you’re to be respected in turn.” 
 
    Lucius squared his shoulders and stepped forward, holding out a hand to the axex in both greeting and a command to halt its advance. The axex let out a low growl, its sable pupils fixed on the green eyes of the young man as if daring him to make another move. 
 
    Joe could almost feel how Lucius was trying to project a sense of calm and confidence as he approached the beast. He reached out to stroke its feathers, but the axex snapped its beak shut just inches from his hand. 
 
    As Lucius backed instinctively away, the axex let out a deafening screech that echoed off the dungeon walls. Some of the other creatures shifted restlessly in their pens, calling out with roars and shrieks of their own. 
 
    Suddenly, the creature lunged forward, knocking Lucius off his feet with a well-aimed paw to the mid-section and pinning him to the ground with its massive talons. 
 
    “Oh, crap on a crab cake,” Grim said quietly. 
 
    For a moment, Lucius looked like he thought he was done for. But then, Joe saw something shifted in the axex’s expression. Its eyes softened slightly, and it let out a low, rumbling purr. Slowly, it released the pressure of its paw on the man’s chest. 
 
    With an obvious surge of hope, Lucius tried to sit up, his black hair all over his face. However, the axex let out another fierce screech, sending him sprawling back to the ground, his hands clamped over his ears. 
 
    Despite his best efforts, Lucius couldn’t seem to win the great creature’s trust. 
 
    “I told him,” Joe heard Vasmo mutter to himself. “I told him. A male axex is the pinnacle of sentient pride. As such trying to tame it without a female’s touch is as pointless an enterprise as trying to teach a duck how to juggle flaming torches.”  
 
    Lucius got to his feet, his teeth gritted. After several more attempts, however, and several more instances of Lucius being shoved unceremoniously onto his arse, Lucius had made no more progress. Joe could see the frustration writ large over the other guy’s face. He couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. 
 
    The axex finally showed it had had enough by grabbing Lucius by the back of his jacket with its beak and tossing him ten feet through the air. He landed hard and rolled, leaving a string of curses in his wake. The axex turned its back on him and retreated to the far corner of the menagerie. It hopped back over its enclosure rail and shoved its beak into a trough of fresh iguana hearts that Joe left out for it that morning. 
 
    Lucius slumped against a barrel of grain that he had fetched up against. He looked defeated. Joe knew well enough that he had hoped to bond with the magnificent beast, but it seemed that the universe was a fickler and crueler thing than any of them had guessed. 
 
    He could have at least bonded with something, Joe thought, tactfully looking away so that Lucius could gather himself. Any beast would be better than nothing. 
 
    “What do we have here?” Vasmo mused. 
 
    Joe looked over at the old man. His attention seemed to be back on Lucius. Joe turned. 
 
    A jackalope, a little magical beast that was basically a jackrabbit with the horns of an antelope, had hopped over from across the dungeon to Lucius and was gently headbutting his booted foot. 
 
    “Away with you,” Lucius grumbled, flapping a hand at the jackalope as it vied to get his attention. 
 
    Instead of buggering off, the jackalope started springing and jumping around Lucius, in the manner of a kid at the back of a classroom sticking its hand up in a vain attempt to be noticed by a teacher. 
 
    “Be off with you,” Lucius snapped, obviously getting cross with it and thinking that this was precisely the kind of cherry he hadn’t wanted to top off this particular cake. 
 
    The jackalope wouldn’t relent, though. 
 
    Joe knew a little about the creature—as he knew a little bit about all the charges under his care. They were typically shy and elusive creatures that were generally more active at night. According to some of Vasmo’s notes, which Joe had spent some of his evenings going over, the jackalope could run at speeds of up to forty-five miles per hour, jump up to twenty feet in a single bound, and was extremely difficult to catch. It was its incredible elusiveness, in fact, that accounted for the very few genuine taxidermist-stuffed bodies of the creatures—and why even when a human saw a real one that had been stuffed, they assumed it was a Frankenstein-style model that someone had knocked up.  
 
    Lucius hauled himself to his feet. 
 
    “I said, get out of it!” he snapped, and he aimed a casual kick at the bouncing animal. 
 
    The jackalope dodged the kick with absolute ease. Then it cocked its horned head at Lucius, spun, and delivered a beauty of a kick with its back legs, right to the young man’s shin. 
 
    Lucius couldn’t have gone down harder if a team of horses had pulled his legs out from under him. He smacked onto the unforgiving stone floor chest first. His breath exploded out of him in a breathy wheeze. His chin bounced off the ground with teeth-rattling force and was split open. 
 
    And there was a flash of warm orange light. 
 
    Joe winced and then gasped as his vision was filled with a big purple sun spot courtesy of the flash of light. 
 
    “Ah, that would be that, then,” the old magician said. 
 
    Joe turned, blinking, and saw Vasmo getting to his feet and dusting off his robes. It looked like the flash of orange light had startled him as well and caused him to fall over. He didn’t look put out, though. On the contrary, the venerable magician’s eyes were sparkling delightedly. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘that would be that’?” Lucius asked thickly. He was sitting up and cradling his chin in his hand. It was bleeding quite profusely. He was staring daggers at the jackalope, which looked rather pleased with itself. 
 
    Vasmo looked around as if surprised that he was the only one that had come to the conclusion he had evidently arrived at. 
 
    “Well, the jackalope has chosen you, Mr. Umbra,” he said simply. 
 
    “But, I didn’t choose the jackalope!” Lucius insisted, wincing as he got to his feet. He tried to put his full weight on his kicked leg and let out a little moan. 
 
    “Nothing quite like a good shin kick,” Joe commented. 
 
    “I was hoping for the axex. That was the creature I was making overtures towards,” Lucius said. 
 
    “We noticed,” Aida said, trying to hide her smile. Malkin was openly grinning on her shoulder. 
 
    “Perhaps your overtures weren’t romantic enough?” Grim suggested. 
 
    “Grim…” Joe said, trying to head off a Lucius explosion. 
 
    Lucius wasn’t listening, though. He was looking down at the little jackalope, which was staring up at him with its shiny little bunny eyes. 
 
    “That’s the thing about magic, young Umbra,” Vasmo said as he moved towards the door of the dungeon, pausing only to give one of the hellhounds a scratch behind its ears, “it really is under no obligation to make a lick of sense for you.” 
 
    Lucius didn’t look as if he was comforted much by this insight, but Joe watched as the young man knelt and held out his hand to the jackalope. 
 
    “You’re my bond-mate?” he asked in his private school accent. “You? Really?” 
 
    The jackalope looked at him with those eyes, which many people might have been tempted to describe as vacant, but which Joe thought more likely belonged to a creature with a really good poker face. 
 
    “I have a bond-mate?” Lucius said. Blood dripped from his split chin and pattered on the stones.   
 
    It was a slightly softer side to the young man than Joe often saw as if he was finally divesting himself of the conceit that he used as an armor. 
 
    “It’s like my mum is always so fond of saying when I do something silly,” Aida said to Vasmo. “The very fabric of magic probably spends most of its time patiently waiting for our wits to grow sharper so that we can use it.” 
 
    “Seems a mite chaotic way to view life,” Lucius sniffed as he patted the jackalope inexpertly on the head. 
 
    “Haven’t you heard, Lucius?” Aida said, and Joe saw the more sheltered young man color at the mere mention of his name from the woman’s lips. 
 
    “Heard what?” Lucius asked. 
 
    “Heard that most great changes are preceded by chaos,” Aida said. 
 
    She reached out so that she could give Malkin a little tickle under his chin and then followed Vasmo out of the dungeon.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a couple of weeks of sitting around the house, Aida was itching to get out. Joe knew this because she never missed an opportunity to tell him so. The only outings they had been allowed on, at the express order of Vasmo, had been in the immediate surrounding area. The elderly wizard had not wanted Aida to leave the house at all, but he had relented under the sheer, unmitigated force of the young woman’s silence when he had told her of this plan. 
 
    Joe and Lucius had thus been charged with keeping Aida company, whilst taking her out to places that were both crowded with tourists and fairly close to Metanoia Drive. This had included a visit to the Orleans House Gallery, the Kilmorey Mausoleum, and Strawberry Hill, the small, white Gothic castle that had inspired Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. 
 
    It was on a particularly balmy English autumn lunchtime, whilst Joe, Lucius, and Aida were meandering through Twickenham Farmers Market and picking up some comestibles for Durango, when Aida announced that she was wanting to do something fun that evening. 
 
    Joe sighed. He had been waiting for this. Waiting for it, thinking about how best to answer it, and he still had nothing. He ignored the comment for the time being and gazed around at the teeming market. It was full of normal everyday goings on, none of which revolved around magic, intrigue, or the Iron Order. 
 
    Nestled in the heart of Twickenham, the farmer’s market was a vibrant and bustling hub of activity that brought a touch of rural charm to this suburban corner of London. Every Saturday morning, the market came alive with an array of stalls, each offering a treasure trove of fresh produce, artisanal goods, and a vibrant sense of community. 
 
    Underneath a canopy of colorful awnings, vendors displayed their offerings with pride. Tables were laden with a rich tapestry of fruits and vegetables, each one a testament to the season’s bounty—or so many of the banners over them proclaimed. The air was alive with the sweet aroma of freshly baked bread, pastries, and aromatic coffee that wafted from nearby stalls. 
 
    Cheese mongers showcased wheels of artisan cheeses, their scents mingling with the earthy fragrance of handpicked mushrooms and freshly cut herbs. Shoppers moved through the market with a sense of purpose, inspecting the goods and engaging in friendly conversations with the vendors, many of whom were proud local farmers. 
 
    Craftsmen displayed handmade goods that ranged from intricately woven baskets to hand-carved wooden utensils. The market wasn’t just a place to purchase food; it was a celebration of craftsmanship, quality, and the pleasure of discovering unique items that carried a story. 
 
    Children’s laughter echoed in the air as families explored the market together, selecting items for the week’s meals or indulging in delectable treats. The market provided a backdrop for social connections, where neighbors exchanged greetings and swapped stories about the week gone by. 
 
    “Oi, did you hear me?” Aida asked. 
 
    Joe blinked and hefted the shopping bag in his hand. It was sweetcorn season, and Durango had ordered them to get as many cobs as they could so that he might whip up a type of corn casserole that evening. In his other hand he had a sausage in a bun. He took a bite of it, doing his best not to spill any of the fried onions, and chewed pensively.   
 
    With the multi-hued leaves skating through the gutters thanks to the occasional fresh gust of wind, and the sun shining weakly through cotton wool clouds, it was a day that was ripe with possibilities. 
 
    Joe swallowed. 
 
    “There’s no way that Vasmo is going to let you do anything you, Lucius, or I would deem as fun,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t think?” Aida asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Joe said. 
 
    “He’s let us do stuff like this,” Aida said, gesturing around the market stalls, many of whom had just started the process of closing up for the day. 
 
    “Yes, but that’s because we’re basically grocery shopping in the middle of the day, surrounded by hundreds of other people,” Joe pointed out. “I think he’s banking on that fact, coupled with the certitude that you’re not going to be actively looking for trouble, to ensure your relative safety from any members of the Iron Order who might be out looking for you.”  
 
    “I suppose that it really depends on what you might classify as fun, though,” Lucius said. He had his head tilted back so that the sun fell full on his face. He had a smoothie in one hand. Over his shoulders, he had a backpack slung. This backpack occasionally shifted, almost imperceptibly, as Lucius’ habitually nocturnal new bond-mate stirred in its sleep. 
 
    “My guess would be that Aida’s idea of fun is the same as mine and as yours—well, maybe not yours, Lucius—and involves staying out late, getting what Vasmo would refer to as ‘rascally drunk’, and then waking up in the morning with a brain that feels as if it’s been kicked into a vat of gin by a Grand National Winner and a mouth that tastes like you’ve been licking the inside of a chimney.” 
 
    Lucius opened his eyes and looked down his nose at Joe. “That sounds utterly repulsive,” he said. 
 
    “You get my drift though, right?” Joe said. “Aida is hinting that she would like to go out and take old London town by storm.” 
 
    “Painting it every color of the rainbow in the process,” Aida added, grinning wickedly at the two men. “Except beige, perhaps.” 
 
    “Beige isn’t actually part of the rain—” Lucius started to say. 
 
    “It’s a figure of speech, Lucius.” Aida sighed. 
 
    “Ah, an evening fueled by libations,” Lucius said knowingly. 
 
    “Who is this guy?” came Grim’s voice from the satchel I had slung across my body. “A Roman senator?” 
 
    “The point is, boys,” Aida said, as the three of them got to their feet and Joe disposed of his ketchup-covered napkin in a litter bin, “the actual point is that I want to do something a little bit more invigorating than we usually do. Something that gets the blood pumping, you know?” 
 
    “So you say,” Lucius said, a trifle stiffly, “but don’t you think it’s smarter to keep your head down. I mean, I know Vasmo can be a bit of a museum piece at times, but I can see where he’s coming from in wanting to keep you safe.” 
 
    “I can see where he’s coming from, too,” Aida said seriously, putting her hand on Lucius’ shoulder, “but I won’t let those a-holes in the Iron Order incarcerate me through fear of what they might do. I won’t let them, Lucius. You saw that movie with the rather spunky, moody, emo bloke in, didn’t you? The one where he says that fear is the mind-killer? I agree with that. I think fear is a choice. Danger is a tangible thing—you can feel it and see it—but I think you elect to be afraid. It’s a consequence of your introspections. And I choose not to be. At least, not tonight.” 
 
    Joe caught Lucius’ eye. 
 
    “I think you’re going to want to use that line when you hit old Vasmo with this request,” Joe said. 
 
    “I concur,” Lucius said. “That was eloquently put. Convincing.” 
 
    “So, did you have something in mind?” Joe asked as they headed back to Cresswell Road to catch the bus back to York Street. 
 
    Aida twirled around a lamppost, her raven hair streaming behind in its complicated braid. Malkin was being kept in one of those cringe-worthy bags with the mesh in front that some people insist on carrying their dogs around in. Joe had never seen the point of those kinds of dogs. If a dog didn’t have the stamina to go for a walk and had to be carried around everywhere, then that was a pointless animal, to his mind. 
 
    “I want to kick up my heels and not feel like I’m in a prison,” she said. She stopped her spinning and pulled the two young men close. “Specifically,” she said in a quieter voice, “I want to do something that makes me feel like I am still part of the magical world.” 
 
    “Um, we live in a mansion with a gargoyle chef, a dwarf maid, and a magical menagerie in the basement,” Joe pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Aida said. “But that’s so domestic. That’s what it was like for me at home. I miss the extra-mundane.” 
 
    Joe blew out his cheeks as he saw the bus heading down the road towards them. 
 
    “Well, all you can do is ask Vasmo,” he said, being very careful to emphasize the ‘you’. “What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    “All he can say is no,” Lucius said democratically. 
 
    Aida winked at the two of them as the bus came to stop. “He might,” she said, “but he won’t.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As anticipated, Vasmo initially resisted the idea. He resisted it with characteristic feeling. 
 
    “Are you completely barmy, Aida?” were his actual words when Aida broached the subject with him after they had returned with the groceries. “I can’t just have you three running amok all over London. What would your father say?” 
 
    “Probably to keep my eyes peeled, my wits sharp, and my dancing feet moving,” Aida said. 
 
    Vasmo blinked. “Would he really?” he asked. 
 
    Aida sighed and gave her godfather a heartfelt embrace. “I know what you promised my father, Vasmo,” she said. “I also know that you made that promise to him when I was a little girl. I’m a grown woman now.” Her voice became a touch firmer, but her genuine smile didn’t diminish one jot. “I’m asking you out of respect. Because you’ve been wonderful enough to let me stay here with you all.” 
 
    “But—” Vasmo began, but Joe could tell his heart wasn’t in it. He might have been a powerful and wise mage, learned in deep lore and all the rest of it, but he was still, underneath the stunning cloak that was Momo, just a man. He was just a man, as incapable of standing against the implacable will of a strong, self-assured woman, as most other men were. 
 
    “One night out will not draw undue suspicion, Vasmo,” Aida said. “London is a vast place, and the Iron Order will have no definite way of knowing that I even came down here after they destroyed my home.” 
 
    Vasmo worked his mouth, his besom-like beard moving up and down in his agitation. 
 
    “Besides,” Aida said, taking the grizzled mage’s hand in hers and giving it a squeeze, “I’ll have these two strapping lads with me, won’t I? Both of whom are lean, mean, and full of the arcane.” 
 
    Vasmo gave Joe and Lucius a very skeptical look. 
 
    Lucius was looking determinedly at the floor, but Joe returned the old wizard’s worried stare. 
 
    “Gaffer, I know you’d rather Aida stay locked up nice and safe with us until whatever the hell is going on has passed, or we’ve all died of old age, but I think she’s right,” he said. “Besides, it’ll be good for Lucius and me, too.” 
 
    “Of course, you’d say that, Mr. Ramsey,” Vasmo scoffed. “You want to go out and get completely sozzled at one of the many discotheques that this city is renowned for. There’s an establishment that an acquaintance of mine took me to called The Cave of the Golden Calf—can’t have been more than a few years ago now. What a place! I’ve never seen such scantily clad—” 
 
    Joe held up a hand. As a born and bred Londoner, he knew all about The Cave of the Golden Calf. He had read how it had a significant impact on the cultural scene of London and how it was still remembered today as a symbol of the capital’s vibrant and experimental nightlife scene. And he also knew that it had closed down in 1925 or 1926. 
 
    “I meant that Lucius and I need to learn more about the magical world,” he said. “Aspects of the extra-mundane that you’ve neglec— That you’ve not had time to actually teach us much about. So, maybe, we could look at this little jaunt around town with Aida as a… school trip of sorts.” 
 
    “Great jingoistic bullfrogs, but I’d like to see the school that took an outing to The Cave of the Golden Calf!” exclaimed Vasmo. 
 
    Slowly but surely, Vasmo was gradually won over. Lucius took heart from the way that Joe had not been issued with a stern rebuke and added his voice to the debate. 
 
    Vasmo nodded solemnly a couple of times. “Lucius does need to learn to move around with his new jackalope in the real world,” he said, “and learn how to conceal it without arousing suspicion.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Aida said, seizing on this thread of logic, “so this is a good idea for everyone, it seems, no?” 
 
    After some final consideration, Vasmo agreed that they could go but added that he’d need to go with them. Joe saw Aida cringe at the thought of this but only for a fleeting second. It was clear that, as fond as she was of Vasmo, having the old buffer embarrass her was not part of her itinerary. 
 
    Joe, not wanting Aida to have to be in a position where she had to tell Vasmo to forget it, stepped in. 
 
    “Well, if you’re sure you’re going to be able to stay on your feet for twelve hours,  hopping from venue to venue, negotiating packed and sweaty dance floors and dealing with the delights of the Underground after midnight then come along, gaffer,” he said amiably. “We’d be delighted to have you along.” 
 
    Vasmo’s face had gone the slightly waxy white color of vintage milk. He licked his lips. 
 
    “Hopping… on the feet for… midnight, you say,” he muttered. Absent-mindedly, he stroked Momo’s velvety head. “Perhaps, I have been too hasty. Perhaps it would be better if I stayed here. Someone has to man the fort, don’t they?” 
 
    Aida clucked her tongue in disappointment. “You’re sure, Godfather?” she asked. 
 
    “Quite sure, quite sure,” Vasmo said. “As you say, you’ll have Mr. Ramsey and Mr. Umbra with you. The three of you combined will surely be more than strong enough to keep everyone safe and sound.” 
 
    Aida flashed Joe a quick smile and then said, “So, that’s settled, then.” 
 
    “Yes. Settled,” Vasmo said. “When exactly did you want to have this evening out? A couple of week’s time or…?” 
 
    Aida laughed lightly. “Vasmo, you’re so funny,” she said. “No, it’s been a lovely day so far, making ourselves useful and everything, but it is Saturday.” 
 
    “Is it?” the old wizard said. “And that’s good, is it?” 
 
    “It just so happens that it is good, Godfather,” Aida said. 
 
    She turned to Joe and Lucius who were standing dumbly in the hall. 
 
    “Boys?” she said, looking them up and down with the sort of imperiousness usually reserved for queens in the act of inspecting their honor-guard. “Boys, you best go upstairs and get suited and booted. I’ll not have you accompanying me looking like that.” 
 
    Joe was looking forward to a fun day out. He had learned that being optimistic enough in this new life of his to think they wouldn’t land themselves in some sort of trouble by night’s end might be a bit unrealistic, but he had decided to focus on the bonding and not worry about anything else. 
 
    In the intervening two weeks since Lucius had chosen his jackalope, not much had been happening at Metanoia Drive. Everyone had just been going through the motions. Lucius had been spending heaps of time in the library; Joe had been busy with his menagerie jobs; and Aida had been wafting around the place, helping Durango in the kitchen—she was an awful cook, but a keen student—hanging around in the menagerie with Joe, and also sitting in front of the fire in the library. Joe was still getting over the ‘lemon and tuna surprise’ which he had served up to him once lunchtime. He’d not been able to pinpoint where the lemon had come in, there had been probably just about enough tuna, but the surprise factor had taken his breath away. 
 
    Thinking that this downtime was as fine an opportunity to do some serious bonding with Lucius and cement their friendship even further, Joe had been mentoring the other young man while he got to terms with his jackalope, Thorn. Neither of them were calling it ‘mentoring’ of course—that would have sat about as well with Lucius as a pair of barbed wire y-fronts—but that’s, more or less, what it was. 
 
    Joe would sit with a book in the menagerie or in the empty ballroom while Lucius drew power and formed spells with Thorn. Occasionally, and only when asked, he would offer a piece of advice, which Lucius would usually completely ignore. He would also act as a target for Lucius spells, as the other man refined them. He would soak the ice magic in and then, every now and again when he got bored, he would eject it in spells that Lucius would then have to dodge or block with magic of his own. 
 
    Everyone had been spending time together, but there was a difference between hanging out at home and getting a chance to get out and about in the big smoke. 
 
    “Boys, didn’t you hear me?” Aida said again, jerking Joe from his blank-faced reveries. “Upstairs. Change. Now.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Joe asked as Aida ushered him and Lucius towards the sweeping staircase. 
 
    “You’ll see, boys, you’ll see,” was all Aida said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The game of centaur polo was like an underground event for the upper-crust. Only outside. 
 
    Joe was thinking that it was going to be a hoity-toity affair, where cucumber sandwiches played a pivotal role and everyone was wearing their jumpers tied loosely around their necks. The moment they arrived at the secret, hex-protected venue, though, there was only one thought in his head. 
 
    This is something else entirely. 
 
    It was more of an event for the young rebels of magical society. There was almost a fraternity party vibe to it, although it was still far more cultured than that. 
 
    “It’s a university party crossed with a medieval fate, that’s what it is,” he said to himself in a stunned voice as he and the others pushed through the jostling, laughing, boozy crowd. 
 
    The game was being played in a deserted and magically protected part of Syon Park, near the banks of the Thames but tucked out of sight of prying eyes in a copse of handy trees. 
 
    There was music filling the air like a golden haze. The afternoon sun bathed the milling spectators, turning the shorn grass to a glittering emerald green. Champagne flowed from fountains, and trays of vol-au-vents floated over the heads of the crowd, descending whenever a peckish guest clicked their fingers. 
 
    Joe had never been to the likes of it, nor Lucius. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, it’s not a bad attempt at a knees-up,” Grim said grudgingly. 
 
    Joe rolled his eyes at Aida and then mimed along with Grim as the grimoire said, “Not like they used to do things back in the bad old days, which in retrospect were so bloody good.” 
 
    “Like a broken record,” Joe said under his breath to her. 
 
    Aida laughed. 
 
    Grim turned his front cover with its two eye-like dents in Aida’s direction. 
 
    “I’m serious, girl,” the grimoire said. “Say what you like about blood sports; they might have had a bad rep by modern standards, but there are few things that unite a crowd and get the collective blood pumping like watching a bunch of absolutely rat-arsed blokes go at one another with spears and swords. That was when the Romans had just rocked up, mind. Loved their blood sports did the Romans. A vicious bunch of bastards, but they accomplished a lot.” 
 
    The centaur polo game was a spectacle. There was no other word for it. Joe had never actually watched a game. He’d assumed for the longest time that it wasn’t actually a real sport but just some weird pastime the royal family engaged in during press events. 
 
    Joe didn’t really pay the gang in Buckingham Palace much mind, seeing them as divorced from real life as it was possible to be. Still, whenever he heard something about them it was always because they’d been up to something odd. There had been a particular toe-sucking incident that his Uncle Steve never got tired of bringing up around anyone who was particularly pro-royal. 
 
    Obviously, the main difference in centaur polo was that the centaurs didn’t have riders. They were both rider and steed. They used the mallets themselves, which was all to the good in Joe’s mind as it turned a rather insipid game into one that was almost like a far more high-speed and vicious version of lacrosse or hurling. 
 
    Each of the centaurs was daubed in paint, rather than wearing shirts, to show which side they were on. Their manes were plaited back in warriors’ tails, as were their actual tails, and there were bones and feathers woven through them. 
 
    Joe found it utterly amazing. 
 
    “This might be even better than football,” he whispered to himself as he watched the brutal game unfold in front of them.  
 
    “Don’t let your Uncle Steve hear you say that,” Grim quipped. Joe could barely hear the grimoire hovering above him over the screaming of the spectators. 
 
    “How do you—” Joe started to say. 
 
    “Hello, I share your head, don’t I, mate?” Grim pointed out. “And I’ll say for the record that Uncle Steve sounds like a top geezer.” 
 
    “How come I can’t share your mind in the same creepy way, then?” Joe grumbled. 
 
    “Maybe ’cause you ain’t really had a butcher’s,” the grimoire said casually. 
 
    This gave Joe something to think on, but not for long as the action in front of him took over all his attention. 
 
    The centaurs thundered across the field. Their hooves churned and kicked up clods of earth and grass as they jostled for position. The muscles rippled and bulged under their skin. Their coats were of all colors: roan, palomino, gray, dun, black, and bay. 
 
    The ball, a brightly colored orb of silver instead of the traditional white, flew back and forth between the teams, each one fiercely determined to score. The centaurs whooped with delight, their cries in their own tongue sounding like battle calls more than anything else. They were the kind of harsh, eager voices that should have been accompanied by the clash of spear on shield, rather than mallet on ball.  
 
    The ferocity with which the two sides crashed and smashed into one another was enough to put Joe’s teeth on edge. The creatures plowed into one another with a heedless, fearless energy that made his blood tingle. They were clearly immensely strong. 
 
    Joe had once read somewhere (on the loo whilst working on a job with his uncle in one of London’s leading newspaper publishers if he recalled correctly) that according to some estimates, a charging knight could reach speeds of up to thirty miles per hour or more and could generate a force of several thousand pounds when he struck an opponent. Joe had never really appreciated this, just as he had never appreciated just how genuinely screwed and dead a foot soldier would be when he’d seen them ridden down in a movie. 
 
    After watching the centaur’s polo game for about three minutes, that had changed. 
 
    “There are six to a side,” Lucius noted. 
 
    “That’s not usual?” Joe asked, not taking his eyes from the action. 
 
    “In mundane polo there’s usually four to a team, eight on the field of play at time,” Lucius said, in his still somewhat annoying know-all voice. “Honestly, were you raised in a cave or something?” 
 
    Joe glanced sharply at the other man, then saw that he was pulling his leg. He snorted and punched Lucius on the arm. 
 
    “Nah, I was just kidding,” Joe replied. “I was just testing you. I never missed a mundane polo match in my past life—unless it clashed with my weekends out on the yacht, attending the opera, or, obviously, if I was scheduled for a round at the Wentworth Club.” 
 
    Lucius returned his attention to the polo match, but there was a slight bending at the corner of his mouth that made Joe think he had almost made the taciturn young man smile.   
 
    As the game progressed, the crowd roared with alcohol-fueled excitement, cheering on their favorite players and gasping at the close calls. The lead changed hands several times that Joe noticed, though it was hard to follow, with neither team able to gain a decisive advantage. 
 
    No doubt to Grim’s delight, there was more than a little of the claret spilled—and not just by the players. One spectator on the touchline had his nose flattened and both his eyes blackened with a wayward mallet from one of the passing centaurs, who went for the ball and missed. 
 
    On reflection, Joe hadn’t reckoned it was the centaur’s fault. One of the opposition team, a burly bloke with an appaloosa coat, had thrown a handful of mud into his eyes a moment before. 
 
    Another spectator, a fairly rotund, intoxicated and annoying Kiwi woman with a braying voice, had two of her front teeth liberated by a ball that actually hit Grim, where he was floating a couple of feet above the crowd, and then ricocheted into her mouth. 
 
    “That stung a bit,” the grimoire said as Joe watched the woman being carted away by a couple of bar staff. 
 
    “Shut her up, though,” Aida pointed out. 
 
    One centaur was taken off with a leg that was well and truly snapped, while another was administered smelling salts after being kicked in the head by one of his opposition members. This particular incident resulted in a frenetic ten-minute brawl that made even the most ill-tempered NHL team look like a flock of spring lambs gamboling through a field of daisies.    
 
    After that fistfight interlude, the play continued. The centaurs weaved and dodged, their athletic four-legged bodies moving with impressive speed and agility. They swung their mallets with precision, sending the ball hurtling toward the goals with powerful strikes. 
 
    In the final minutes of the game, tensions were high as both teams fought tooth and hoof to secure a victory. Money was changing hands as a selection of satisfyingly disreputable-looking bookies slid through the crowd of onlookers like sharks through a coral reef. The ball skipped off the turf of the arena, ricocheting back and forth from mallet to mallet—and, occasionally, mallet to face—in a frantic dance. 
 
    Finally, with just seconds left on the clock, one of the centaurs broke through the defense and launched a spectacular shot that sailed through the air at hock height, through the legs of a centaur on the other team and stopped only when it struck, with a resounding thwack, into the net of the opposing team’s goal. 
 
    The crowd erupted in beery, bubbly cheers as the victorious centaur team galloped across the field, their mallets held high in triumph. They were neighing and whooping in jubilation, their shrill, wild, and strangely melodic voices making the hairs on the back of Joe’s neck stand on end. It had been an exhilarating and fiercely contested game, one that Joe knew that he would remember until the day he popped his clogs. 
 
    “That,” Joe said, his heart racing and every syllable laced with unconcealed enthusiasm, “was the coolest sporting spectacle I have ever seen! And that includes that London derby between Spurs and Chelsea a couple of years ago.” 
 
    In reply, Aida handed him the tankard she had been quaffing from. Next to him, Lucius’ eyes were fixed on the centaurs that were now gulping heavily from drinking horns as he munched into a game-day pie. 
 
    “How is it?” Joe asked, pointing his chin at the pastry in Lucius’ hands. 
 
    “Good,” Lucius said, spraying puff pastry. 
 
    “What flavor?” Joe asked. 
 
    Lucius looked down and frowned. “You know… I couldn’t say,” he replied. 
 
    “What kind of a question is that to ask?” Grim said. “I might not have a mouth, or a digestive tract, or any identifiable internal organs, but even I know that game-day pies aren’t flavored. They’re just pies, man. Made of pie. Same as every other game-day snack the world over: hotdogs made from hotdogs, currywurst made from currywurst, tacos made from tacos.” 
 
    Stifling a burp and eyes shining with excitement, Aida leaned in and put her arms around Joe and Lucius. 
 
    “What did you think?” she asked. 
 
    “It was… something,” Joe said, completely lost for words. 
 
    “How did you know that a game was being played here today?” Lucius asked, licking pie filling from his fingers. 
 
    “I have my methods and means,” Aida said cryptically. 
 
    “Facebook event, was it?” Joe said. 
 
    “You have to be part of certain circles, you pleb,” Aida teased. 
 
    “Did you hear that, Lucius? Aida just called you a pleb,” Joe said, aghast. 
 
    Lucius made a face as he stuffed the last of his pie into his mouth and brushed off his hands. 
 
    “What have you got in store for these two next, lass?” Grim asked as Joe opened the leather satchel and motioned to it meaningfully. 
 
    “Next,” Aida said, “I think we might benefit from a little culture.” 
 
    Grim snorted as he slipped back into the recesses of the satchel. 
 
    “That’s a good thing, love,” he said, “’cause if the accumulation of culture was measured in pints of lager, these two would be designated drivers.” 
 
    Joe flipped closed the flap on the satchel and smiled tiredly at Aida. 
 
    Lucius looked like he was going to take umbrage at Grim’s last remark, no doubt to list the various events and galas he had attended in his life with the Occult Conclave. Unfortunately, at that moment a flake of pastry must have gone down the wrong tube because he doubled over in a coughing fit. 
 
    “What did I tell you?” came Grim’s muffled voice. “I remember my first pie. Amateur.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do magic-users call the London Eye, then?” Joe asked interestedly as the door to their capsule slid shut behind them. 
 
    Aida gave him an appraising look. “They still call it the London Eye,” she said. “Witches and mages have to holiday, too.” 
 
    Joe gave a little grunt of disappointment. “I thought it’d be called, like, The Eye of Enchantment or The Circle of Sorcery or…” 
 
    “The Ferris of Wonders?” Aida suggested. 
 
    “Right,” Joe said. 
 
    “No,” Aida said. 
 
    There was an imperceptible jerk, and the Eye began to move. Joe knew that it took about half an hour for the Eye to complete a full rotation. As they began to inch their way up towards the pinnacle of the wheel, which reached four hundred and forty-three feet above the capital, Joe cast his eyes out over the city he had been raised in. 
 
    They had made their way almost dead east from Syon Park to the south bank of the Thames where the London Eye stood over the sluggish brown water. They’d taken mundane transport at Joe’s bequest. He’d reasoned that it was because they’d be safer in the Saturday evening crowds—true, he supposed—but it was really because he missed the crush. He missed the swirling energy, the colliding of millions of lives, individual energies bouncing off one another like atoms. 
 
    They had stopped at a pub, The Raven W6, on their walk from the bus stop to the station at Stamford Brook for one of those drinks that had come in four glasses each. Dusk had started to fall as they emerged from Westminster tube station and walked the quarter-mile or so across Westminster Bridge, past Big Ben and the London Aquarium. Joe had been feeling pleasantly buzzed on the train ride, but now that feeling had relaxed into a sensation of utter repletion. 
 
    As fate would have it, and without meaning to in the slightest, they had started up into the sky on one of the Eye’s thirty-two observation capsules at the absolute perfect time of day to view London. Depending on your individual perspective, particularly on a Saturday night, the city was either going to sleep or just waking up—putting on its slippers and settling down for the evening or throwing off its shirt and tie and pulling on its dancing shoes. 
 
    The orb crept higher above the constant roaring movement of the City of London, which over eight million people called home. The last rays of the sun that was sinking somewhere off to the west glinted off the Shard, making it sparkle like a diamond in the rough. From up there, the hum of the city started to fade to a distant murmur, and all that remained was a panoramic view of London’s sprawling expanse; a city that had been around in some form or another for almost two thousand years. 
 
    Joe looked at the Thames, snaking its way through the city like a silver ribbon, the bridges spanning its banks casting long, inky shadows that stretched out into the fading light. The spires of St. Paul’s and Westminster Abbey pierced the skyline like sharpened stakes, though they were becoming more and more crowded out by the tower blocks, the glass bastions of commerce, and the apartment buildings. 
 
    The Houses of Parliament glowed with a rich golden light that Joe had always associated with wheeling and dealing. The dying sun cast the clear autumn sky in shades of pink and gold. To Joe, in that moment as he looked out over the metropolis, although the traffic moved ceaselessly along the road, the world seemed to be holding its breath, waiting for the night to descend and the city to embrace its nocturnal alter-ego. 
 
    Lots of good times he’d had out in those streets. Lots of not so good ones, too. Just like anyone else’s hometown.   
 
    “You’ve been on the Eye before?” Aida asked Joe, jerking him from his thoughts. 
 
    “Hm? Oh. Yeah. Of course,” he said. “A few times. Day and night.” 
 
    “Lucius?” Aida asked the other man. 
 
    Lucius shook his head. He was, as so many first time Eye-riders were, already engrossed with looking out of one side of the giant glass bubble. 
 
    “So, what makes any of this magical, then?” Joe asked. He gestured around at the orb. “It all looks pretty standard from where I’m standing.” 
 
    Aida looked up. 
 
    “The viewing enchantment only kicks in at the first-quarter revolution, and it changes as we move around,” she said. “Although, a simple little concealment incantation is already in effect.” 
 
    “What kind of incantation?” Lucius asked, not taking his eyes from the view. 
 
    “Well, there are a few of these special viewing bubbles scattered in with the other mundane ones, which look to the mundane observer like they are out of service,” Aida explained. “Apparently, they look as if they are wrapped with that official-looking yellow and black tape to the non-magic eye. They also make the magical folk that get inside them appear to be wearing high-vis clothing, should any of the mundane people look at them through the glass.” 
 
    “And what can we expect to see?” Joe asked. 
 
    “You’re about to find out,” Aida said, looking up and past him. “Look out the front window. You’re about to get a history lesson like you’ve never had.” 
 
    “History lesson?” Lucius said, sounding a mite disappointed. “I thought this was… supposed… to…” 
 
    His words trailed away like smoke born on the breeze. 
 
    Silver words had formed like frost on the enormous panoramic window of the viewing orb. 
 
      
 
      
 
     Roman London (43 AD – 410 AD) 
 
      
 
    Joe’s mouth dropped open. He let out a little hollow laugh. Below them, through the glass of the window, London as he had known it had vanished. Now, all that was there was a small settlement surrounded by wooden fortifications, with the River Thames flowing through it. Thanks to his mundane schooling, he had known that London had been founded by the Romans in 43 AD as a military outpost and became an important trading and administrative center. He had never really imagined what that might mean, though. The place had been tiny. Insubstantial. Frail. A place of sticks and mud. 
 
    “I know, right?” Aida said, evidently reading Joe and Lucius’ faces. “Pretty incredible to think how the capital city of England came from this.” 
 
    Joe could only nod mutely as he looked at the little town. He could see little people dressed in robes of muted colors herding livestock. Simple fishing boats bobbed on the water and were pulled up in the rushes—there were still rushes and vegetation on the actual banks! 
 
    He was not sure how long he watched for, but soon the view began to change. More words frosted themselves across the glass. 
 
      
 
    Anglo-Saxon London (410 AD – 1066 AD) 
 
      
 
    In the blink of an eye, the little settlement had grown, spreading out like mold on a piece of bread. London was now a cluster of timber buildings, with a bustling port on the Thames and a growing network of streets. Even after the fall of the Roman Empire, London flourished as it became part of Anglo-Saxon England, continuing to grow in importance as a commercial center. Joe thought he could even smell wood smoke on the air—something which was far more preferable to the usual smog and fumes of London. 
 
    Joe had never been much of a one for history. It was interesting enough to know where they had all come from, but this was something else. 
 
    “If they could emulate this for school kids and project it on the windows there’d be a ton more school children passing their history GSCEs, I bet,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida just nodded, her own gaze locked on the streets below as the observation capsule rose higher. 
 
    The city changed again. It morphed, grew, spread, and took on bulk. There was a newly built castle on a hill, surrounded by stone walls and a thriving market in the shadow of a soaring cathedral. 
 
      
 
    Norman London (1066 AD – 1485 AD) 
 
      
 
    “It’s getting richer,” Lucius said. “Survive long enough in this world and that’s usually what happens.” 
 
    “It’s what happens when you get invaded, too,” Aida said. 
 
    “New blood, new money,” Joe added. 
 
    He knew that in 1066 William the Conqueror had invaded England and established Norman rule over London. 
 
    “I think it was during this period that London became the political and economic capital of England,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Certainly looks like it was thriving,” Joe agreed. 
 
    “Even when it looked like it wasn’t, London was thriving,” Aida said. 
 
    “True. Not every city can get burned to the ground and come back stronger and wealthier than ever,” Joe said. 
 
    When they reached the zenith of the Eye, they were afforded a splendid view of Tudor London, which the frost-like writing informed them took place between 1485 AD – 1603 AD. The blossoming city was a mix of grand palaces and narrow alleys, with the Thames lined with bustling docks and warehouses. 
 
    “Pretty whiffy, ain’t it?” Grim’s voice said from out of the leather satchel. 
 
    Joe wrinkled his nose. The grimoire was right. Acrid smoke, of the more industrial leather tanner’s variety, stung his nostrils. There was the stink of rotting fish, penned animals, and straight human filth.  
 
    “Ah, yep, that bloody well takes me back,” Grim said. “There never was a species like humans for taking a nice fresh body of water and turning it into an open sewer.” 
 
    They started their descent, the orb dipping back towards the earth, just as the sun vanished entirely from their side of the world and night began creeping in. 
 
      
 
    Georgian London (1714 AD – 1837 AD) 
 
      
 
    Joe hadn’t really known much about this period, but it was clear that the Georgian era had been a time of great prosperity and growth for London, with the city booming and becoming a center of finance, trade, and culture. Joe could see that it was now a city of elegant squares and grand terraces, with fashionable shops, theaters, and coffeehouses. There was still, as there always had been, and as there always would be most likely, a stark contrast between the glitz of the richer areas of the city and those areas that were farther out. That was just the nature of things. 
 
    “It’s simply fascinating,” Joe heard Lucius breathe. 
 
    “And now, for the final stop on our tour through time,” Aida said. 
 
    The frosted words faded and reformed. This time they read: 
 
      
 
    Victorian London (1837 AD – 1901 AD) 
 
      
 
    There was more like the city that Joe knew and loved and, sometimes, despised. A city of contrasts, with grand public buildings and private mansions alongside poverty-stricken slums, bustling factories, and a dense network of streets and alleys. The river was filthy, and it stank. The Victorian period had seen significant changes in London, with the development of railroads, public transportation, and the growth of the middle class. With all that, though, came more rubbish and more waste—both human and industrial. 
 
    “What a stink,” Lucius gasped. 
 
    Aida laughed even as she covered her own mouth with her sleeve. “Little kids from magical families usually love this part”—she gagged—“they think it’s hilarious.” 
 
    “Of course, it stinks, mate,” Grim said. “Why do you think they called it the Great Stink? You go dumping a city’s worth of untreated sewage and industrial waste into the Thames and then exacerbate the stench with a nice, long, hot summer, and you can’t be surprised when it doesn’t smell like Chanel No. 5.” 
 
    When they stepped out at the bottom of the Eye, the city had turned back to normal through the glass. 
 
    “Did you like it?” Aida asked. 
 
    “Honestly, that was the best lesson of any kind I have ever had,” Joe said. 
 
    “I know,” Aida said enthusiastically. “I’ve been on it countless times with my parents, and it never gets old. My favorite thing about it, I think, is that it shows, in the space of half an hour, how everything, no matter how mighty and proud, starts from humble beginnings.” 
 
    “Something worth remembering for sure,” Joe agreed.  
 
    “It was like hopping onto a time machine,” Lucius said. “I can’t believe I’ve never even been told about it.” 
 
    “I doubt the old farts of the Occult Conclave get into central London to sight-seeing too often,” Joe said. “And, if they did, I’m not sure if they’d be much for Ferris wheels, no matter how slow they travel.” 
 
    Lucius smirked. “Trust me, I spent enough time with them to know the truth in that statement.” He clapped his hands. “Now, I don’t know about you, but I’d fancy a bite to eat and then perhaps, I don’t know, a movie or something?” 
 
    “Dinner and a movie?” Aida said, raising one black eyebrow and crossing her arms over her chest. “This isn’t a date, Lucius.” 
 
    “What do you suggest, then?” Lucius asked. “I will concede that you have not steered us wrong thus far: an exhilarating sporting event to get the blood up followed by a contemplative bit of sight-seeing. You have done admirably playing the guide.” 
 
    Aida laughed, her bright blue eyes sparkling as she started to lead them north past the Jubilee Gardens. “Very kind of you to say so, m’lord,” she teased. “I feel all the more confident in my next suggestion after that ringing endorsement.” 
 
    “I could eat,” Joe crowbarred into the conversation. 
 
    “Me, too,” Aida said. “I’m thinking we'll get a bite to eat, but we’re not going to be following that by catching the latest rom-com at the BFI Southbank.” 
 
    “Shame,” Joe quipped, “I’ve got a lot of time for all things Richard Curtis.” 
 
    “My plan was to cross the river, grab something quick and easy, and then head into Soho,” Aida said. 
 
    “Soho?” Lucius asked. “What’s in Soho?” 
 
    “Haven’t you figured that out yet, man?” Joe said. He raised his hands and waggled his fingers. “We’ll find out.” 
 
    Aida snorted. 
 
    “Actually, for your information,” she said, “there’s a club there that I think will be right up our street.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Ghoul Club,” Joe said, looking up at the neon red sign. 
 
    “I see all that champagne hasn’t gone quite to your head,” Aida quipped. “You’re still able to read.” 
 
    In truth, the champagne they had consumed at the centaur polo match had long ago worn off. Saying that, Joe was still riding a rather agreeable wave produced by the three lychee martinis that Aida had insisted on each of them getting with the Chinese food they had stopped for. Joe had never had a lychee martini before in his life and hadn’t been sure they’d agree with him. As it turned out, though, they hadn’t just agreed with him but had become bosom companions with his brain cells to the extent that they had moved in to take up residence in his head. 
 
    Joe squinted up at the ornate facade of the old Georgian townhouse that had been repurposed by the owners of the Ghoul Club as a niterie. 
 
    “Looks fancy,” he said. 
 
    “It is a little,” Aida said. 
 
    “Looks expensive,” Lucius observed, stifling a hiccup. 
 
    “It is,” Aida said. “Now, come on.” 
 
    Aida skipped the line, walking along it with all the poise and unconcern of a Viking socialite. 
 
    “You don’t think this place is actually run by ghouls, do you?” Lucius asked. 
 
    Joe shrugged. “Probably just an edgy name,” he said. 
 
    Lucius appeared mollified. 
 
    “Would it be so bad if it was?” Joe asked. “Run by ghouls, I mean.” 
 
    Lucius’ expression changed. “You’ve never met a ghoul?” he asked. 
 
    “Negative. You?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Lucius admitted, “but I’ve heard things. From what I’ve heard, ghouls are the kinds of creatures that dwell in graveyards and feed on corpses and do other revolting things of that nature.” 
 
    Joe considered this. “What do they look like?” 
 
    “In many depictions, they are portrayed as having a humanoid appearance, with long, sharp claws and sunken, rotting features,” Lucius said in a low voice as they made it to the front of the line. “Some interpretations of ghouls also give them the ability to shape-shift or control the minds of their victims.” 
 
    Joe looked down the line they had just cut. In front of him, Aida was chatting with a bouncer. The man looked like he swallowed a whole cow each morning with his cup of tea, in the same way Joe might swallow an aspirin. Aida was gabbling away to him like he was an old chum. 
 
    “None of these people look like they’re shape-shifting corpse-eaters,” he said. “That girl’s pretty pale and trembling, but I think that’s just because she’s wearing a skirt that I’d wear as a belt.” 
 
    That seemed to distract Lucius for a second. He turned round, no doubt to check the young blonde in question was definitely not a ghoul. Whilst he was making this in-depth and lengthy inspection, Aida whistled at Joe. 
 
    Joe looked up and saw that the enormous bouncer, whose expression couldn’t have been more impassive if he had been a tortoise, was holding the red rope open for them. 
 
    “How did you manage that?” Joe asked as he pulled Lucius along after him, and Aida led the way inside. 
 
    “He’s a family friend,” Aida said, but she did not elaborate. 
 
    “Handy,” Joe said. “I wouldn’t have fancied talking him into letting us in, his face had all the emotion of a slab of granite.” 
 
    “Naturally. He’s a troll,” she said. 
 
    They walked along a dimly lit corridor, footfalls echoing off bare cement. There were no windows and no doors leading off the main hall. 
 
    “So, Lucius wanted to know if this place was actually run by ghouls or if it was just a cool name for a club,” Joe said. 
 
    “It’s run by ghouls,” Aida said casually. 
 
    “Right,” Joe said. “Not a very imaginative name, then.” 
 
    “Ghouls are not known for their imagination,” Aida said. “But, I think, in Soho, the name works for them.” 
 
    Joe conceded that she was probably right. 
 
    “I might have been expecting a club run and worked in by ghouls to be on the creepy and terrifying side, something along the lines of what you might be expected to find in a Blade movie,” he said as they walked towards the single door at the end of the long hall. 
 
    “Why’s that?” Aida asked. 
 
    Joe glanced back at Lucius. The other man gave him an encouraging nod. 
 
    “Well, ghouls, to my mind, are depicted as creatures that dwell in graveyards and enjoy eating dead people for dinner, aren’t they?” 
 
    “You will find that this is not the case,” Aida said primly. 
 
    She reached out and turned the door handle of the door. The trio stepped through. Aida closed the door behind them, and Joe found they were in a steeply sloping tunnel filled with a red light that seemingly came out of the walls themselves.  The sound of pounding house music dripped down the walls like blood or sweat. 
 
    “This is more like it,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida grinned at him and shook her head. Her teeth were very white, shining in some hidden UV light. 
 
    “Times have moved on, boys,” she told them as they continued towards the source of the noise. “And ghouls have moved with them. They saw a long time ago that there was no future stalking people through graveyards just so they could feast on some fresh human flesh. That might have been the modus operandi back in the Dark Ages, when you couldn’t walk to your local Pret and pick up ham and brie baguette for seven quid, but these days?” 
 
    “Not the case?” Lucius asked, he sounded relieved. 
 
    “No,” Aida said. “No, they figured out that, thanks to the whole shape-shifting ability, they could make themselves less gross-looking. And they also realized that given their innate capabilities to move quickly and silently, which made them even more difficult to detect and evade in the olden days, they were perfect hosts in the hospitality industry.” 
 
    Joe frowned. “What, like, butlers and stuff?” he asked. 
 
    “Where do you think P.G Wodehouse got the idea for Jeeves, the butler who wafts silently into a room with a tray of drinks and drifts out again with barely a sound?” Aida shot at him. 
 
    “You’re saying that one of the master satirists of the twentieth century was a ghoul?” Lucius scoffed. 
 
    “No, I’m saying that his butler was one,” Aida said calmly. “Trust me, my great-grandparents moved in similar circles to the man, and he told my grandma and grandad all about it.” 
 
    When they entered the club, Joe saw that Aida was quite right; there were no hideous undead-looking apparitions in sight. In fact, Aida had to point a ghoul out so that Joe was certain of who they were. Once she had done so, spotting them in the packed crowd became easier. Had Joe had a few more drinks inside of him, though, he was fairly certain he wouldn’t have been able to pick them out from the ‘normal’ magic-users in the place. 
 
    The modern-day ghouls looked more or less like normal humans, albeit with unnaturally pale and blemish-free skin, black eyes, and teeth that were just a bit too pointy for comfort. 
 
    The space itself was like any other nightclub that Joe had ever been in. That is to say, it was dimly lit, packed with people of all sorts and at all levels of inebriation, and smelled like spilled booze and sweat. 
 
    Admittedly, no other clubs he had ever been to so obviously flouted the fire codes by having lit candles flickering in antique candelabras on the walls and hanging from a huge wrought-iron chandelier bolted into the ceiling, but apart from that, he could have been anywhere. 
 
    The dance floor was crowded with elegantly dressed patrons swaying to the thumping beats. The walls were adorned with taxidermy animals, antique weaponry, and vintage paintings, adding to the club’s quirky charm. The bar looked to be stocked with spirits that you might not find in just any mundane establishment, and the ghoul bartenders were dressed in Victorian-era attire, mixing up unique and potent cocktails. 
 
    The atmosphere was electric and otherworldly, with a hint of gothic charm and a touch of the supernatural. 
 
    “Now what?” Lucius asked, looking around, his pale face lit with strobing lights. Joe had never seen a man embody a fish out of water quite so much. Lucius looked both apprehensive and excited. Joe got the feeling the young man, for all his air of being cultured and educated, had never set foot in a place like this in his life. 
 
    And, really, can a man say he’s educated or cultured, if he’s never got rat-arsed and marked the passing of three o’clock in the morning by throwing up a kebab in an alleyway? 
 
    “Now what?” Joe said, putting his arm around Lucius’ narrow shoulders. “Now, we get a damn drink, mate.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They had been at the club for little over an hour when it began to dawn on Joe that Aida might have had some ulterior motive for bringing them there. 
 
    “Just cottoned onto that, have you, kid?” Grim said dryly. 
 
    Joe was parked at the bar, and the grimoire was drifting over his head. Being a drinking joint reserved exclusively for the extra-mundane, anyone who had a bond-mate—and there were fewer than Joe might have thought—was allowed to have them out on show. 
 
    Joe, who was sipping at a cocktail called the Voodoo Fizz, was tiddly enough not to reprimand the levitating tome for dipping into his thoughts. 
 
    “What d‘you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “Come on, there are over three and half thousand watering holes of one description or another in this town,” Grim said, “and old Aida brought you to Soho to see this one?” 
 
    Joe shrugged and took another pull on his drink. It was good. There was definitely rum in there. Apart from that, though, it tasted to him like the bartender had simply stirred in a small tropical island—fruit and spices and all. 
 
    “It’s a good spot,” he said. “Might be her favorite.” 
 
    “I think she’s been acting dodgy from the moment we got down here,” Grim insisted. 
 
    “You were in the bag when we walked in here,” Joe said, patting the satchel. 
 
    “I’ve got a sense for these things, Joe. I don’t need eyes,” Grim said. “C’mon, kid, remember what I told you about gut feelings and all that jazz?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Joe said. 
 
    “So? What’s your gut saying anything to you right now?” 
 
    “It’s telling me I need a leak,” Joe said. 
 
    Grim sighed, his pages fluttering. 
 
    It was on the way back from the men’s room that Joe saw Aida in the crowd. Grim’s words came back to him as he stood there for a moment and watched the willowy young woman. 
 
    Dressed in her leather jacket, jeans, and boots, her black hair pulled back in elaborate braids to show off the shaved sides of her head, and her many piercings winking in the sporadic lights overhead, she looked like some villain from a John Wick movie or something. 
 
    Joe noticed, too, that while they had all started off having a good time, Aida looked distinctly distracted now. She was looking around nervously and acting more than a little strange. 
 
    Nuts to it, let’s see if there’s anything to that book’s theories, he thought. 
 
    Neither Aida nor Malkin saw Joe coming as he made his way through the crowd. Both of their concentration seemed to be locked across the room, though what was commanding their attention Joe couldn’t see. When he reached out and grabbed her elbow, Aida jumped and turned, her eyes going momentarily wide. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Joe asked as Aida relaxed and smiled at him. On her shoulder, Joe noticed the fur on Malkin’s back had stood on end, mirroring his bond-mate’s surprise. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, “you just startled me.” 
 
    “What’re you looking at?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I wasn’t looking at anything,” Aida said, completely unconvincingly. 
 
    “You looked like you were looking at something,” Joe persisted. “If I might use the term ‘mad-dogging’?” 
 
    “You may,” Aida said graciously. “Although, I’d like to say it doesn’t suit you in the least.” 
 
    “Noted,” Joe said. “That doesn’t change the fact that that is what you were doing, though. What snagged both of your attentions so badly?” 
 
    Aida opened her mouth quickly, but Joe made a face. 
 
    “C’mon, Aida,” he said. “Grim pointed out that you were acting dodgy—his words, not mine. And if anyone knows when someone is acting dodgy it’s that floating reprobate.” 
 
    “The lad speaks the truth,” Grim said, dodging a slender, green-skinned figure with ferny hair—who may or may not have been a dryad—and coming to hover next to them. 
 
    “If you don’t want to tell me then don’t tell me. I understand that. Just don’t try and fib to me,” Joe said. He went to lean casually against a pole next to him and almost missed it. 
 
    “Smooth,” Grim said. 
 
    After only a little more pressing and cajoling from Grim, Aida finally threw up her hands. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, fiddling with her nose ring in an agitated fashion. “Fine, I’ll tell you, Joe, but I’ll preface it by saying I didn’t really want to get you or Lucius involved.” 
 
    “This sounds like it’s not going to be a typical Saturday night problem,” Joe said, frowning. 
 
    “The reason I’m acting a little kooky is because I brought us to this club for a reason.” 
 
    “Which is…?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Look, if I’m being totally candid, in fact, all these outings have been for a reason,” Aida said. “I was hoping that I’d feel the presence of my parents or the grimoire itself, via my tattoos, at one of these magical sites, but I’ve had no luck—” 
 
    Joe nodded sympathetically. “That’s too—” 
 
    “—until just right this moment, here at the club,” Aida finished. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Joe asked. 
 
    Aida nodded in the direction she had been staring, but Joe couldn’t tell what she was getting at, the room was so packed with writhing, dancing bodies and people going this way and that. 
 
    “I thought that all of our household staff had been killed in the explosion,” Aida said, “but one of the ghouls that worked for my parents is here. He manned the boilers in the basement—many ghouls love that kind of work, it being in the dark and underground.” 
 
    “And?” Joe ventured. 
 
    “And he should have been obliterated,” Aida hissed in his ear. “What’s he doing here, huh?” 
 
    “You think that they were double-crossed, and this ghoulish butthole did the double-crossing?” Joe said. 
 
    Aida gave Joe a significant look from out of her cold blue eyes. “I think that him being here is suspicious,” she said simply. 
 
    “Which ghoul is it?” Joe asked, playing for time. He wasn’t sure what Aida planned on doing, but he was getting the sneaking suspicion that he was going to find out soon enough. 
 
    Aida squinted into the crowd for a few moments, her eyes roving. Just when Joe was hoping that the ghoul in question had trotted off home via his fast-food restaurant or greasy spoon of choice like any other good Englishman, Aida let out a little cry. 
 
    “There,” she said, pointing with her chin. “Over by the far wall, by that huge speaker that the nymph is dancing on. He’s… What the hell is he doing?” 
 
    One of Joe’s cardinal rules was never to trust anyone who wore a velour tracksuit. Not only was the ghoul—a tall, pale specimen with a pronounced stoop—flouting this rule, he was also wearing sunglasses inside a nightclub. 
 
    “That’s two strikes for you, buddy,” Joe said under his breath. 
 
    They watched as the suspicious ghoul walked along the back wall and over to a corner of the club. He vanished periodically as dancers and drinkers moved in front of him, but Joe was able to keep a tab on him fairly easily thanks to the dance floor being slightly sunken into the floor of the club. 
 
    In the corner, two men waited for him. Joe had never seen the men before, but he had seen others who dressed in a not dissimilar fashion to them. They were wearing tailored black kimono-like robes, black trousers, and shiny black knee-high boots into which their trousers were tucked. 
 
    “Hey, kid, do those two guys remind you a little bit of our old friends—” 
 
    “Snow and Spade?” Joe finished. “Yeah. Paranormal Agents.” 
 
    Aida glanced at him. “The Iron Order?” 
 
    “Where there’s one there’s the other, right?” Joe said. 
 
    The two men didn’t look any more suspicious than half the men and women in the Ghoul Club. The longer Joe watched them though, as they talked to Aida’s suspicious ghoul, the more obvious it became that they were guarding the massive red door they were standing by. 
 
    As Joe and Aida continued to watch the three individuals talking, Grim asked Joe, “Hey, kid, what powders have you got on you?” 
 
    “Just the usual: some analeptic caps, a few of the thewdust, and some equilvil capsules. I might have a couple of the grimfire caps in my tin, too,” Joe added, referring to the magic powders that allowed him to heal more quickly, gain extra strength, imbue himself with more energy, and get a massive boost of magical power, which meant he didn’t have to draw on external power from creatures to use any spells. “Why?” 
 
    “Just wondering,” Grim said innocently. “Are you packing any of that memory-wiping abstraction dust?” 
 
    “I’ve got my pouch,” Joe said. “Why, Grim?” 
 
    “Just wondering,” Grim said. “I’m getting a feeling in my waters.” 
 
    “I’ve never understood what exactly someone is referring to when they say they have a feeling in their waters,” Joe mumbled. 
 
    “Like a lot of gross stuff, it came out of the Medieval times,” Grim said. “Back when the medical quacks thought that the human body contained four bodily fluids or ‘humors’, yeah?” 
 
    “Get out of it,” Joe said. 
 
    “I’m dead serious,” Grim said. “They thought these humors were responsible for various aspects of health and temperament, right? ‘Waters’ referred to urine, which was considered to be one of these humors and was believed to contain information about a person’s physical and emotional state.” 
 
    “So, basically, when you say you’re feeling something in your waters, you’re actually saying you’re feeling something in your pee?” 
 
    “Well, I think they might have meant that your body was physically responding to something you intuitively sensed,” Grim said, “but if you want to get unnecessary literal about it, then—”  
 
    “There he goes,” Aida interrupted, not having paid attention to the back and forth between Joe and Grim.     
 
    The large red doors that the two Paranormal Agents had been flanking opened, emitted the ghoul in the tracksuit, then closing after him. 
 
    “Grim,” Joe said. “Might be a good idea if you went and dragged Lucius off the dance floor.” 
 
    After a few minutes, the ghoul came back out of the red doors. He had a duffel bag in his hand. 
 
    “And there’s strike three,” Joe said. “If you were going for the trifecta of how to look bloody suspicious, this bloke would be your pin-up boy. 
 
    “What’s in the bag, and where is that ghoul going?” Aida wondered aloud at the same time as Grim and a rather sweaty-looking Lucius emerged from the crowd. 
 
    “He swings a bloody good shoe, does old Lucius,” Grim notes in an aside to Joe. “You should have seen some of the shapes the lad was cutting while you were rabbiting away with our new socialite here.”  
 
    “I’ve no idea what he’s up to,” Joe said, looking at Aida’s profile, at the set of her jaw and narrowed eyes. “But I’d bet a fiver on us going to find out, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Aida said. 
 
    “I’m not precisely sure what it is the two of you are planning, or what’s going on for that matter,” Lucius said. “From the sounds of it, though, it’s probably something that Vasmo would not approve of.” 
 
    Aida patted Lucius companionably on the shoulder and gave him a commiserating look that was tempered with the iron resolve of the female who has made up her mind about something. 
 
    “You’ve an old and aristocratic soul in you, Lucius, so let me put this in a way you’ll not be able to misinterpret,” Aida said. 
 
    “Ok-ay,” Lucius said slowly. 
 
    “Behold the field in which I grow mine shits,” Aida said. “Cast thine eyes upon it, Lucius, and thou shalt see that it is barren. We’re following that damn ghoul.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The trio, plus their magical bond-mates trailed the ghoul through the club. It wasn’t hard. As the night drew on and midnight came and went, many of the candles that lit the place were snuffed. Hanging iron braziers were lit in place of the tapers, and the steady warm glow of the candles was replaced by the jumping flickering orange glare of flames. 
 
    “Come, Thorn,” Joe heard Lucius say to the Jackalope that bounded along at his heels, adroitly dodging the forest of legs. 
 
    “Thorn?” Joe asked. “That’s his name?” 
 
    “Her name,” Lucius corrected. “She struck me as having some feral and untamed and strong name. Something wild. So, I went through a whole bunch until we hit Thorn, and she seemed to agree.” 
 
    “How did she let you know you’d hit the nail on the head?” Joe asked as the two men followed along behind Aida. Malkin was perched on top of her head, looking like the topman perched in the crow’s nest of a sailing ship. 
 
    “She kicked me,” Lucius said, “but not as hard as she might’ve done had I come up with a dud name, I like to think.” 
 
    The friends followed the ghoul through the press, out into a lounge area where sunken couches and shadowy booths predominated. The ghoul was moving quickly, stooped shoulders hunched, pale head moving left and right, but not really looking behind. 
 
    “Wherever he’s going, or whoever he’s meeting, he wants to get there sharpish,” Joe said in an aside to Grim. “He looks nervous.” 
 
    Grim made a grunt of agreement. 
 
    “He looks like someone who has made a deal with the devil, only to find out that there are actually two devils, and he just became the meat in their fiery little sandwich,” Joe said. 
 
    “I think you have the right of it, kid,” Grim said. “He looks like he just wants to wash his hands of what he’s doing, doesn’t he? Sloppy tradecraft.” 
 
    The ghoul exited the club via a concealed and nondescript emergency exit. Aida waited for the door to swing shut behind him. She gave him five seconds and then carefully edged the door open. She motioned for the others to follow. 
 
    They found themselves walking through some service passages and out of the back of the building. They could hear the ghoul’s shuffling gait ahead of them. He was definitely in a hurry and was making no effort to keep quiet. Not that he really had to, Joe supposed. The sounds of London traffic and nightlife all but obliterated the sound of his passing. It was only because the three of them had their ears specifically strained that they were able to pick out the ghoul’s footfalls from all the other background noise. 
 
    Grim and Thorn moved silently ahead of the group, while Malkin stayed perched on Aida’s shoulders, scouting around them with a head that looked to be on a swivel. 
 
    He’s going over the road, came Grim’s voice in Joe’s head. Hurry up. Foot traffic will cover you lot now. 
 
    The ghoul didn’t lead them far. In fact, he led them across a busy road, round the back of another building, and then disappeared into a warehouse that was conjoined to another club, this one closed. He went through a door that opened onto the street, but Joe and the others strolled past, their bond-mates hidden once more, just three more pedestrians out for a night on the tiles. 
 
    “It’s heavily guarded,” Joe said, when they had walked by. 
 
    “More agents of the Iron Order, more PAs, by the look of ’em,” Grim added. 
 
    “Come on,” Joe said, taking the lead now. 
 
    The cool night air was sobering him up, but there was still a slight alcohol-fueled spark of recklessness burning inside him. Joe ducked down an alleyway and looped around the back of the warehouse, cutting around the rear of the block. 
 
    “Do you know where you’re going?” Lucius asked. 
 
    It was clear from his tone that Lucius was getting scared, but Joe had been bitten by the bug of intrigue now. Like Aida, he wanted more information. He was caught up in the tide of events and was happy to let it pull him where it would. 
 
    “Sort of,” Joe hedged. “Just everyone make sure they stick together.” 
 
    There were a couple more guards stationed at the rear of the warehouse. The trio hunkered down behind an overflowing skip and watched them quietly. The man and woman looked completely at ease—bored even. Hardly surprising, really. They looked like they were more or less there as a precaution; nothing about their attitudes projected a belief that they would be called upon to do anything much.  
 
    A plan was forming in Joe’s mind. It was a pretty basic one, but it didn’t include the two goons, one of which was lounging against the wall of the warehouse, the other sitting in a rubbish bin and blowing into her hands. 
 
    “We need to sneak up to those two and take them out stealthily,” Joe breathed. “We can’t get around them. Even if we could, I wouldn’t want to leave two paranormal agents behind us.” 
 
    This might have proven to be a bit more difficult done than said, had Joe been on his own. Joe had no magical creature to draw energy from, seeing as Lilli was back at the house. He had the grimfire powder, which would allow him to cast spells without drawing from another power source. He wasn’t super keen to use it, though, as it came with the drawback of him and Grim taking on parts of one another. 
 
    I need to form a new bond, he thought. I need to be able to have my own power on tap, not just be able to absorb magic and recycle it. 
 
    He didn’t have to worry about this for long. 
 
    “Thorn,” Lucius muttered, “can you cause a distraction?” 
 
    The little jackalope, which could move absolutely silently on its big, padded feet, bobbed its head. 
 
    “Hold on,” Joe whispered, but the magical creature had sprung noiselessly away, its brindle fur vanishing into the fetid gloom in an instance. 
 
    There was a pregnant pause. Joe could feel his heart thudding clumsily against his ribs. 
 
    Then a stack of crates at the other end of the alley, which ran across the entire rear of the block the warehouse was on, tumbled over with a crash. 
 
    The guards jerked into alertness as a bottle bounced with a pure clinking noise, rolled, and then smashed against the wall. 
 
    The female guard jerked her head at the other guy, who nodded and started stalking towards the source of the commotion. 
 
    Aida stepped out into the alleyway. Joe couldn’t see her eyes, being stood behind her, but he saw yellow light reflected dully off the alley wall nearest her. A localized wind whipped up, sending litter skittering ahead of her. 
 
    She uses zephyrency—wind magic, Joe noted. He was surprised to realize he had never thought to ask Aida about what brand of magic she had an affinity with. 
 
    A dustbin lid, haloed in yellow light, went spinning down the alleyway like Satan’s own frisbee. It hit the male Iron Order member in the base of his skull. The clang of metal on flesh must have been audible three boroughs over. The impact sent him crashing over in mid-stride. There was no girly putting his hands out to cushion his fall. Just a dull, meaty thump as he ate concrete. 
 
    Joe was up and running, arms pumping, cocktails sloshing disagreeably in his stomach. 
 
    The woman whirled. She snarled as she saw Joe approaching at a sprint. She raised her hand, mauve light licking across her outstretched fingers like flame, and— 
 
    She had to duck aside as Aida sent a wooden pallet flipping towards her. 
 
    The pallet splintered into shards against the wall. The woman let loose a ball of shimmering purple energy that missed Aida by a whisker and left a bubbling streak of melted stone in the brick wall behind her. Aida stumbled backwards, tripping over Lucius, who had run out and followed right behind her. 
 
    The female guard turned back to Joe and fired her next bolt of magic at him. This one caught Joe dead in the chest, but he had been ready for it. He absorbed it with the powers given him by his link with Grim and used it to cast a mauve net at the woman. The supernatural net hit her like an expanding spiderweb and sent her flying backwards. She crashed into the wall with a breathy groan, old mortar crumbling at the impact. She slid to the floor and lay still. 
 
    It had taken little more than five seconds all up. 
 
    “What—” Aida started to say, but Joe held his fingers to his lips. 
 
    He ran to the mouth of the side street that joined the alley with the road and peeked around the wall. While he watched to see if the noise of the falling crates had alerted the guards at the front of the warehouse, the others ducked down into the shadows and remained silent. 
 
    After twenty seconds or so, Joe returned to the others. 
 
    “I think we got away with it,” he said and then threw up. 
 
    “Are you all right, Joe?” Lucius said, looking equal parts worried and disgusted. 
 
    Joe wiped his mouth on sleeve and smiled weakly. “She must have been using mordacency,” he said. 
 
    “Venom magic?” Lucius said. 
 
    Joe nodded and spat. “Either that or I just had more to drink than I thought,” he said. 
 
    “Now what?” Aida said in an urgent voice. 
 
    Joe’s gaze ran slowly up the side of the warehouse. There was, as he knew there would be as part of a Victorian warehouse, a fire escape ladder running up the side. 
 
    “If there’s one thing Hollywood has taught me,” he said, “it’s that there’s always an open skylight on the roof. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Joe said in a slightly embarrassed voice, “maybe there’s not always a handy skylight that’s been left tantalizingly ajar.” 
 
    Their top-side entrance into the warehouse via the aforementioned skylight had been hampered somewhat. Not because there was no skylight, but because some difficult sod had slid a heavy bolt across the inside of it. 
 
    Luckily, Joe had a smidgen of the venom magic he had soaked in from the now unconscious guard that Lucius had bound and gagged with a series of tricky knots he had told them he had learned on a sailing holiday. 
 
    “Of course, you did,” Joe said, grinning as Lucius deftly tied the two knocked-out Iron Order goons up. 
 
    Joe used the mordacency to quickly and silently melt a hole through both the window frame and the bolt to allow the crew of three mages and their bond-mates into the warehouse. Joe was glad he was able to make up with his faux pas with the skylight. 
 
    They dropped down onto the wide rafters that ran like ancient wooden gantries across the underside of the roof of the old warehouse. The warehouse was a simple affair. Bright strip lighting cast deep shadows on the rusted metal beams and peeling brick walls. The air was thick with the smell of damp and decay. The general air of dereliction was the most suspicious part of the whole set-up to Joe’s London senses. This land in central Soho must’ve been worth ten million pounds at the very least. The fact that it hadn’t been sold and gentrified cried out that something off-color was at hand. 
 
    Joe didn’t need the barely discernible hiss from Lucius or the pointing downwards of a finger by Aida to know what to look at. 
 
    Below them, they could see the top of the head of the ghoul they had been following from the club. His deplorable velour tracksuit gleamed and shimmered in the unforgiving light of the halogen bulbs. 
 
    Surrounding him were half a dozen or so black-clad men and women, attired in the same garb as the late Paranormal Agents Spade and Snow had been, not to mention the men stationed outside the red door in the Ghoul Club. 
 
    Standing in front of the cringing, stooping ghoul, was a figure who, despite Joe only being able to see the top of his head and shoulders, had head honcho written all over him. 
 
    The way he held himself, standing in his obviously expensive black peacoat, his arms folded casually behind him, bright orange hair flowing back in a well-coiffed wave, it was clear that he was a high-ranking Iron Order agent of some kind. 
 
    And this is clearly the part where money and product change hands, Joe thought. Surely, Hollywood hasn’t lied to me about that, at least. 
 
    The meeting with the ghoul had clearly bypassed the small talk stage. The surrounded guards were playing at keeping things casual, but they were all watching the ghoul as attentively as a kettle of hawks might watch the hole to a rabbit warren. 
 
    The ghoul mumbled something and put the duffel bag he was still clutching on the rickety table that was standing next to the red-haired man. 
 
    “I wonder who old Carrot-top is?” Grim muttered in Joe’s ear. 
 
    Joe shrugged. “Whoever he is, he’s putting the fear of the deity of your choice into the ghoul,” he breathed. 
 
    “I wonder what’s in the bag?” Lucius hissed, pressed up close to Joe as if hoping to use him as cover should the men and women below look up. 
 
    Joe was wondering the exact same thing. That was the million-pound question: what could be in the bag? Eldritch drugs? Compromising pictures of a top political or business figure? 
 
    The ghoul unzipped the bag carefully, then stepped back from the table, almost tripping over his own feet. The high-ranking ginger agent stepped eagerly up to the table as the stooping ghoul moved off. He ran his hands over the leather of the bag, almost caressing it, before reaching in and pulling out a cluster of sticks—dynamite, Joe thought at first. 
 
    Then he saw that it was not dynamite at all but something stranger; something that still filled him with that same sense of foreboding, though. 
 
    It looked, to his eye, to be a set of enchanted crystal rods, each about the size of a stick of conventional dynamite. The crystal was translucent, suffused with a faint shimmering quality that made it appear almost iridescent. It glittered and glimmered like light playing off a puddle of oil. 
 
    Joe turned to exchange nonplussed expressions with the others but saw that Aida’s eyes had gone wide at the sight of the… whatever they were. 
 
    “Oh no,” she whispered, obviously aghast. 
 
    “What is that stuff?” Grim whispered. 
 
    Aida motioned that they should creep slowly and carefully back along the rafter beam until they had been engulfed in the deep shadows where the wall of the warehouse met the shallow roof. 
 
    “What is that stuff?” Grim asked again while Aida kept her eyes fixed on the deal taking place below. 
 
    “You don’t know?” Joe whispered to the grimoire. 
 
    “Ain’t ever seen its like,” Grim confessed. He sounded disturbed by this. Joe wasn’t surprised. For an entity that’d be around since the birth of civilization, more or less, Grim had seen a great deal. 
 
    “Those are crystallite charges,” Aida said under her breath. 
 
    “Crystal what’s-it-nows?” Grim asked. 
 
    “Crystallite charges. My father invented them,” Aida told them, her eyes still glued on the exchange taking place below. 
 
    The ginger-haired man was inspecting the crystallite charge he had removed from the bag with a curious brass magnifying glass with a rose-tinted lens. 
 
    “They’re made of a powder that comes from my dad’s own very rare magical creature—a spark fox,” Aida said. 
 
    Lucius’ brow furrowed. “I thought those were just urban legends,” he said incredulously. “A mischievous little fox that likes exploding things—which, most of the time, includes themselves, hence why the species is said to be so extremely rare.” 
 
    “Well, let me be the one to break it to you, spark foxes are real,” Aida said, a little testily. “Not to mention totes adorbs.” 
 
    “I’m guessing the shiny things that slimy-looking bugger down there is cooing over are not totes adorbs, though?” Joe said. 
 
    “No,” Aida said, her voice grim. “You can use a lot of adjectives to describe crystallite charges, but adorable is most certainly not one of them.” She closed her eyes and ran her palm across the shaved side of her head with a soft hissing sound. 
 
    “I guess I’ll ask the question on everyone’s lips,” Joe said as below them the negotiations looked to be coming to a conclusion. “What are they?” 
 
    Aida puffed out her cheeks, gave a one-shouldered shrug, and glanced at Joe. 
 
    “I guess it’s more or less a magical bomb, a magical explosive,” she said. “Dad originally invented it for a dwarven mining client in Argentina.” She smiled bitterly. “Typically, it didn’t stay down there in the dark of the mines.” 
 
    “Like anything dangerous it wasn’t long before it was weaponized, huh?” Grim muttered. “Humans sure do love a fresh and exciting way to kill large groups of one another.” 
 
    “Obviously, it’s pretty easy to distinguish it from regular dynamite, right?” Aida continued in a hushed voice. “The crystal rods have these intricate etchings or runes engraved into their surface, which glow with a soft light when the explosive magic is activated.” 
 
    “So, you get a light-show just before you get blown to kingdom come,” Lucius said in a sardonic voice. “Excellent.” 
 
    Aida gave him a chilly look. “The overall effect would be visually striking now that you come to mention it, Lucius,” she said. “But Dad worked that bit of theurgy into the crystallite as a simple way for the dwarven miners to see if a charge was primed or not.” 
 
    “So, what, do you just, like, light the fuse and leg it?” Joe asked. His experience with high-explosives was limited, more or less, to the Lethal Weapon scene where Danny Glover’s character had to hide in his bathtub to avoid being vaporized by a bomb hidden under his toilet. 
 
    “Instead of a fuse, there would be a small button or trigger at the base of each rod that activates the explosive magic within,” Aida said, her face scrunched up as she sought to recall her father’s invention. “When the trigger is pressed, the crystal rods emit a bright burst of released magical energy, followed by a concussive force that is more than capable of turning nearby objects and structures into what amounts to a fine glass before shattering them.” 
 
    Joe raised his eyebrows and looked at Grim. The grimoire hung motionless in the air and said nothing. 
 
    “The explosion is, so my father told me, accompanied by a dazzling display of colorful sparks and flashes, making it clear that this is no ordinary explosive—a calling card that the incendiary is of an industrial nature. It was what made it so popular for clearing mines, you see? It glassed an area of rock in an instant, then shattered, and pummeled it into powder near the source of the blast. It made cleaning up a lot easier, apparently.” 
 
    Their chat was cut off then by the action below. The red-headed man had signaled to one of his accomplices. The guard, a heavy-set woman with a no-nonsense ponytail, walked over with a pair of metal briefcases. 
 
    The high-ranking Iron Order man leading the deal gestured for the cases to be set on the table next to the bag of crystallite charges. The woman did so, the briefcases thumping audibly as she set them down. The ginger-haired man said something to the goon who nodded vigorously without looking at him. The muscular woman zipped up the bag of glimmering explosives and walked out of the warehouse. 
 
    The ginger-haired man motioned to another of his henchmen. This subordinate flipped open one of the cases and started counting out stacks of pound notes into another smaller bag, which he then gave to the ghoul. 
 
    They didn’t double-cross and kill him, Joe thought in surprise. I thought that was a cert, considering the sketchy circumstances.  
 
    The man in the black peacoat said something to the ghoul and then dismissed him with an imperious wave of his hand. After that, the meeting began to break up. 
 
    Aida immediately wanted to follow the ghoul, but Joe had a better idea. 
 
    While the men and women below gathered up the remaining money and began to make for the exits, Joe crabbed over to Aida and said in a low voice, “The ghoul is likely just an errand boy.” 
 
    “So?” Aida said. “He obviously screwed over my father and—” 
 
    “Look, that shrinking idiot wouldn’t have known more than he needed to—go here, take this bag to here, get the cash—would he?” Joe said. “The people who purchased the crystalline charges, old Ginger Spice down there, they will know where your parents are being kept.” 
 
    Aida bit her lip, her eyes darting from Joe to the warehouse floor and the milling gangsters. 
 
    “They probably had your father create the crystallite charges against his will,” Aida murmured. 
 
    “Right,” Joe said. “And we know where these people are… or at least where to start: that red door in the Ghoul Club.” 
 
    Aida let out a slow breath through her nose. Then she nodded. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    There was the sound of a door slamming. The cinnamon-capped leader and his entourage had gone. 
 
    “Have you got your phone on you?” Joe asked Aida. “I left mine at the house.” 
 
    “How very nineteen nineties of you,” Aida whispered before delving into her jacket pocket, pulling out her phone, and handing it over. “Who are you going to call?” 
 
    “Ghostbusters?” Lucius ventured, his voice still a little tight with nerves. 
 
    Joe raised his eyebrows appreciatively at the gag. 
 
    “That might actually be handy at this moment in time, but no,” he said. “I’m going for the next best thing. I’m calling the house. If we’re going to go looking for a punch-up back in the Ghoul Club, then I think we’re going to need Lilli and Vasmo’s help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Come, come, my good man, don’t scrimp with the onions, and don’t be shy with the garlic-chilli sauce, now! Splash it around a bit, that’s right!” 
 
    “Uh, gaffer, with all due respect, what the hell are you talking about?” Joe asked down the phone. 
 
    “Hm?” came Vasmo’s reply. “What? Oh, no, I wasn’t talking to you, Ramsey. I’m in the habit of looking a person in the eye if I’m talking to them. Do I look like I’m talking to you?” 
 
    Joe bit back the retort that was fighting to claw its way up his throat. “Gaffer,” he said slowly and precisely, “I’m talking to you on the phone.” 
 
    Distantly, he heard the mutter of voices and the sound of something being wrapped in paper. 
 
    “Well spotted that man,” Vasmo said after a moment’s pause. “Now, what seems to be the problem, again?” 
 
    “We’re at a club, a bar, in London called The Ghoul Club. There’s something going down here. Something that we’re almost certain involves the Iron Order and a sizable amount of high-explosives of the magical variety.” 
 
    “How much?” Vasmo suddenly exclaimed. 
 
    “Uh, at least one crysallite device that we could—”  
 
    “Eight pounds fifty! By the beard of Merlin, I remember when… No, no, never mind, never mind. Miss Spicer, if you could pay the man, I seem to have misplaced my wallet.” 
 
    Vasmo sighed loudly down the phone. 
 
    “So, you’ve landed yourself in hot water, Ramsey?” he snapped. 
 
    “Lukewarm might be a more accurate description, gaffer,” Joe said. “But it’s only going to take a few degrees before things get a little uncomfortable.” 
 
    Vasmo sighed again. “This is what happens, when the youth decide that drinking too much, dancing about with no clothes on, and then vomiting spectacularly in the street is more fun than sitting quietly with a book in front of a fire.” 
 
    Joe didn’t quite know what to say to that, so he kept quiet. 
 
    There was the rather disgusting sound of someone chomping noisily into something, followed by an extended period of enthusiastic mastication. 
 
    “Ramsey, in what part of the city is this Ghoul Club establishment?” Vasmo asked thickly. 
 
    “Soho.” 
 
    “Soho… Soho… That’s the rather eclectic place, isn’t it? Where all the poets, writers, and other layabouts spend their time running up bills they’ll never pay in cafes? Full of dance halls if I recall.” 
 
    Maybe in the early nineteen-hundreds, Joe thought. 
 
    “That sounds about right, gaffer,” he said. “Sir, we could really do with your expertise down here. Just in case something goes awry.” 
 
    An appeal to Vasmo’s skills was a surefire way in which to snare the man’s interest in anything. If there was one thing the old mage was a sucker for, it was a bit of careful flattery. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” he said. “Miss Skinner and I will be there as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Are you going to be driving, gaffer?” Joe asked before he could stop himself. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I appreciate that inflection in your voice, young man,” Vasmo snapped. “What do you mean by it?” 
 
    “I meant, uh, how long that might be?” Joe corrected hastily. “Be here as soon as you can, I mean?” 
 
    “Sooner than you think,” Vasmo replied waspishly. 
 
    There was the dull tapping sound of someone elderly stabbing at a phone screen and then, coming muffled through the speaker, Joe heard Vasmo say, “Miss Spicer how do you turn this confounded contraption off? We’re leaving. Ramsey and co need our he—”  
 
    And the line went dead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The trio arrived, slightly breathless, back at the front of the Ghoul Club. They were all slightly more disheveled and a little grubbier than they had been when they first arrived that evening. This was thanks, in no small part, to their scramble back out of the warehouse, along the filthy mossy roof, and back down the old Victorian fire escape ladder. 
 
    Lucius had sustained a decent slice to his palm on the rusted metal. However, thanks to the amount of intoxicated liquor he had imbibed that afternoon, evening, and night, he had barely felt it. Joe had given him a capsule of the healing analeptic powder, which was the perfect thing for healing cuts and bruises. The gash had knitted itself together with the seamlessness of good quality CGI. 
 
    To their surprise, they found Lilli Spicer was already at the front of the line, arguing with the enormous troll bouncer. The troll, looking as impassive and patient as only a humanoid who was part rock could look, seemed to be trying to get some ID off the dwarf. 
 
    “All I’m sayin’, madam,” the monolith said, “is that, in my experience, people who is as short as what you are, they is often too little in years to be in this nightclub, see? Or probably any nightclub at all, now I comes to think on it.” 
 
    “I’m a dwarf, you great… We’re somewhat known to be on the shorter side. You could say it’s a prerequisite,” Lilli said. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” the bouncer said with devastating truthfulness. 
 
    “Gah! I’ve not got my bleeding license on me, but I need to get in there,” Lilli was saying, trying to keep her voice under control. “It’s an emergency, man.” 
 
    The troll tapped his chunky nose with a massive forefinger, managing to hit it on the third attempt. “Pull the other one, madam.” He chuckled in a voice that was dripping in what probably passed for perspicaciousness amongst trolls—if they were even aware of what perspicaciousness was. “It has got a bell on it.” 
 
    “I really have to insist,” Lilli said through gritted teeth. 
 
    The troll bouncer’s forehead crumpled up into a frown that reminded Joe of the bonnet of a car that had just hit a tree. 
 
    “Well, if you’re going to insist, can I ask you to do it in the gutter while I fetch you a bandage?” he asked. 
 
    Joe followed in the wake of Aida as she carved a track through the press of people gathered outside the Ghoul Club.  
 
    “How the hell did you get here so fast?” he asked the dwarf, who was still dressed in her habitual maid’s attire, in amazement. “We only called you ten minutes ago.” 
 
    Lilli turned at the sound of the familiar voice. She gave Joe a sympathetic look, the special one that she reserved just for Joe, Lucius, Grim, and Vasmo—and all other males, now that Joe came to think of it—for when they were being particularly simple. 
 
    It was one that she used quite regularly in Metanoia Drive. 
 
    “You don’t really think the gaffer was going to let Miss Zingaro out of his sight, do you, love?” she said in a quiet voice as Aida exchanged a few words with the placid-faced but quite intransigent bouncer. 
 
    “Uh,” Joe said. “No? Not now that you’ve said that.” 
 
    Lilli patted Joe on the arm. “He wove a tracking charm into Lucius’ jacket, young fellow,” she told him. “Actually, a surprisingly subtle bit of work for the gaffer. He’s not much for the intricately tailored approach to spells.” 
 
    “More the blow-shit-up type of magician,” Joe pointed out. 
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s the official categorization of spell-caster that the Occult Conclave have him filed under,” Lilli said, “but yes, ducky. That’s about the long and short of his style.” 
 
    “Long bits and short bits being mostly what’s left of his enemies once he’s finished with them—or his postmen, if they surprise him too early in the morning, if I recall that story you told me correctly,” Joe said. He grimaced as he tried and failed at suppressing a belch that was both sweet and burning. 
 
    “He always says that if you can’t trust people not to act like idiots and do the intelligent thing then why bother wasting magic on them,” Lilli said, wrinkling her wee nose. 
 
    “Spoken like a man who has had an extremely limited experience with the outside world and the human race in general.” 
 
    “I did try to remind him that we were talking about a race of people who were constantly inventing new and creative means in which to annihilate themselves,” Lilli said. “Anywho… we tailed the lot of you the moment you left the house. We were just around the corner getting a kebab when you called.” 
 
    “Oh, a kebab sounds good,” Lucius said from over Joe’s shoulder. 
 
    “Now’s not the time, man,” Joe said out of the corner of his mouth to the other young man, who was swaying ever so slightly. “You need to get your head in the game. Where’s Thorn?” 
 
    Lucius gave the backpack hanging on his shoulder an affectionate thump. There was a small squeak of annoyance from inside. 
 
    “Is Master Umbra okay?” Lilli asked. 
 
    “I,” Lucius said, with only the slightest slur, “I am as poper as the sobe.” 
 
    Joe had to think about this one for a couple of seconds. When he’d figured it out, he then translated it to Lilli. 
 
    “I believe he is saying he is as sober as the Pope,” he said. 
 
    Lilli eyed Lucius skeptically. “That’s extremely convincing, dear,” she said. “Although, I think we should try and get some coffee or deep-fried foods into him as soon as possible, all things being equal.” 
 
    “Mmm, deep-fried coffee sounds excellent,” Lucius said. 
 
      Meanwhile, Aida was telling the bouncer, her old family friend, that Lilli was Joe’s magical creature. It went some way to illustrating the urgent nature of the situation that Lilli did not dispute this in any way. 
 
    The bouncer remained unconvinced, however. 
 
    “You and your friends can come back in, Miss Aida,” he said. “I just can’t let the underage dwarf in without identification, yeah?” 
 
    “Man, talk about beating your head against the wall,” Grim said from Joe’s satchel. “This guy would make one hell of a police interrogator, wouldn’t he?” 
 
    “Now, if you was to show to me that there was a link between the human man and the dwarf,” the troll continued laboriously, “then I might be persuaded to—” 
 
    Joe used the link he had with Lilli to draw on her betokency magic. With her standing right next to him as she was, it was as easy for him as dipping his hand into a bath to scoop out a handful of water. 
 
    He conjured a large hand into the air, all glowing green light, and made the digits of said hand contort until they were pulling the middle finger in the troll’s direction. 
 
    The bouncer looked at this apparition, then looked at Joe, then at Lilli. Then he said, in a very deep voice of almost subterranean consideration, “A fair demonstration.” 
 
    He opened the rope and ushered them through. 
 
    Inside the main corridor that led to the staircase that wound down into the club proper, the trio caught Lilli up on what had happened and what they had seen. Lilli listened attentively, a slight frown on her face, nodding every now and again. 
 
    “Definitely sounds dodgy,” she said when Aida had finished telling her all about the crystallite charges and just how much of a pain in the neck for someone, or a lot of people, the things might turn out to be. 
 
    “Which is why we called for the man with the facial fungus,” Grim said. 
 
    “Vasmo is parking the car somewhere, Grim, don’t you worry,” Lilli said as they started spiraling down. “He’ll be here as soon as he can.” 
 
    “Hold on, he’s parking the car?” Joe said in surprise. “Vasmo can drive?” 
 
    Lilli waved her hands. “I meant the carriage, ducky—the one we used to round up the magical creatures that day the compost piles exploded, you know? Vasmo put a glamor on it. It looks like a beat-up old Volvo.” 
 
    “Of course, it does,” Lucius said. “The old boy could have made it look like anything he wanted, like a Jaguar Mark 2, I don’t doubt, but he goes for—” 
 
    “He said he wanted something that spoke of refinement and safety, something the likes of the Scandinavian sleigh-makers would have made but as a car,” Lilli said in a totally disinterested voice. 
 
    “Sleigh-makers?” Joe ejaculated. “You don’t mean—” 
 
    “Not now, Joe,” Aida said over her shoulder.   
 
    “They wouldn’t let him park it out the front,” Lilli explained. “That cement-headed bouncer said it didn’t go with the—and I quote—‘arse-thetic’.” 
 
    They pushed their way out of the heavy double-doors and stepped once more into the beating heart of the Ghoul Club. Joe looked left straight away. By chance he managed to catch a glimpse into the room behind the red door as it opened to emit a tall, stick-thin ghoul waitress carrying a tray of drinks, who could have made millions on the catwalks of Italy if she had a mind. 
 
    “I see a few guards. Four or five,” Joe said to the others, “but there could be more, of course. I thought the room would be packed, but it doesn’t look like they’re partying in there.” 
 
    “There are still the four on the door,” Lucius pointed out. 
 
    “There are two on the door,” Aida said. 
 
    Lucius squinted. “Oh, yes, so there are,” he said amiably. 
 
    “Do we wait for Vasmo?” Joe asked. 
 
    Aida was gnawing her lip. “I say we get in there and find out what they know,” she said. “We don’t know what those Iron Order guys could have in mind. What’s to stop them coming in here and enjoying a few celebratory libations. I mean, the two guards in front of the door are clearly paranormal agents, right? That makes me think that they’ve been stationed there to make sure that whoever is in that room, whoever it was that handed the bag of crystallite charges to the ghoul who used to work for us, doesn’t try to leave before the Iron Order wants them to.” 
 
    It was a good point, and one that Joe hadn’t actually considered. The Iron Order had taken delivery of the strange crystalline bombs, but they hadn’t taken delivery of them from themselves. The paranormal agents stationed outside the VIP room did hint at another separate gang or entity making deals with the Iron Order. 
 
    It was all getting a little convoluted in Joe’s head and made more difficult than it might ordinarily have been by the myriad cocktail selection he had sampled throughout the evening. 
 
    “We should get any info we can and then get the heck out of here,” Joe said. “We can piece together who is supplying what to who when we’re safe back at home with a nice cup of cocoa.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Aida said. 
 
    “Anyone got a plan?” Grim asked. 
 
    Joe thought for a moment. “I think I might have one,” he said. 
 
    “Is it our usual simple but effective kind of plan, mate?” Grim asked. 
 
    “You could say that,” Joe said. 
 
    “With its accompanying side of a whole load of things that could probably derail it?” Grim said. 
 
    Joe considered this. He waggled his hand from side to side. 
 
    “The hand waggle,” Grim said. “Not an outright agreement that whatever scheme we cook up is bound to be undone in the first fifteen seconds. That’s better than usual.” 
 
    “All right,” Joe said, “everyone gather round. I only want to yell this into each of your ears once…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hello there, friend,” Joe said to the Iron Order goon standing to the right of the red door. 
 
    The man turned to look at Joe. His face looked to be one of those mugs that was set in something that was a decent approximation of a sneer most of the time. Joe saw his own face reflected in the mirrored lenses of the man’s sunglasses. 
 
    “What the hell do you want, boyo?” he asked in a strong Northern Irish accent. 
 
    “I was wondering if you could help me with something,” Joe said. He was affecting the lopsided grin and droopy eyes of the terminally and aggravatingly inebriated. 
 
    “I doubt it, boyo,” the man said. 
 
    “I was wondering if you could point me in the direction of the little boy’s room,” Joe said, leaning heavily against the wall so that the man was obliged to turn his back further on the door behind him. 
 
    “I might be able to describe where it is, pal,” the Iron Order heavy said, “but I won’t be able to understand the directions for you.” 
 
    Behind the man, the second guard batted at the air as if he was wafting away a fart and then toppled noiselessly over. He was caught before he hit the floor by Lucius and Aida who held him between them, in the manner of two people supporting a hammered friend. 
 
    “Very good!” Joe said. “Here, I want to have something in the way of an apology for bothering you.” 
 
    “You want to do something for me, boyo, just get on back to your friends, eh?” the man said. 
 
    “Here, have this,” Joe said. “I insist.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of glittering dust, which he blew adroitly into the man’s perplexed face. The somnolentia dust, which Lilli had brought with her, settled on the man’s eyelashes and brows and hair like sleep. Just like sleep, in fact, as a second later, the man’s eyes rolled up into his head, and he hit the deck like a broken mast. 
 
    The music thudded on. 
 
    Joe looked around, but none of the nightclub’s other revelers had reacted to the falling man. This didn’t really come as a surprise to Joe, seeing as from his position he could see at least two other people who had succumbed to the drinking and dancing and were having an unplanned nap. One of them was under a table and being used as a footstool by someone else. 
 
    Joe pulled the man into a sitting position, reached up, and found an empty glass on the balustrade next to him. He put it in the man’s hand. 
 
    “Night night, boyo,” he muttered, patting the man on the shoulder.    
 
    “Ready?” Aida asked.   
 
    “As Freddy,” Grim quipped happily. Joe couldn’t help but note how the grimoire always seemed to be at his most delighted just before they got thrown into some variety of trouble or other. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait for the gaffer?” he asked Lilli. 
 
    Lilli considered this. “He might be some time. Besides, if I’m any judge of that man, ducky, I think he’s looking at this as a test of sorts for a certain apprentice.” 
 
    Joe recalled the gross chewing sound he had heard down the phone. 
 
    “He’s finishing his kebab, isn’t he?” he said. 
 
    “No comment,” Lilli said. “But, yes.” 
 
    Joe drew on Lilli’s betokency, pictured a small wedge inside the locking mechanism of the door, then released the spell and expanded the magic. 
 
    The lock was, first and foremost, to keep drunken punters from accidentally bursting into the VIP room, thinking that it was the lav. It was not designed to put up with any kind of determined magical attack. 
 
    The door burst open, the lock shattering, and they pushed their way in. Their four bodies shielded what was going on from anyone behind them who might have been looking. Joe led the way, heart hammering, adrenaline jacked. They were through the busted red door as fast as any half-pissed tactical unit could get throughor so Joe liked to imagine. Aida brought up the rear and kicked the door closed behind her. 
 
    Inside, they found a lanky ghoul in an all-white three-piece suit and matching homburg hat. He was reclining on a low velvet sofa, which stretched around a large, low table in a wide semicircle. 
 
    The bloke looked like a cross between Baron Samedi and the Monopoly Man to Joe’s eyes. His face was bloodless, his eyes forbidding and set in sunken pouches in his waxy skin. He had a glass of something—Joe hoped it was red wine but thought it more likely to be blood—paused halfway to his cracked lips. In short, he may as well have had the words ‘mob boss’ stamped on his forehead. Behind him, there were four other ghouls, not so outrageously dressed, leaning against a small private bar. 
 
    Joe let out a breath and tried to gather his thoughts. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said. 
 
    “Who,” the ghoul said, in a voice that came straight from the crypt, “are you?” 
 
    “We’re the guys looking for the people responsible for handing over some crystallite charges to the Iron Order,” Joe said. 
 
    There was a very long pause. Joe didn’t look at the ghouls by the bar. He had a feeling that looking their way might be the catalyst that would plunge all of them into a whirlwind of violence. 
 
    “No,” the ghoul sitting down said. “No, I know you, boy.” 
 
    “Man, I hate it when people try to condescend you by calling you ‘boy’,” Joe said. “It feels like they’re trying to be so clever but just failing one hundred percent.” 
 
    “I know you, boy,” the ghoul repeated. He removed his white homburg, inspected it, then replaced it carefully on his gleaming white dome. Then he turned his head around. All the way around. 
 
    “The bloke’s like a bloody owl,” Joe said in an aside to Lucius. 
 
    The other man looked queasily away. 
 
    “This young fellow here,” the ghoul in the suit said to his cronies, “he’s a wanted man.” 
 
    Joe’s blood went cold. 
 
    “Aren’t you, boy?” the ghoul said, his head swinging back around to look at Joe with his pitiless eyes. “The Iron Order will pay good money for your head.” 
 
    Joe had never even considered the fact that the Iron Order might put a bounty on him. That sort of thing just did not occur in the life of guys like him. 
 
    “My uncle would be surprised to hear that,” Joe quipped. “He was pretty fond of telling me, when I cocked up at work, that I had nothing of value from the neck up.” 
 
    The ghoul did not answer, but a thin smile stretched his dry, pale lips. It was a smile that Joe could appreciate. A smile that brought no comfort or solace to those who beheld it. A smile that seemed to stretch beyond the limits of the face; a rictus grin that bared a set of sharp, yellowed teeth. It was a smile that left those who witnessed it feeling as though they had been touched by death itself. 
 
    Joe’s eyes were riveted on the ghoul in the white suit. He knew that it was with him that the power lay. It was with him that the answers would be found. It was he who would give the orders, if things were doomed to go south as they always seemed to— 
 
    The reclining ghoul waved a skeletal finger in a lazy circle and then pointed it at the three humans and the dwarf. 
 
    The ghouls rushed towards them. 
 
    The ghouls had less fat on them than a butcher’s pencil—as Uncle Steve was prone to say—but that didn’t make them any less worrying. They were all sinew and bone, but as they leapt towards Joe and the others, they became more angular somehow. It was almost like watching a claw unfurl from its sheath, only on a full-body scale. 
 
    “Speaking of claws, kid, watch out!” Grim yelled. 
 
    Joe threw himself backwards as the foremost ghoul jumped nimbly across the sofa and slashed at him with fingers that had hardened and curled into gleaming white talons. They weren’t claws so much as they were sharpened fingers. They hissed over Joe’s head as the ghoul went charging past him with a soft, horrible shriek. 
 
    Joe drew on Lilli’s betokency as the others launched into action. He whirled, conjured a simple shield of shimmering green magic, and thrust it out at another of the ghouls who had taken a swing at him. Claws grated on the solidified magic, and emerald sparks flew. The ghoul stumbled off balance, and Joe turned the shield edge-on and rammed it into the monster’s face. 
 
    There was a muffled crunch, and a couple of needle-sharp fangs skittered across the low table, behind which the well-attired ghoul was still sitting with his long legs crossed. The ghoul Joe had hit clutched at his mouth. For his part, Joe shoved his hand into his other pocket, brought it out, and blew a fine cloud of the extra somnolentia dust he had taken as a precaution from Lilli into the ghoul’s face. 
 
    The look of outraged pain was smoothed from the ghoul’s gaunt features, and he toppled backwards, flipping over the arm of the sofa to land in a tangle of arms and legs, snoring softly on the carpet. 
 
    Another ghoul was already laid out in a neat line, taken care of by Lilli Spicer herself. The dwarf’s usually blue eyes were shining with silver light as she turned them on the next opponent. 
 
    One of the two remaining henchmen—Henchghouls? Joe pondered to himself—was running along the wall towards Lucius. The young man’s black hair was mussed up and all over his face as he raised his hands and fired an unrefined blast of shimmering cold at the oncoming foe. 
 
    Thorn has given him access to verglasency—to ice magic! Joe noted. 
 
    The ghoul dodged the attack, launching itself off the wall. The ice spell sprayed up the wall of the VIP room, crusting it with rime. The ghoul shrieked as it flew towards Lucius, talons extended, powered by legs that might have been pencil-thin but strong as steel. 
 
    It was picked up and smashed into the ceiling by a blast of magic from Aida, totally obliterating a tasteful chandelier that hung over the lovely sofa. He fell in a crumpled heap directly onto the table in front of the ghoul in the suit. 
 
    The final ghoul was dispatched by a combined effort from Lucius and Thorn. Lucius managed to pin the advancing ghoul in place with an icicle spear through its spindly thigh. 
 
    “Oh, goodness me, I apologize,” Lucius blurted, his manners kicking in automatically despite the fact the ghoul had been advancing on Lilli with malice aforethought. 
 
    The ghoul hissed and spat, trying to tug the lance of ice free of its flesh, but before it could do so, Thorn hopped up in front of it and delivered a pinpoint kick to the temple, which turned its lights out. 
 
    It seemed to Joe that, for all their speed and ferocity, ghouls as a species were actually quite fragile. 
 
    I guess that’s why they usually go for dead flesh, he mused. Less effort. The difference between killing a cow and ordering a burger. Lazy sods. 
 
    Joe turned to face the bossman but found to his shock that the ghoul had flowed to his feet. He towered over Joe, rake-thin but standing a good seven and a half feet tall. He raised his hand and fired a beam of curious black and silver magic at Joe, his face a furious death mask. 
 
    Joe absorbed the beam with instincts honed by much practice. He sucked it into himself, feeling the alien magic bubble sluggishly through him, giving him a curious lightheaded feeling. 
 
    Then, with a mind unfettered by what he should or should not be able to do, Joe held out his hands and regurgitated the magic he had just absorbed into a spinning ball of onyx magic shot through with white light. He didn’t know what this stuff was. It was certainly not like any magic he had come across so far in his short and colorful career. 
 
    He looked at the ghoul mob boss. 
 
    The ghoul mob boss looked back at him. Then his cold, dead eyes looked down at the spinning ball of recycled magic revolving between Joe’s hands. 
 
    “Who are—” 
 
    Joe hit him in the chest with the cannonball of magic. The spell hit the ghoul so hard that it blasted him off his feet and sent him shooting backwards, long legs and arms trailing like the tail of a comet. He punched clean through the sofa, sending fluff billowing into the air like snow, and crashed into the bar. He slumped to the floor, a perfect asterisk of black splashed across his beautiful white suit. 
 
    “I’m Joe,” Joe said, coming to squat next to the ghoul. 
 
    “How… How did you absorb my necromancy?” the ghoul asked in that voice of his, cracked and cold as a shattered sarcophagus lid. 
 
    Joe waved the question aside, though he made a mental note of what the magic he had unwittingly taken into himself was. Especially when that thing turned out to be a kind of magic more usually associated with bringing the dead back to life, summoning spirits of the deceased, or communicating with the spirits of the dead. The word necromancy was synonymous with all sorts of spooky things, but he comforted himself with the fact that he was, as far as he could tell, still alive. 
 
    “Never mind that, mate,” he said. “There are some things that you are going to tell us.” 
 
    Lilli cleared her throat and looked meaningfully at Joe as the ghoul watched on with a dazed expression on his skull-like face. 
 
    “Oh, right,” Joe said, looking at the ghoul once more. “There are some things that you are going to tell us, please.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After some feeble resistance, the mob boss relented. Joe had been surprised at how easily he capitulated to the questioning though not disappointed. He had been quietly hoping that there’d be no reason to get inventive and magical with the torture or anything. 
 
    As it turned out, the leader of the ghouls, who had taken it upon themselves to enter an accord with the Iron Order, either had absolutely no qualms about spilling the beans or was far more rattled by Joe’s ability to absorb magic than Joe gave him credit for.  
 
    They started off with the usual back and forth that always acted as a prelude to this sort of thing. Joe was working himself up to inflict violence on the ghoul if he had to. The ghoul, bound by a quartet of handy blocks of ice to the ankles and wrists courtesy of a now far more sober Lucius, was clearly judging Joe and seeing if he was the kind of man willing to start breaking pieces off another humanoid in his quest for information. 
 
    “I don’t think we need to be so hackneyed as to go through how this is going to go,” Joe said. “We both know how it could go. What’s your name?”  
 
    “Johannes Sacrum, at your service,” the ghoul replied. He looked like he would have liked to doff his hat, had his hands been free and his hat not been lying on the other side of the room. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what you want to know, boy,” Sacrum said, his voice rumbling from deep in his skinny chest. 
 
    Joe blinked and looked around at the others. “That’s very obliging of you,” he said to the prostate ghoul. 
 
    Sacrum shrugged as well as he was able. “I am a realist,” he said. “Even those who live so long they are deemed to be immortal by shorter-lived species do not survive in this world for long if they are not aware of what side their bread is buttered.” 
 
    Joe couldn’t help thinking that it looked like a good few years since bread or butter had passed the lips of Johannes Sacrum. 
 
    “I learned the fragility of life from my grandfather,” Sacrum said. 
 
    Joe rocked back on his heels. He glanced at the door and bit his tongue in impatience. He supposed that if the pasty bloke was going to spill his guts, then he should allow him this little chance to expound, especially if it made him feel better about betraying his business relationship with the Iron Order. 
 
    “My grandfather was American, based on a navy ship back when the US military was doing nuclear testing on their own soldiers,” Sacrum said. “He and everybody else aboard their vessel was awoken early one morning, given special eye-protection, and told to stand on the starboard side and look to the horizon. He said even wearing the eye-protection, the light from the initial flash of the nuclear bomb they detonated was so bright, that when he shielded his eyes with his hand, he could see the bones in his fingers through his skin.” 
 
    “That sounds less than healthy,” Joe said, “but I’m not sure what that has to do with anything.” 
 
    “It is how I came to be how I am, boy,” the ghoul said. “I am a product of a specific transformation due to exposure to radiation and other toxic substances—a genetic anomaly passed down from my grandfather. This”—here the ghoul chuckled, a sound which reminded Joe of stones sliding into some deep well or hole—“also often results in physical mutations and a hunger for human flesh, though it is not widely advertised.” 
 
    Joe swallowed. Ghouls were actually a creation of people? That was nasty and something that would be worth delving into when time allowed. He wondered if Vasmo knew that. 
 
    “But why are you telling us this?” Lilli asked from where she was tying up one of the other unconscious ghouls with a length of gaudy gold rope that she had found somewhere. 
 
    “Because I want to show you that from the moment I was… created, my sole business has been to adapt. Survive. Continue,” Sacrum said. His wicked, dead eyes flickered back to Joe. “I don’t know who you are, but I know that one who can absorb necromancy in the manner you did, boy, is one worth avoiding. Ask me your questions so that I can be free of your presence.” 
 
    Joe nodded, squatting forward with his arms resting on his knees, his hands dangling between his legs. 
 
    “All right, straight to the point, then,” he said. “What’s the deal with these bombs, these crystalline charges? Why are you supplying them to the Iron Order?” 
 
    “I am not supplying them to the Iron Order,” Sacrum rumbled. 
 
    Joe sighed. “Come on, man, don’t mess me about,” he said. 
 
    Grim dropped out of the air and smacked the ghoul around the back of the head. 
 
    “Grim!” Lilli scolded. “That’s not very British!” 
 
    “I’m from the world beyond this one, love, you know that. I’m not British,” the grimoire replied. 
 
    The ghoul let out another deep rumble of laughter. “Ah, I see, boy. What we have here is good cop, bad book, yes?” 
 
    Joe shook his head like he was dislodging an irksome fly. 
 
    “We saw your man drop the crystalline charge off to some Iron Order gingernut in a warehouse across the way,” he said. 
 
    The ghoul didn’t have eyebrows, but if he did, they would have furrowed into a V of confusion. 
 
    “You have the wrong end of a particularly dangerous stick, boy,” he said. 
 
    Joe pinched the bridge of his nose. “I know what we saw,” he said. 
 
    “You may have been looking, but perhaps you didn’t see,” Sacrum replied. 
 
    “Illuminate us, why don’t you, then?” Aida snapped impatiently. 
 
    “We ghouls did not craft those weapons you saw handed over to the Iron Order,” Sacrum said, a note of derision in his deep bass voice. “We do not possess the skill nor the knowledge, though what we could do for ghouldkind with such erudition…” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’m sure you’d be able to put all sorts of dastardly and unoriginal schemes into operation,” Grim said in a bored voice. 
 
    Sacrum shot the floating book a venomous look. 
 
    “I was approached by a representative of the Iron Order—a man who I know is little more than a glorified mouthpiece for those higher up. He came to me and made certain offers, certain threats, certain promises.” 
 
    “This would be old copper-bollocks?” Joe asked. 
 
    The ghoul frowned in confusion. 
 
    “The ginger-haired bloke?” Joe reiterated. 
 
    The ghoul’s bright white head bobbed once in acquiescence. 
 
    “The men and women under my command were hired by him, through me, to kidnap two people from a fancy mansion somewhere up north where I had a ghoulish connection,” Sacrum said, stating this as baldly as someone might say they were sent to the shops by their mum to grab half a dozen eggs and a packet of sausages. 
 
    Joe risked a quick glance at Aida. Her eyes were very bright. 
 
    “We were tasked to ransack the place, steal any devices of a crystalline nature, and destroy the house while we were at it,” the ghoul mobster said, calm and casual as you like. “We then delivered the prisoners to a workshop of sorts below the Thames. The package of stolen explosives we kept hidden in a safehouse until the Iron Order representative bade me deliver them to him.” 
 
    “And that just so happened to be tonight?” Joe said. 
 
    Another bob of the cue ball-like head answered his question. 
 
    “Where precisely under the Thames is this workshop or whatever?” Joe asked. 
 
    Sacrum’s nostrils dilated just a touch. “There is only one workshop under the Thames. The entrance is hidden under a bridge. If you don’t know which one… Well, you should.” 
 
    “I think I’ve heard of that place,” Aida said quietly. 
 
    “What do they want with the people you kidnapped?” Joe asked. 
 
    Sacrum grinned that wide, awful mirthless grin. “Why does anyone abduct such clever people, such proficient inventors and mages so well-versed in the arts of such things as explosives?” he said. 
 
    “I think he means specifically, you smarty-pants,” Lilli said, her voice a warning in of itself. 
 
    Sacrum gave the dwarf an empty look. He had a good face and good eyes for such a look. It was the face of a corpse. 
 
    “I do not know, truly,” he said. “All I know is that the Iron Order is being extra careful about whatever it is they are doing. They are trying to hide their influence, their hand in what is happening. I have never really known them to do that, and I socialize in circles of the less savory sort.” 
 
    “They’re up to something big,” Aida said. 
 
    The ghoul looked around at Aida for the first time. He let loose a rumble deep in his throat. His black eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I know your face too, girl,” he said. “You—” 
 
    A cacophony of screams rose like the chorus of the more macabre variety of operas. They were so loud, so concentrated, that they permeated the door and overrode the constant thumping beat of the house music. 
 
    “What fresh hell is this?” Joe muttered to himself, half-turning towards the door. 
 
    “I am thinking that perhaps the Iron Order have found the men that you presumably incapacitated,” Sacrum said, his calm baritone grating on Joe’s nerves more with every word he uttered. 
 
    “Well, a quiet and unobtrusive exit is probably out of the question,” Grim said. 
 
    “Does he always sound so damn cheerful when he knows that dreadful peril is potentially just round the corner?” Lucius asked. 
 
    “He does actually, yeah,” Joe said. 
 
    “Although you’ll only ever hear me say it a couple of times in my life, that floating rag does have a point,” Lilli said. 
 
    “Even a broken clock is right twice a day,” Joe said, giving the grimoire an affectionate swat with the back of his hand. 
 
    “Cheers very much, I’m sure,” Grim said. 
 
    “What do you reckon, then? Just the old blow out as fast as we can through the front door, all the while hoping that there aren’t too many of them to handle?” Joe said. 
 
    “Seems like a good plan to me,” Aida said. 
 
    “You’ll never—”  Sacrum started to say. 
 
    A sudden sharp blast of rushing air, as abrupt as a shotgun blast, sent Grim shooting forward. He hit the ghoul right in the middle of his forehead with a hollow thud that made Joe wince. The ghoul slumped forward, eyes rolled up into the back of his head. 
 
    “Oh, sorry about that,” Aida said, in a tone that wasn’t sorry at all, her eyes fading from yellow back to blue. She lowered her hand. 
 
    “There was no need to go shoving me with your magic like that, love,” Grim said in a hurt voice. 
 
    “Sorry,” Aida grunted, running her hands down the shaved sides of her head in an attempt to calm herself. 
 
    “I would have clocked the pasty git myself if you’d just given me the word,” Grim said. 
 
    “I think we’d listened to all we needed to from him, though,” Aida said. 
 
    “Agreed, darling,” Lilli said, patting the young woman’s hand. 
 
    “I think it’s time we made our way to the exit. We need to act on this information received,” Aida said. 
 
    Joe looked at her. She had a look on her face that told him that she wasn’t about to brook any sort of contradiction. Besides, they literally had no other options. They needed to get out, and there was one way for them to do so that any of them could see. 
 
    Joe shrugged. 
 
    “One silver lining is that the ghouls are famous for taking care of their dirty laundry in-house,” Lilli said. Joe saw that she had her pearl necklace around her neck—the preferred physical manifestation of Joc, her bogeyman bond-mate. “We won’t have to worry about any kind of supernatural law enforcement showing up—other than the ‘law’ the Iron Order brings with them.”   
 
    “Well, at least that makes things simple,” Joe said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The already buckled and broken red double-doors exploded outwards like they had been ripped off their hinges by a pair of charging elephants. 
 
    One flipped across the now almost totally deserted dance floor and fortuitously smashed into an Iron Order goon, crushing him into one of the bars. 
 
    Fresh shouts and screams resounded through the cavernous space of the interior of the club. There were still a few dozen punters inside; those who had not made it to the exits for one reason or another—being so drunk that it appeared their legs had been attached back to front. 
 
    These cries of panic were added to by the curses of the Iron Order men and women who had been sent inside to find out what had happened to the two men stationed on the door. Their appearance, and subsequent wrath at finding their comrades incapacitated, had resulted in a mass exodus of the Ghoul Club. 
 
    Joe and Aida emerged side by side from the wreck and ruin of the VIP room, leaving the unconscious ghoul goon squad behind them. Lilli and Lucius followed. As they left the room and stepped through the doorway, each pair went in a different direction, hoping to minimize their target as a whole. 
 
    Spells flickered around them, blending with the flashing disco lights. Music thumped through the huge speakers dotted around the room, keeping pace with the blood thrumming through Joe’s veins. 
 
    He got on the front foot, conjuring a shimmering silver sledgehammer through his  link with Lilli. He sent it crashing out sideways as a man raised his hand, fingers glowing with blue light. The hammer struck. The man’s bell was well and truly rung. He was sent flying backwards in a burst of silver mist, smashing into a light display. He jerked and screeched for a few moments as he became one with the electrical circuit, then fell smoking to the ground.  
 
    A rushing wheel of fire magic came scorching out of the dark. Joe absorbed it, even taken by surprise like he was. He felt the hot glow bloom through him like a dozen shots of Fireball sucked down simultaneously. 
 
    The woman who had shot the cartwheel of fire at him stood with smoke curling from her head, a puzzled expression on her face. The puzzle expression remained as Lucius took advantage of her momentary confusion and encased her in ice. 
 
    “At your three o’clock!” Grim yelled. 
 
    Joe turned. There was no one there. Just an innocent decorative plastic palm. 
 
    The table in the booth he had been trotting past exploded into matchsticks. Strands of gossamer-thin lightning, the color of copper, danced over the wreckage. 
 
    “Your other three o’clock!” Grim cried. “Fulmimancer!” 
 
    “That’s my nine o’clock, Grim!” Joe shouted back. 
 
    “Well, excuse me for having been raised in the time of the sundial!” 
 
    The next shot of storm magic, which was the first taste of fulmimancy Joe could remember being on the receiving end of, came at him like a shower of bronze beads. Not the color that Joe would have initially paired with storm and lightning magic, but he guessed it made sense. He couldn’t help but picture the rustling leaves and earthy smells that often accompanied a storm, as well as the metallic conductive properties of lightning. 
 
    The feeling he got as he absorbed the copper spray of magic was not what he had been expecting either. It was almost like having his body dipped in a topical analgesic ointment; camphor, menthol, cajuput, and clove oil, he got a rush of all these things. 
 
    Then he opened his arms wide and released the stored magic that his connection with Grim allowed him to take in. 
 
    Tendrils of copper lighting lanced out of his fingertips. A couple of them went towards his target, but most flared off in only vaguely the right direction. The man threw himself behind the bar with an impressive speed of thought. The probing fingers of raw storm magic punched into the wall behind the bar. The multitude of different colored and sized bottles popped, exploded and, in a couple of instances, melted like they were being strafed with boiling machine gun fire. 
 
    “To the door, to the door! Chop chop!” Joe heard Aida yell. 
 
    Joe sprinted right, hurdling over a table as he went. It would have been a quite impressive and cinematic move had the table not collapsed into a pile of ash the moment he touched it and sent him sprawling. 
 
    A small tornado whirled past him like a dervish, ripping at his jacket and the satchel that was still slung over his shoulder as he got to his feet. In front of him, Aida was standing by the open exit doors, one hand raised in front of her. Her eyes were glowing a bright yellow from corner to corner. There was a harsh cry of pain and fury behind him and then a loud shattering noise. The music in the speakers faltered and was then replaced with hissing static. 
 
    “I said, chop chop, Joe!” she shouted. 
 
    Joe legged it for the door, booting a stirring Iron Order henchman in the ribs as he went. He rushed past Aida, turned, and together they closed the doors behind them with a bang. 
 
    “Stand aside!” Lucius said. 
 
    With eyes as white as snow, he slapped his hand to the doors. A spreading puddle of liquid ice spread out from his palm and covered the surface of the doors in a shining layer. 
 
    “I literally have no idea how long that will last, I’m afraid,” Lucius said. “I’m still getting used to the whole spell-casting business in all honesty.” He shot Joe a slightly apologetic look. “Turns out practice is a touch more finicky and capricious a thing than theory.” 
 
    Joe held his finger and thumb a fraction of an inch apart. 
 
    “Still, it might buy us a few more seconds,” Lucius said. 
 
    As they ran up the corridor that led to the stairs that in turn led to the street, Lucius laid down a slick of ice behind them. It was a Home Alone trick, Joe thought, but it might help slow anyone who managed to get through the doors he had froz— 
 
    “Go!” Joe yelled, grabbing Lucius and pushing him behind him. 
 
    There was a splintering, sucking noise. Just before they rounded the end of the corridor that led to the dimly lit stairwell, Joe turned. The door had been melted and then blitzed into wet splintered fragments by some form of magic. 
 
    Two men rushed through. The first saw Joe and cried out gleefully. His hand was raised, and his eyes glowed with an orange light. 
 
    His feet went from under him before he could loose a spell, sliding out in a way that would have been ridiculous had it not been for the fact that him and his mate were trying to kill them all. It was like something from a comedy skit: legs and head trading places so that the man fell squarely on the back of his neck. He crumpled without a sound and slid back down the gently sloping ramp. 
 
    His colleague cursed and hurdled over his stricken friend. 
 
    To Joe’s astonishment, the snub-nosed man whipped out a tiny crossbow from his waistband. 
 
    “Oh, bugger,” Joe said. 
 
    He wasn’t sure whether the man had pulled the weapon after seeing Joe’s ability to draw off and absorb magic fired at him, or just because he fancied himself as a bit of a Van Helsing. Whatever the reason, though, Joe had no way to block a crossbow bolt. 
 
    The man tried to negotiate his way up the ice-slicked passage, but almost lost his footing. 
 
     “You’re wasted in the henchman game,” Joe said. “You should have tried out for Carmen on Ice!” 
 
    The Iron Order agent snarled something, then thrust out the mean-looking little crossbow and pulled the trigger. The quarrel zipped across the space separating himself and Joe. Joe flung himself around the corner, and the quarrel hissed through the interior lining of his jacket, under his arm, and embedded itself in the wall. 
 
    “No more jeering, Joe,” he told himself. “A closed mouth invites no crossbow bolts.” 
 
    He ran after his friends. 
 
    When they got street-side, they found their little segment of Soho in chaos. There were no ghouls in evidence—a testament to what Lilli had said about them steering clear of all things police-related. People were running this way and that, though, in that uniquely headless chicken kind of way that human beings were so very good at. 
 
    As they hurried past the bouncer, who was slowly and methodically coiling the red rope he had been busy lifting and closing all night, Joe saw that there were a few people parked up against walls and on car bonnets watching the street theater unfold. Some of them had cones of hot chips, burgers, or slices of pizza. 
 
    A short, incongruous parping sound was heard from off to their left. A moment later, this strange noise was followed by the arrival of a battered Volvo estate car. It had mismatched doors, one dimmed headlight, and was trailing black smoke. It mounted the curb, causing people to scatter even more quickly than they were, and actually thumped into a very intoxicated, blue-skinned man, who rolled over the bonnet and smacked down onto the road. 
 
    “What the—” Lucius said. 
 
    The window rolled down, and a familiar head, fronted by a vaguely miffed face and beard that was as sleek and well-groomed as a fox terrier that had just been put through a wood-chipper, craned out of it. 
 
    “Get in!” Vasmo snapped in his usual peeved manner. “Get in if you wish to continue drawing breath and enjoying the pleasures of this jolly life that can so often be such a pain in the scrag!” 
 
    Joe looked at Grim. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, kid—literally,” the grimoire said. “But if there were two men who were standing at opposite ends of the humanity spectrum, it would be Vasmodecadorenicar Qwentilliar Jerry Libercustos and Kyle ruddy Reese.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe hustled the gang towards what was perhaps the most unlikely of getaway vehicles. 
 
    As they pushed through the crowd that separated them from the waiting car, a man, dressed all in black and with a frown curving downwards like an inverted ax blade, shoved his way out of the throng: a paranormal agent. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, though to who he was talking Joe couldn’t see, “it’s that goddamn guy that—” 
 
    It was hard to keep an eye out in all directions when you were in the midst of a pack of swirling, alarmed humanity. The last place it might occur to someone to keep their eyes pointed in such a situation was three feet downwards. 
 
    This, it turned out, was unfortunate for the paranormal agent. It was unfortunate for him because that was precisely the direction and height that Lilli Spicer’s head was located. 
 
    The dwarf, as might be expected from someone who had come from a long line of coal miners who had been perpetually smacking their noggins into low outcrops of stone, had a very hard head. 
 
    Joe had once seen someone nutted in the face at a football match—was it even a proper football match if no one got headbutted?—but he had never seen someone get nutted in the nadgers. 
 
    The paranormal agent was left groaning in the gutter as the crew of four, along with their bond-mates, piled into the waiting car. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to drive?” Joe asked Vasmo. 
 
    Vasmo glared sideways at him, his bristling white brows rising and falling in outrage like a couple of minuscule wooly mammoths rearing on their hind legs. 
 
    “Never mind,” Joe said hurriedly. “I’m sure having someone as… seasoned as you behind the wheel of a vehicle like this is going to help prevent us arousing suspicion from any passing law-keepers.” 
 
    As if in answer to Joe’s words, two things happened. The first was that an uncomfortable juddering jerk went through both the car and everyone inside of it. There was a stomach-churning lurch, a sensation that Joe thought was a little like someone else crossing his eyes, and then a pop. 
 
    The ancient Volvo vanished around them. Joe found himself sitting back in the open air, on the coachman’s seat, atop the outlandish circus-type cart that he and Lilli had used to transport the magical creatures that had escaped from the house all those months before. 
 
    Joe looked behind him at the other three, but they weren’t there. Instead, a hatch on the side of the powder blue wagon, with its enormous wooden wheels, popped open. Aida stuck her head out. 
 
    “What in the world just happened?” she asked. 
 
    Joe turned back to Vasmo with his mouth slightly ajar. 
 
    “Gaffer, you want to field this one?” he asked. 
 
    “The blasted glamor must have overloaded!” the old man said. He smacked the front of the horseless cart but nothing happened. He slapped his palm to his head. “There are too many passengers! I was in a rush and only made the enchantment strong enough for Lilli and me!” 
 
    Then, the second thing happened. 
 
    Bright xenon headlights, shooting crystal-clean, white light like laser beams, snapped on from across the road. 
 
    Two sets. 
 
    “Bollocks,” Joe said. 
 
    “Language, Mr. Ramsey,” Vasmo said automatically.  
 
    “Iron Order!” Lilli called. 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Spicer!” Vasmo replied curtly. 
 
    The old mage’s hand shot out, grabbed the metal parking lever, and disengaged it. Then he snatched up the reins and snapped them. The fact that the reins were only fastened to the front of the coach and not to any horses did nothing to slow the coach’s dramatic accelerator. 
 
    The huge metal-rimmed cartwheels blurred as if they were connected to a six-liter V12. A shrieking, as of four enormous angle-grinders at work, caused the last vestiges of the crowd to scatter. Sparks sprayed into the night in place of tire smoke.     
 
        The bizarre, horseless carriage peeled out from the pavement in a blazing trail of twinkling scintillations. What a sight it must have been. Certainly, all the companions combined hadn’t enough abstraction dust to wipe the memories of all those spectators present, even if there’d been time to do so. 
 
    And there was certainly not time to do so. 
 
    The audibly rousing four hundred and thirty-four horsepower twin-turbo V-6 engine of the blacked-out Porsche Macan that had just pinned them in its headlights roared. The SUV shimmied this way and that, all the electronic gizmos that probably made the thing a bloody expensive nightmare to fix, trying gamely to get the four hundred and five pounds per foot of torque onto the tarmac. 
 
    “I love those cars,” Joe breathed. 
 
    “Yes, well, I did read somewhere about the danger of loving something that is bad for you is that it can consume you until there is nothing left but the ruins of your heart!” Vasmo yelled over the sudden rushing of the wind and squealing cry of the metal wheels on the road. “I’m sure that goes double for motor cars traveling at high speed!” 
 
    Behind them, as they sped away, the Porsche was joined by another set of headlights that belonged to a similarly blacked-out BMW 5 series. 
 
    “Another one!” Grim said. The grimoire was still wedged into the satchel over Joe’s shoulder, but the flap was open, apparently giving the eons-old book an unimpeded view behind. 
 
    “Are they cars like this—magical vehicles in disguise, I mean?” Joe asked Vasmo. 
 
    Vasmo didn’t answer for a second. He hauled on the reins, and the circus wagon went around a corner on two wheels, the metal edge of the trailing back wheel leaving a scorch mark down the side of a double-decker bus. 
 
    “I doubt it,” the old magician said as the wagon slammed down again. “Like all those who hate other people of a specific type, the Iron Order actually do much to conform to how the mundane folk look and act.”  
 
    In 1807, J. P. Malcolm—a talented engraver of the time and a lad who hadn’t been averse to throwing out his ten cent’s worth—said that Brook Street was ‘the calm retreat of the nobility and persons of great landed property’. Joe couldn’t for the life of him remember where he had read or been taught that, but he was willing to bet a substantial sum on the fact that Brook Street had never been less calm than it was that night. 
 
    With that slightly overzealous Michael Bay-esque rolling start that Joe would never have thought Vasmo capable of pulling off, their circus cart felt like it hit sixty in about five and a half seconds. This was about the time Vasmo had to haul on the brake lever and throw the cruiser right down the svelte opening of New Bond Street to avoid the potential traffic around Hanover Square that Joe felt obliged to warn him about. 
 
    “Traffic? At this time of night?” Vasmo yelled at Joe, his cloak streaming out behind him like a piece of night, his beard slapping him in his face so that he was forced to stuff it into the collar of his kimono. 
 
    “This is London, gaffer!” Joe shouted back. 
 
    A squealing of protesting rubber made Joe snap his head around. The black BMW had just popped out of Davies Street, narrowly avoiding clipping a cyclist. 
 
    Vasmo snapped the reins, and the enchanted wagon leapt forward. The Iron Order BMW followed suit. The wind rushed in Joe’s ears, ripping the muttered curses from his lips as soon as he uttered them and throwing them out behind him like the leaves left fluttering in the turbulence of a passing tornado. 
 
    It was another eye-opener for Joe, concerning the abilities of the old man who had brought him into the magical fold. Vasmo tweaked the reins left and right, trying to stop the BMW drawing alongside the zooming cart. The two vehicles sped down Grosvenor, flashing past the parked ranks of waiting black cabs with their slumbering drivers, and flashed past the entrance to the square. 
 
    The BMW was practically kissing the tail end of the wagon, but Vasmo skipped the wagon sharply left and around a cruising hatchback while the BMW was forced right. 
 
    There was no room for them to make it past the little car they had drawn alongside, but that didn’t stop them from managing it. A slight distortion in reality, a pressure on his eardrums, and then the six-foot-wide cart had shot the three-foot gap that divided hatchback from parked Range Rover. 
 
    “Impossible!” Joe remarked. 
 
    “No, no, just improbable,” Vasmo said. “Amazing how often people get those two confused. The space dismorphing incantation this old girl is covered by can squeeze us through any gap larger than two and a half feet. It was a smidgen on the close side, I grant you.” 
 
    The BMW plowed through a rank of publicly accessible bicycles, sending bits of bike flying in all directions, before smashing through the docking station and sending it flipping into the manicured hedges. 
 
    There was a thud from inside the swaying wagon and then Joe heard Lucius cry, “Crikey!” 
 
    “Up you get, dear,” came the muffled voice of Lilli. “I’m flattered at the attention, but you really are heavier than you look.” 
 
    One of the window shutters on the side of the wagon was thrust open. Joe saw Aida stick her arm out and point two fingers at the BMW. A few globes—air made solid they looked like to Joe—whizzed out, flickering under the orange illumination cast by the streetlights. 
 
      The air magic projectile shot across the space dividing the cart and car. All but one of them missed the target. The last globe thumped into the rear of the black BMW and caused it to fishtail, denting in the rear panel as if a horseshoe had been flung at it. 
 
    Vasmo drifted as if he was going left down St Audley Street and then hauled the reins and went right. The cart jumped a little median strip and brutally crushed a bollard as they continued onwards towards Park Lane. 
 
    The force of every bounce and jounce was made all the more pronounced by the obvious lack of suspension in the wagon. Joe lamented his tailbone. It was going to be smashed to sand by the time they were through this mess.  
 
    The traffic, mercifully, wasn’t as bad as it could have been, and the wagon received the blessings of the traffic light gods as Vasmo hauled ass across the intersection of Upper Grosvenor and Park Lane. With the finesse of a professional drifter, Vasmo dabbed the brake lever as he swung the wagon right. There was a sharp explosion of plastic, and a wing mirror was obliterated as they squeaked past the front of a Tesco delivery truck. 
 
    As they hurtled up Park Lane and headed for Marble Arch, dodging neatly between a couple of cars, Joe looked behind them to see where their pursuers were. 
 
    The BMW appeared a moment later. It slid wide around the intersection, and its fish-tailing rear took out a bollard, sending it tumbling. The driver righted the car with some dexterous steering wheel work, and it surged up behind the wagon once again. 
 
    Joe reached out to Lilli, harnessed some of her betokency, and conjured caltrops of silver light, which he dropped off the back of the wagon. The BMW weaved through a couple of them but couldn’t avoid the fourth. 
 
    Joe braced himself for the impact. 
 
    A man leaned out the window of the all-black car and hit the caltrop with a beam of bright blue light. Joe recognized it as lambency—the same light-based magic that Vasmo was proficient in. 
 
    The beam detonated the caltrop in wisps of silver steam. The BMW charged through. 
 
    “If they can do that, why aren’t they shooting spells at us?” Joe asked the world in general. 
 
    A flashing spray of neon blue darts, moving like small rippling fish through the spattered sizzling across the rear of the fleeing wagon. The enemy mage’s light magic sparked and sputtered as it encountered some kind of shield at the rear of the wagon. A few of the blue darts fizzled past Joe’s ears and melted holes in the windows of the buildings they were flashing past. 
 
    “Happy now, young Ramsey?” Vasmo said, shaking his head. 
 
    The traffic turned to custard the closer they got to Marble Arch. Following Joe’s guidance, Vasmo pulled into the bus lane. The BMW followed suit. They had closed the gap again now, and Joe could see, as he peered over the roof of the thundering cart, that the passenger in the Iron Order was jabbering into a mobile phone or a radio. 
 
    Coordinating with the others, Joe thought grimly. 
 
    The bus lane turned quickly into one enormous, congested bus stop, and so, weighing one thing with another, Joe spoke loudly into Vasmo’s bristly ear. 
 
    “I think it might benefit us if you were to decide to take the more picturesque route and go through the park, gaffer,” he said. 
 
    Vasmo shot him a sharp look. He must have seen something in Joe’s steady gaze, though, because not a single biting remark came his way. 
 
    “You’re going to have to choose your spot very carefully,” Joe said, narrowing his eyes and staring intently forward. 
 
    Vasmo did choose his spot carefully—there was nothing like thinking you’re onto a good line of escape only to smash your vehicle into unyielding concrete at fifty-plus miles per hour instead of the metal fencing you had been hoping for to focus the mind after all. 
 
    It was only as they approached the fence Vasmo had selected as his entry point that Joe perceived that they did not, in fact, have a bonnet, engine block, or windscreen to protect them from the initial impact. 
 
    They were on a cart. Hitting that reinforced fence was going to be like hitting it in a van, with nothing between them and a spiked railing through the face. Actually, Joe thought, it was going to be worse than hitting it in a van. It was going to be like hitting that fence line in a convertible van made of hundred -ear-old wood. 
 
    “Lucius!” Joe bellowed. “I’m borrowing, Thorn!” 
 
    “What?” came the muffled reply. 
 
    “I’m borrowing Thorn!” Joe screamed. 
 
    There was a moment, a moment in which the metal railings loomed large in front of them, and then Lucius must have cottoned on to what Joe was saying. 
 
    “Okay, just this once!” Lucius yelled out through the window. 
 
    Joe reached out clumsily with his will, and his mind drew the unmistakable fresh, icy, invigorating verglasency in from the jackalope in the wagon cabin below. He sucked it in and held it. Annoyingly, his mind was blank as to what he should do with the stored ice magic. He opted to spray it out in a glutinous mist all over the railings, which they were almost upon. 
 
    The swaying vintage wagon went through the iron railings with remarkably little fuss. They simply shattered like ice of the most brittle kind, sending a cascade of chilly powdered frost over Joe and Vasmo. 
 
    “Well… Well done, young Ramsey!” Vasmo spluttered, spitting the words through the icy crust of his beard. 
 
    Joe hadn’t the breath to respond. He gave the magician a thumbs-up instead. 
 
    In spite of Vasmo’s protective charm that he had wrapped the wagon in, part of the aging front section of the cart, just in front of the driver’s box, disintegrated on impact, decades-old wood flying in all directions as the wagon crashed through the frozen fence. One of the ornate headlights, which was actually just an old-fashioned oil lantern, shattered in a spray of glass. 
 
    Vasmo hauled the magically-powered wagon right. It slid on the oak leaves that carpeted the grass and narrowly avoided smearing a miniature schnauzer and its owner, who were on their late-night walk, across the footpath. 
 
    The BMW zipped through the gap behind them, horn blaring conscientiously to scatter the dog walker and his charge who hadn’t done the smart thing and legged it. The black vehcile clipped the buckled iron railing on its way through and sent one of the railing posts spinning away to bury itself in the trunk of a tree. The car jumped and bucked at the impact. 
 
    Joe released the last of the ice magic that he had drawn from the jackalope below. He had been meaning to encase the enemy vehicle’s front axle or engine, but the wagon was moving around so erratically on the damp grass they were flying over that, instead, he ended up simply spraying a torrent of viscous slush across the ground.   
 
    It was not without effect, however. The BMW started shaking its rear end this way and that like a happy dog. The driver over-corrected, and the car went into a spin. The BMW crashed through the opposite fence in a spray of mud and leaves. 
 
    “One down!” Joe crowed into the rushing wind. 
 
    “Well done, boys!” Lilli called from below. 
 
    The rocking wagon belted through the top of Hyde Park in good order. The black lamp posts streaked past it as Vasmo ripped through Speaker’s Corner, where the likes of Lenin and Orwell had liked to come for a public chinwag. With the aid of the spell that imbued the outlandish vehicle, he squeezed the cart through the open gates. 
 
    “Bugger,” Vasmo grunted as he sacrificed the other lantern. 
 
    Neither Joe nor Vasmo saw the Porsche reappear until it was far too late. 
 
    Thankfully, the driver of the Iron Order car turned at the last second, otherwise it would have T-boned them and lamed the wagon there and then. As it was, the Porsche crunched side-on into the zooming cart, fast enough to shatter one of the wagon windows and send shards of glass cascading out into the road. 
 
    There were some furious cries from the interior of the cart as the wooden side buckled inwards slightly, splinters flying, but Vasmo urged their magical conveyance resolutely onwards. 
 
    The Porsche’s driver pulled right and then slammed the four-wheel drive left, back into the wagon as the two vehicles continued on around Cumberland Gate. 
 
    There was a sporadic flash of red eyes from within the interior of the Iron Order’s luxury SUV, a muted double pop, and two gobbets of flame splattered against the side of the cart that Vasmo was sitting on. One of them hit a yard or two away from the magician’s skinny calf. They burned for a few seconds before they winked out. 
 
    “There’s an inflamencer in there,” Vasmo said, snapping the reins to try and coax some more speed out of the wagon. 
 
    “I did notice the flames,” Joe replied, a little more snappily than if he hadn’t currently been in the middle of a high-speed pursuit with his life on the line. 
 
    The traffic was far thinner than it would have been in the day, but there were still other cars using the road. Vasmo maneuvered the wagon between a motorcyclist and a typical Chelsea tractor, one of the panels of the wobbling cart squealing as it rubbed past the front bumper of the Range Rover. A horn blared. 
 
    Things were getting a bit out of hand, Joe thought. A bit loud. It surely wouldn’t be long until the London Metropolitan police force descended like bats out of hell. 
 
    Thankfully, after another sixty seconds of world-class property destruction, Joe managed to point Vasmo in the right direction and free them from the grasp of the streets of Marylebone. They whisked past the austere glass and concrete façade of the Westminster Magistrates Court and nosed the front-end of the wagon, which was looking slightly worse for wear, up the gradual ramp that led to the A40. 
 
    We need to finish this, Joe thought. We need to finish this and fast. 
 
    Even at night, it could take about ten minutes, with traffic willing and adhering to the speed limit, to traverse the stretch of the Westway that ran from Paddington to the stopping-starting, multi-lane headache that was the exit to the A406 at Hanger Lane. 
 
    Vasmo did it in four. Not bad for someone driving an antique coach that had no visible means of propulsion and all the aerodynamic qualities of a piano being tossed off the top of the skyscraper. 
 
    With the Iron Order Porsche hot on their metal-rimmed wheels, Vasmo skidded the cart around Hanger Lane Gyratory. The rows of mock Tudor houses blurred past on their left as they circumnavigated the usually busy road, tucking behind an ambulance before blasting out onto the North Circular Road, Vasmo lashing the reins like a mad man.  
 
    Usually, Joe couldn’t say that this area of London, with its car dealerships, awful seventies office blocks ,and crap hotels, held much appeal to the tourist in him, but today it was different. The traffic heading towards Hendon was fairly light—and right then, that was all his heart pined for. 
 
    On the motorway, things became even more frantic. The speed of the chase ratcheted up. The Iron Order Porsche raced side by side with the wagon, the high wheels of which were blurring like giant circular saw blades. Spells flashed back and forth. Lucius, Aida, and Lilli traded magic with the two men in the Porsche. Streaks and starbursts flashed out to pierce night, vivid as welding sparks, hanging in the air seconds after the two vehicles had passed. 
 
    One of the Porsche’s back doors crumpled inwards like a flower petal blighted by the first frost of winter thanks to Lucius. Lilli was forced to conjure shields as torrent of flame licked along the side of the coach, the heat blistering the surface of the road and causing Joe and Vasmo to hunch down on the driver’s bench. 
 
    The two vehicles then came apart, the Porsche swerving right to avoid a lumbering lorry in the middle lane. There was a brief reprieve and then the Porsche emerged from behind the front of the lorry. 
 
    Joe reacted instinctively, unthinkingly, as the roaring globe of white-hot fire shot through the night, across the motorway that had been bleached of color by the orange lights that ran down the middle of it. 
 
    He vaulted over Vasmo’s legs. The old mage gave a cry of surprise, but Joe wasn’t listening. His chief concern was blocking the fireball that was heading for the mage, whose eyes were locked on the road ahead. 
 
    The scintillating orb of inflamency hit him in the chest with force enough to make his nose bleed. The second orb that followed close on the tail of the first, and which Joe didn’t see until the last moment, struck him in the sternum like a rubber bullet fired from a shotgun. 
 
    Joe felt a rib crack—at least that’s what he reckoned the jagged lance of pain across his thorax indicated. He absorbed the intense fire magic, though, feeling the inflamency burn up the back of his throat like bile. The salt tang of blood filled his mouth. It hurt like hell, but the pain itself was a testament to how he’d grown.   
 
    The Porsche swerved back towards the wagon.  
 
    The red-eyed fire mage bellowed something unintelligible and raised his hand. It was pointed towards Joe, and the fingers of it were tipped with a steady fire that didn’t stream in the wind rushing through the broken window. For a heartbeat, Joe stared through his pain, fighting the urge to regurgitate the potent magic he had absorbed and was barely able to contain. 
 
    Wait, his fuzzy, suffering, stretched mind told him. Wait. Wait…  
 
    His vision swam, and he imagined he was staring into the abyss that the bright magical fire seemed to open up before him; into the sort of deep dark that you might find inside a coffin, rimmed with flame. 
 
    Then, Joe blinked. His eyes narrowed. 
 
    Now. 
 
    He tossed the little handful of flickering white magical fire that he had been carefully feeding and cupping in his hands into the cabin of the Porsche. Vasmo wrenched on the brake lever and sawed the reins to the left. A retaliatory flaming projectile flashed out towards them and zinged off a corner post of the wagon, blowing it into glowing splinters, a few of which lacerated Joe’s face. But, by the time the blood was welling from the scratches, they were already turning hard into the London Gateway Services exit. 
 
    The following Porsche flashed past the exit, the faces of the men inside no more than blurs; pinks smears contorted with rage and frustration and, Joe liked to imagine, more than a little fear. 
 
    The fire spell exploded with a dull and disconsonant  pop, and the pent-up magic was released inside the vehicle. Joe had been trying to blow the engine. Maybe pop the front wheels off if he could manage it. 
 
    What actually happened was a touch more vigorous than that. 
 
    In an instant, the compressed inflamency expanded, and the inside of the Porsche became a little pocket of Hell with a population of two. The tamped-down fire spells that Joe had struggled to hold until he deemed the time to be ripe burned at two and a half thousand degrees Celsius. Trapped inside the confines of the cruiser, the two men barely had time to register their surprise before their skin crisped, their flesh melted, and they inhaled a lungful of burning, toxic smoke. They were cooked, from both the inside and the outside, in their seats. 
 
    A few seconds after that, the fuel lines ignited, and the Porsche’s petrol tank exploded, scything the trees that bordered the left lane with a hail of jagged metal, blackened bone, and miscellaneous chunks of flesh. 
 
    Joe collapsed backwards onto the driver’s bench as orange flames licked up to meet clouds that were stained orange by London’s light pollution. A rose of fire flowering into the heavens. 
 
    “Lad? Ramsey?” Vasmo’s voice seemed to be coming from a long way off despite the old man being close enough to shake Joe by the arm. 
 
    His mind was a soft, black space. A space that was moving a mile a minute, leaving his thoughts to bark like hounds out into the rushing night. 
 
    “Kid?” 
 
    That was Grim. 
 
    Joe tried to reply, but even the thought of forming words was an effort that would have brought him to his knees—had he not already been on his arse. 
 
    “Kid?” Grim said again. 
 
    “Miss Spicer, get up here, and bring some analeptic powder with you,” Vasmo barked. “Some vimpounce, too, if you have any.” 
 
    “Right you are, gaffer,” came the muffled voice of the dwarf, “on my way.” 
 
    There was the sound of the trapdoor that led from the interior of the rocking and rolling cart to the roof being thrown wide. 
 
    Joe wanted to suggest a whole sack of the energy powder might just about do the trick, but before he could make this proposition, his mind decided to pack it in for the night and winked out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe’s eyes, heavy with the weight of discordant dreams, blinked open like a waning fire’s embers being blown back into life. Blinking slowly, he looked around, seeking out the meaning in the world around him as he tried to figure out where the devil he was. 
 
    Distantly, as if coming to him through a layer of cotton wool, he thought he could make out voices talking quietly. 
 
    His mind was a tapestry of memories and half-formed recollections, which felt like it had been unraveled all at once and was only now, slowly, stitching itself back together. The fragments of what had happened, of how he came to be lying on that agreeably comfortable sofa, coming together. Thoughts danced like fireflies in the dim light, each flicker illuminating the path back to conscious awareness. 
 
    It didn’t take him too long to regain most of his wits. He was lying on one of the wonderfully comfortable feather-stuffed couches in the lounge of the Curators’ mansion that they had labeled as ‘the snug’. Metanoia Drive had a number of sitting rooms and parlors, but the snug was the homeliest. 
 
    Nestled within the overblown grandeur of the English country mansion, it was a room that exuded an inviting warmth and timeless charm. It was the kind of intimate space in which a sense of tranquility washed over anyone who walked into it; the architectural equivalent of a soothing melody played on a well-loved piano. 
 
    Joe’s eyes roamed around the room that was adorned with rich textures and earthy tones, creating a comforting ambiance. The walls, painted in a soft shade of cream, were adorned with tasteful floral wallpaper, reminiscent of the blooming countryside outside in the park that was accessible only to residents. Ornate wooden paneling lined the lower half, adding a touch of old-world elegance. 
 
    Joe shifted on the plush, oversized sofa, upholstered in sumptuous velvet. It sat in the heart of the room and was adorned with plump cushions in muted hues of sage and burgundy. He sighed. Never had a couch offered such a sanctuary for relaxation. A hand-knitted throw had been thoughtfully draped over his legs and added an extra cozy touch. 
 
    The fire was blazing in the grate. Outside the windows, the sky was paling. Dawn wasn’t far off. He focused on the voices, and they came into focus, almost like he had tuned an inner receiver to pick them up. 
 
    “I’m not exaggerating, am I?” Lucius’ voice said. 
 
    “Lucius, you did damn well for someone taking their magic for a spin for the very first time,” Aida replied, “but you sure as hell did not leave three ghouls hanging like icicles in that club.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Lucius asked hopefully. “I could have sworn that I might have left at least one of them dangling.” 
 
    “No,” Aida replied. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Lucius,” Aida said bluntly, “that’s the drink remembering for you.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, this is all very exciting and what not and so on,” Vasmo said from somewhere over Joe’s head, “but perhaps we might get back to the more salient part of your tale. As glad as I am that you—and I, for that matter—got out of that last altercation with the Iron Order alive and unscathed, I think it’s imperative you tell me exactly what you found out.” 
 
    “I could have told you last night as soon as we got home, Godfather,” Aida pointed out. 
 
    “I’m sure you could have, but I’m an old man, Aida,” Vasmo groused. “I’m not made for such late nights. To see two three o’clocks in the same day is not what my constitution is made for. It was important that we rested first. Hearing information when one’s blood is up is one thing, but making prudent decisions in that same state is quite another. Now—” 
 
    With an effort, Joe hauled himself into a sitting position. To his surprise, the only part of him that was really worse for wear after his high-speed experience was his throat. It felt raw from the fire magic that he had so enthusiastically and openly knocked. Like he had tried his hand and swallowed a flaming rod—as those nutters did in circus shows—and had not excelled at it. 
 
    “Ah, sleeping beauty awakes,” Grim said, floating into Joe’s vision. “Good to have you back with us, chum.” 
 
    “Good to be back,” Joe croaked. 
 
    He stretched his arms over his head. It was almost miraculous how he didn’t feel like he’d been run over by a truck. 
 
    “The way that my mind just sparked out,” he said, “makes me think that I should be feeling…” 
 
    “Ensnared in the inescapable clutches of what might only be described as a formidable cerebral tempest?” Vasmo suggested. 
 
    Joe looked at the ancient wizard, who was sitting in a wing-backed armchair and had his slippered feet resting on a pouf, and nodded. 
 
    “Indeed, it is somewhat of a mystery,” Vasmo said, steepling his fingers and looking at Joe over the top of them. “All things being equal, you should really be in the unenviable position of suffering with the kind of pounding headache in which each pulsating throb seems to echo with the chorus of a thousand bickering alley cats, their feline arias conducting a discordant symphony of regret.” 
 
    “I’d say that Lilli’s homebrew analeptic powder probably has a lot to do with the fact that I don’t feel like that, huh?” Joe said, glancing over at the dwarf and winking at her. 
 
    “Some,” Vasmo said, with his usual bluntness. 
 
    Joe saw Lilli roll her eyes as she fiddled with her mob cap. 
 
    “The delicate balance of humors within your very being should have been thrown into disarray,” Vasmo said, in a voice that sounded like he was talking almost to himself, speaking aloud words he had been pondering through the hours since they had arrived back at the Twickenham mansion.  
 
    “For a little while I feared that your mind and intellect might have temporarily retreated to some bucolic idyll, far from the battleground of your battered and set-upon skull. However, we got you back here, and after a few tests, it was apparent that all you needed was some rest. It was most intriguing.” 
 
    “And not only did I luck out in that way,” Joe said, “but it turns out that I’ve woken up just in time for the debrief.” 
 
    “That you have,” Vasmo said. “Now, Aida, if you would be so good as to continue?” 
 
    Aida did as instructed. She filled Vasmo in on everything they had learned on their little sojourn into London town. She told her godfather about how they had followed the ghoul who had been a former employee of her parents’ household and the inside man for their contracted abduction, how they had watched this ghoul deliver the crystalline charges that had been stolen from her father’s lab to the Iron Order representatives, and how the leader of the ghoul crime syndicate, Johannes Sacrum, had told them that Aida’s parents had been dropped at a workshop of sorts below the Thames. 
 
    “We never got a chance to ask them precisely where this workshop was, though,” Aida finished bitterly, thumping the arm of the chair she was sitting in. 
 
    “Well, there was…” Joe pointed out. “You did say that you thought you knew where it was, though. And, seeing as time was something of the essence, that’s why we segued onto a different line of questioning.” 
 
    Aida shot Joe a very feminine look that had him raising his hands in supplication before he knew what he was doing, but then she relaxed. 
 
    “At the time, I did think I had heard of such a workshop,” she admitted. “Mum and Dad mentioned it in passing, I’m sure. Now I come to think about it, though. I can’t recall what bloody bridge it was under.” 
 
    At the mention of the sub-Thames workshop, however, Joe had noticed that Vasmo gave a little shudder. The wizard’s long fingers knotted themselves into tight fists. 
 
    “You know this place?” Joe ventured. 
 
    “Yes,” the venerable mage said, his countenance darkening. “I know the place. There is only one person who I can think of who both works out of a lair like the one you describe and is capable of taking in the victims of a kidnapping.” 
 
    “We’re going to need to speak with this person, Vasmo,” Aida said. 
 
    “Yes,” Vasmo agreed. “Yes, we are.” 
 
    Lilli hopped up from the foot stall she had been perched on. “I’ll go and see to a packed lunch, then,” she said with her usual healthy dose of common sense. “Goodness knows what this day is likely to throw at us, but if it’s anything like today, the lot of us are going to be in sore need of keeping our strength up. I’ll go and see if I can’t convince our French maestro to swallow his national pride and make us up a batch of scotch eggs. There are few things that’ll put fire in a belly than a scotch egg, especially not when it’s fair swimming in mustard.” 
 
    She bustled out. 
 
    With more than a little regret, Joe pulled off the blanket that had been covering him and swung his legs off the couch. He looked up at Grim, who was still floating nearby. 
 
    “You weren’t worried about me, then?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Please, mate,” the grimoire scoffed. “Have you got any idea how many wizards I’ve seen die over the years? I can spot a soon-to-be-corpse a mile away. You weren’t even close.” 
 
    Joe got to his feet and grinned at his bond-mate. “Good to know you weren’t worried,” he said. 
 
    “Staying calm in the face of adversity, young Padawan,” the grimoire said in his most sage voice, “is the key to a long life.” 
 
    “Let’s go and get some breakfast,” Lucius said. “I don’t know why, but I have the most unnatural hankering for about fifteen bacon sandwiches.” 
 
    Aida slapped the young man on the back. “And that is the remnants of the alcohol talking,” she said. 
 
    “That’s a good call,” Joe said. “It sounds like today is going to be one of those days.” 
 
    “One of those days where someone tries to kill us all in some surprisingly inventive or horrific way?” Grim asked. 
 
    “Uuuuh, yes, one of those days,” Joe said. 
 
    “Oh yeah, you wouldn’t want to face one of those kinds of days without at least a couple of Cumberland sausages and a brace of eggs inside of you,” Aida said sarcastically. 
 
    “Behold the English breakfast, that culinary marvel, capable of transforming mere mortals into indomitable champions,” Joe intoned solemnly, his voice rasping in his hoarse throat. “With its mighty union of bacon, eggs, sausages, and baked beans, it has nourished the souls of nations and granted solace to the weary. In the face of such a feast, even the meekest among us shall rise like phoenixes from the ashes of lethargy, fortified by the sacred power of fried tomatoes and buttered toast.” 
 
    Only Vasmo did not laugh as they all trooped from the snug, heading towards the kitchen, where the clash of pans told them Durango was already at work. 
 
    “It’s not exactly Churchill,” the old wizard said, “but the worrying thing is, as far as pre-battle speeches go, I’ve actually heard worse working with the Occult Conclave.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took a little while for the group to get organized. Though Aida was chafing to get out there and find her parents, Vasmo wouldn’t let her run straight out the door without them all being properly prepared. 
 
    As this took the ancient wizard a seemingly inordinate amount of time, at least in Aida’s eyes, Joe and the others took the opportunity to take showers and change. After a good ten-minute blast under a hot jet, Joe felt like a new man. With Grim in tow, he went in search of Vasmo while Lucius and Aida were in their rooms. 
 
    “Gaffer?” he said. Knocking on the door of Vasmo’s study. 
 
    Vasmo looked up. He was standing at the top of one of those rolling ladders that were found in some of the posher libraries and pouring through some handwritten notes. As Joe and Grim entered, he tossed the volume he had been perusing over his shoulder. It landed with a thump on a few more that were lying on the floor. 
 
    “Yes, Ramsey?” Vasmo said. He flicked out his fingers, his eyes glowed blue briefly, and he let loose a short burst of cobalt light that propelled the ladder another couple of feet along the shelves. 
 
    “I just wanted to ask you how we’re getting to wherever it is we’re going?” Joe asked. “I’m just thinking that the cart is going to be pretty conspicuous in the middle of the day.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, the menagerie wagon took extensive damage last night. Luckily, the Occult Conclave left us a mundane car in the garage,” Vasmo said as he flicked through pages with his tongue stuck between his teeth. “We shall be taking that.” 
 
    Joe nodded. “Okay, then if it’s all right with you, I’d like to put myself forward to drive it,” Joe said. “You were… well, in all honesty, you were bloody incredible last night, Vasmo, but we’re going to want to move on this place in a more low-key fashion today. I know London well and have driven around most of it.” 
 
    “Very well, Master Ramsey,” Vasmo said. “I have no objection to you playing chauffeur.” 
 
    “I’ll go and make sure everything is in order with it, then,” Joe said. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Good idea. Very well done, that man,” Vasmo mumbled, his head back in the clouds as he squinted at the shelf above him. From around his neck, Momo uncurled, stretched her paws, and fixed Joe with her neon-blue eyes. 
 
    Joe turned for the door. 
 
    “Ramsey?” Vasmo said, halting him. 
 
    “Yes, gaffer?” 
 
    “Make sure you see to the beasts, too, before we leave, eh?” the old mage said. 
 
    “I was just on my way to see to the feces,” Joe said brightly. “Maybe I’ll collect some to take with us so that we can be the ones to throw it at the fan for once.” 
 
    “Pardon me?” Vasmo said. 
 
    “Nothing, gaffer,” Joe replied. “Consider it done.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The motor that the Occult Conclave had left stabled in the garage was a surprisingly modern Land Rover Defender. It had room to spare for Joe, Vasmo, Lilli, Aida, Lucius, and their accompanying bond-mates. 
 
    As they drove towards Fulham, Joe finally asked the question that, everyone being caught up in their own thoughts, hadn’t asked yet. 
 
    “How do you know this person with the sub-Thames workshop, Vasmo?” he said to the magician, who was sitting in the front seat. 
 
    Vasmo stroked his tangled brush of a beard and stared pensively out of the windscreen at Fulham Cemetery as they crawled past it. 
 
    “I met him when I was a young and impressionable mage,” he said after a moment. “I was newly certified, as you might say. Full of vim and vigor. Full of ideas. Full of notions regarding what the world owed me or what I could take from it. Not unlike you three youngsters.” 
 
    Joe looked in the rearview mirror and saw Lucius and Aida exchange a brief glance. Then they both looked out of the window and tried not to laugh. 
 
    “This fellow that we are going to see,” Vasmo continued, “he was something of a magical activist—it was the sixties, after all. Things were changing, both in the mundane and extra-mundane worlds. Bobby was—” 
 
    “Bobby?” Joe blurted out. 
 
    “That’s right. Bobby,” Vasmo said. 
 
    Joe made a face. 
 
    “What?” Vasmo asked. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just not that magical-sounding a name, is it?” Joe commented. 
 
    Vasmo tutted and poked Joe in the arm with a knobbly finger. It was like being poked with an oak stick. 
 
    “Ow,” Joe said. 
 
    “You and your damn pop culture and your Harry Tolkien and all the rest of it,” the old mage groused. “When are you going to learn that there’s nothing in a name?” 
 
    “Er, excuse me for butting in,” Lucius said, “but I’m fairly certain I recall you telling me once, Vasmo, that the mage who knows the power of a name holds the key to understanding the depths of identity and the ripple it creates in the vast sea of existence.” 
 
    Vasmo flapped an irritable hand at the young man in the back seat. “With such a memory as that, Master Umbra, I trust you recall what I said to you about the impertinent apprentice?” 
 
    Joe saw Lucius’ brow furrow in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Uh—“ he said. 
 
    “Beware, young apprentice, for impertinence is a venomous serpent that coils within the garden of learning?” Vasmo ventured. “No? The haughty mind, devoid of humility, shall stumble upon the thorns of ignorance and be left to taste the bitter fruits of folly? Not to mention, he who interrupts might find a foot up his backside if he’s not careful. Does that ring a bell?” 
 
    Lucius did the smart thing and said, “My apologies, Vasmo.”  
 
    “Excuse me for saying this, gaffer, but I can’t see you as much of an activist,” Joe said. He spared a glance at Vasmo as they slowed for a red light and then added, “Although, you obviously kept the beard you had back then.” 
 
    Lilli started laughing but quickly turned the noise into a hacking cough. 
 
    “Well, in truth, I mostly did it to get into the robes of a girl I knew at the time,” the old man said grudgingly. 
 
    Joe had to swerve to avoid going into the back of the car in front. Vasmo gave him a malefic glare. 
 
    “Always the young find it hard to fathom that the aged were once young, too,” the old man said. “Swept up in the same longings and desires as they.” 
 
    Joe cleared his throat, while in the back Lucius started humming tunelessly to himself. 
 
    “Anyway, that is neither here nor there,” Vasmo carried on. “The why is not important now. Only the how of how I met Bobby is germane to us. The individual we’re going to meet was far more… enthusiastic about the more radical aspect of those times. He became far more immersed in the less savory facet of life then. He found opportunities that matched his prolific skillset.” 
 
    “You make him sound as if was the sort to put his hand up first for a friendly game of Molotov-cocktail-meets-police-car,” Joe said. 
 
    “Yes, that was Bobby, more or less,” Vasmo admitted. “I did not, and do not, approve of the road he took. It was a shame, I always thought, for he was a mage with a fine brain ticking along in his head.” 
 
    “So, you haven’t seen this piece of slime since the sixties?” Aida asked. 
 
    Vasmo sighed and let out a tired little chuckle. “Well, I became busy,” he said. “That’s something that the three of you will learn about life: it is easy to become busy. Before you know it, you become so busy—busy with your work, busy with your passions, and busy with your dreams—that before you know it fifty years have passed in a twinkling. Work… It consumes your life, and where does it leave you? In the grave.” 
 
    He paused. Joe drummed his fingers awkwardly on the steering wheel. 
 
    Vasmo gave his head a little shake and clapped his hands. “Anyway, back to work!” he said brightly. 
 
    Joe said nothing. 
 
    “As far as I was aware, after the turmoil of the sixties and seventies, Bobby kept making all kinds of things. All kinds of thaumaturgical devices. None of them were pleasant or to be used in charity work, you’ll be unsurprised to learn.” 
 
    “He’s a criminal?” Lucius asked. Once again, he looked a little worried. Joe was sure that he was thinking about their last brush with those who operated outside the chafing confines of the law. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Vasmo said matter-of-factly. “Yes, he became an arms manufacturer for the magical underground.” 
 
    Lucius swallowed. “Splendid,” he said, a little squeakily. 
 
    “Criminal is really just a point of view,” Lilli pointed out. 
 
    “The opinion in certain circles was that if you had a problem that needed burning down, a rival that needed hexing into oblivion, or an inconvenience of any type that you wouldn’t mind breaking down into its component atoms, he was the mage you wanted to talk to,” Vasmo said. “What point of view would you need to see that as criminal do you think, Miss Spicer?” 
 
    Lilli allowed herself a dry little chuckle. “Just about all of them I expect, gaffer,” she said. “He certainly doesn’t sound like the sort of chap who you’d break out the good bickies for—those chocolate-covered ones with the caramel centers, you know.” 
 
    “I can see how he got embroiled in all this, then,” Joe said, turning the car onto the A304 so that it skirted Stamford Bridge, the famous home of Chelsea Football Club. “He sounds like he’s got a bit of a thing for all things that go boom. He must have been champing at the bit to get his hands on some of those crystallite charges.” 
 
    “That’s just it, though, isn’t it, ducky?” Lilli said. “He didn’t get those fancy explosives.” 
 
    “No,” Joe said darkly. “He got something far more valuable. He got the people who made them.” 
 
    “Mum and Dad,” whispered Aida. 
 
    “Yes, acting as the staging location for the folk who invented such things, even if he has to be the cat’s paw for the Iron Order—a band that he has no great love or respect for—will be quite a coup for Bobby,” Vasmo said. He smoothed his eyebrows with finger and thumb, but they sprang back into disarray. 
 
    “Yes, having Dad’s spark fox in his possession sounds like this guy’s dream come true,” Aida said. “Like I told you guys before, blasting powder derived from the spark fox is the most explosive substance in either the magical or the mundane world.” 
 
    “And rare to boot,” Vasmo said. “Yes, I often might not be able to remember what I had for breakfast, but I do recall that Bobby always wished for the spark fox myth to be proved true. It was his Holy Grail. He has been waiting decades to get his hands on it.” 
 
    And with that amount of crystallite charges, the Iron Order will be able to blow up something quite large, I imagine,” Joe said. 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly,” Aida said, staring out the window at the passing city. 
 
    “So, even if he’s not the one to make the bomb, I doubt he’s going to stand in the way of one hell of a fireworks show, is he?” Joe said. 
 
    “No,” Vasmo said. “No, even if he’s denied the pushing of the plunger himself, he’ll want to see such a device in action. Call it professional interest.” 
 
    They carried on in silence. If the thoughts of the others were anything like the ones he was having, Joe reckoned that everyone in the car was wondering what sort of target such a bomb would be aimed at. London was, amongst many other wonderful things and like any other capital city, a terrorist’s delight in terms of bombing targets. 
 
    As they traveled along, parallel with the Thames, Aida started fidgeting in the back of the Land Rover. It got to such a degree that Vasmo eventually turned around and asked her why the devil she insisted on practicing her kickboxing on the back of his seat. 
 
    Aida cringed in pain and shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “My tattoos,” she said. “They’re activating.” 
 
    “Activating?” Lucius asked. 
 
    “We’re getting close to my parents,” Aida explained, wincing. 
 
    “That begs the question, gaffer,” Joe said. “Where exactly are we going? You told me to head towards London Bridge. We’re almost there.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you to head towards London Bridge, young Ramsey,” the old mage said imperiously. “I told you to make for London Bridge.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that this Bobby bloke has a lair under London Bridge?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Correct,” Vasmo said. 
 
    “Under London Bridge? Under the actual bridge?” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” the magician replied tersely. 
 
    Joe stopped the car near London Bridge, parking it in one of the exorbitantly-priced multi-level car parks. 
 
    “You’re not worried about how much this is going to cost?” Joe asked as he locked the Land Rover. “What if we have to leave it here overnight? The Occult Conclave will have to remortgage the mansion to get it out.” 
 
    “It’s got an anti-authoritarian abstraction charm mixed into the paintwork,” Vasmo said blithely. “Any kind of mundane authority figure goes near it, they forget what they’re doing and get an overwhelming urge to take a… well, to be somewhere else. Works with double the efficaciousness on parking wardens, curse them.” 
 
    Vasmo led the group under London Bridge, where he located a quite invisible stone door set into the mighty masonry pillar that abutted the riverbank. Looking around with a surreptitiousness that Joe thought was well-merited, seeing as the wizard was about to knock on a national monument as if he expected to be invited in for tea, Vasmo slapped his palm against the door. 
 
    After a moment, in which Joe thought they might find the place to be abandoned or not exist at all, the door swung noiselessly open. 
 
    A darkness flowed out like a vapor, bringing with it the ripe aroma of rotten seaweed, boat diesel and clay. 
 
    The gaping darkness of that entrance would have been enough to give the quintet pause, but coupled with the voice that oozed out a moment later, all of them found themselves thinking long and hard about whether what they were doing was wise at all. 
 
    “The master,” the bodiless voice crooned, “will see you now.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They stepped into the dark. The door closed. A pale light bloomed a couple of feet above Joe’s head as a lantern had its shutters opened. 
 
    The light revealed a troll in a butler’s outfit. 
 
    Vasmo started to stutter out an explanation. Probably about them being there to call upon this Bobby bastard, Joe thought. The troll raised a spade-sized hand and inclined his head respectfully. 
 
    “The master is expecting you,” he repeated. 
 
    With that, he turned, the long tails on his jacket flapping, and led them down a curling ramp and into a little lobby. The troll set down his lantern here, opened the cage on what looked like an old-fashioned freight elevator, and ushered them all inside. 
 
    Without a word, the five companions and their bond-mates stepped into the elevator. The troll picked up his lantern, stepped into the space turning it from spacious to comfortable in an instant, closed the grilled doors, yanked a handle, and the ancient device carried them off at an oblique diagonal angle beneath the Thames. 
 
    As they trundled along through the inky, moist darkness, Joe saw Aida struggling not to fidget against the growing discomfort of the tattoos on her back. She caught him looking at her and raised her chin, steeling herself. 
 
    After less than a minute of patient trundling and whirring of unseen mechanisms, the elevator came to a halt. Warm, golden light spilled through the grills, slowly moving across the floor as the lift made its final slow, angular descent until the whole box in which they stood was full of it. 
 
    The troll butler opened the doors with a jangling crash. Then he bowed them out, and the crew trooped into the chamber beyond. 
 
    “Welcome to the underground abode of the recognized master of arcane arts and a visionary magical inventor,” the troll intoned grandly. “Be complimented, for there are few permitted to cast eyes upon this place that is a testament to his boundless imagination.” 
 
    “Just the sort of rot I’d expect Bobby to get you to learn to say,” Vasmo groused as he strode past the genuflecting troll.    
 
    At the end of a short tunnel, the entrance to Bobby’s sanctum was concealed behind a mystical waterfall, cascading with shimmering droplets that danced with a bewitching glow. Joe assumed this was diverted Thames water—at least he hoped it was, and not a leak. He didn’t like to dwell on just how many million tons of water was currently moving ceaselessly over their heads every second. 
 
    As they approached the watery veil, with Vasmo leading and the troll bringing up the rear, the curtain of water parted. They passed through and saw a few illuminated tunnels unfurling from the main corridor. The mouths of the tunnels were lined with runes and pulsating crystals that radiated ethereal hues of cobalt and amethyst. 
 
    Vasmo cast one over these precious gems and carved symbols and snorted. 
 
    “Meaningless twaddle for tourists and prospective clients,” Joe heard him mutter to himself. 
 
    “He’s not wrong,” Grim whispered to Joe. “All of this stuff looks like it’s there for show. I’m picking up absolutely zilch in terms of occult auras.” 
 
    They stepped out into the heart of the lair a few moments later; a large chamber, its dimensions defying Joe’s expectations. The walls were adorned with enchanted tapestries depicting what Joe assumed was the history of magical innovation, their threads seemingly alive, weaving and unraveling intricate tales with every passing moment. 
 
    “Pretty,” Lilli murmured despite herself. 
 
    The air seemed to hum with a charged energy as magical constructs and floating orbs of light buzzed about—doing what, Joe had no idea. Elaborate workbenches, strewn with enchanted artifacts and scattered parchment, hinted at the tireless experimentation that took place within these subterranean confines. There were bits of machinery everywhere—things that looked almost familiar to Joe—a gearbox here, a fire extinguisher there—but with definite magical tweaks made to them. 
 
    Bookshelves towered high against a couple of the walls, their shelves laden with ancient tomes and modern manuals alike. Most of the spines of the books were marked by years of study and much thumbing. A few dusty flasks of potions of various hues and viscosities lined an impressive alchemical station, emitting a series of soft glows and some impressively pungent scents. 
 
    In the center of the chamber, an enormous crystal table served as both a meeting place and a focal point for magical experimentation and innovation. At least, that was the impression Joe got. 
 
    “Oh, look, he’s even got the table’s surface pulsating with a gentle luminescence,” Grim noted. “Very nice detail. I wonder if it responds to old Bobby’s touch or helps catalyze his creative visions. Ptolemy went in for similar theatrics, but I could forgive him. That boy was a once-in-a-generation talent, you know?” 
 
    “Meanin’ I’m not, is that it, book?” came a voice. 
 
    The enigmatic Bobby looked, to Joe, almost like a caricature of a villainous bomb-maker. He looked like a walking satire to such a degree that Joe was almost tempted to think that Vasmo’s talking him up as this enigmatic and infamous weapons dealer and explosive expert had been some kind of set-up; a practical joke that both he and Bobby had been in on. 
 
    There was no single feature of the man that grabbed Joe’s attention first and foremost. There was too much going on collectively for that.   
 
    Bobby was a tall and broad-shouldered man in his late sixties or early seventies with a thick, graying beard and piercing blue eyes that glittered with a sinister intelligence. 
 
    Joe had to amend that in his head almost at once. Not piercing blue eyes—there was just the one genuine eyeball. The other was a fake. It was clearly a magical fake but a fake, nonetheless. It moved a fraction slower than the real one. As Bobby’s real peeper flickered left or right, up or down, the imitation eye would emulate the movement but do it a full second or so behind. The effect was disquieting, and Joe had to wonder if Bobby had done it on purpose. It was certainly a novel way to distract someone or throw a client off their stride. 
 
    The reason for this imitation eyeball was not hard to guess at. The side of the old man’s face in which the phony eye was set was a mass of mottled scarring. 
 
    Clearly, someone wasn’t paying close enough attention whilst they were doing their work, Joe thought. 
 
    The real eyeball wasn’t much better now Joe came to think about it. There was a slight wetness to it as if Bobby was on the verge of weeping at the cruelty and futility of the world. 
 
    The man’s gray hair was slicked back with pomade, and he wore a black fedora that cast a dramatic shadow over his face, making him appear even more mysterious and intimidating. 
 
    If the man’s facial peculiarities had not been enough to capture the attention of someone being introduced to him for the first time, then his chosen attire would have sealed the deal. Bobby was dressed in a classic three-piece suit but with a twist: his suit was made of a black and red pinstripe fabric that seemed to shimmer in the light so that it almost looked, if your imagination was thus inclined, that there was a banked furnace burning under the black suit material. His jacket was unbuttoned to reveal a gold pocket watch chain that dangled from his waistcoat pocket. 
 
    On his right hand, he sported a silver ring with a large ruby in the center, and on his left, a silver signet ring with a large letter B engraved in ostentatiously curly script. 
 
    B for Bobby, Joe thought. B for bomb. 
 
    Despite his obvious age, Bobby’s physique was still imposing. He had bulging biceps and a barrel chest that suggested he was not to be trifled with. He walked with a slight limp—the result, Joe imagined, of an old injury sustained in some piece of dark business or other. 
 
    “He could just as easily have pulled a hammy getting out of bed this morning,” Grim muttered in Joe’s ear, reading his thoughts as the bomb-maker walked casually around the enormous crystal table. 
 
    Joe snorted softly. Uncharacteristically, he found himself hoping that the limp pained Bobby. The overall conspicuous brashness of the man rubbed at his nerves. He’d met people with punchable faces before, but he’d never met someone with a punchable bearing. 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse the tome, Bobby,” Vasmo said, indicating Grim with a flippant wave of his hand. “I’ve been experimenting with a few spells of sentience. I’m yet to achieve a result in which previously inanimate objects don’t come across as facetious swine.” 
 
    Grim made a sputtering noise, but Joe quieted him with a thought. He didn’t often use the telepathic link that he and Grim shared, finding it a bit creepy and invasive, but he did so now.  
 
    He doesn’t want Bobby to twig that you’re a grimoire, Grim. 
 
    Grim subsided into a low grumble, but Joe could feel his acknowledgment on how this made sense. 
 
    “Been a long time, Vasmo, me old son, a long time,” Bobby said, dismissing Grim from his attention with an offhandedness that Joe knew would rankle with Grim even more. 
 
    Vasmo inclined his head. “A few decades if my memory serves. It’s not something that should come as a surprise. London is a large metropolis, and we took different paths on the road of life.” 
 
    Bobby chuckled. He looked down and fiddled with the heavy signet ring. “Yeah, you could say that,” he said. “You focused on academia, on trying to do things for your fellow mages, so I hear. Me, I focused on business.” 
 
    “Ah,” Vasmo said. His tone was light and amiable, but Joe could sense a steel in it as if his words were sheathed daggers. “I admit that I kept my head down for a long time. After we parted ways, I joined the Occult Conclave, and, well, I’m sure you’re aware of their respect for tradition.” 
 
    Bobby grunted as he continued to study the ring on his finger. “I ’eard you were a zookeeper or somethin’?” he asked with barely concealed contempt. 
 
    Vasmo did not rise to the clumsily thrown out bait. “I run a fairly successful magical menagerie,” he said. 
 
    Bobby’s good eye flicked up to look at Vasmo. The other followed suit a second later. 
 
    “Oh ho, I hope you keep that under your hat. The Iron Order wouldn’t like that, my old chum. Not one bit.” 
 
    “You speak as one that would know a bit about what the Iron Order would and would not approve of,” Vasmo said. 
 
    Bobby shrugged. “I deal with that lot a little,” he said nonchalantly. “I deal with all sorts. You want to be careful though, Vasmo. They ’ave a particular dislike for those who go around handin’ out bond-mates to all and sundry.” 
 
    There was a soft, squelching noise from behind him. Out of the shadows came a thing that looked like nothing so much as a seven-foot-tall globule of water. Joe was reminded of Flubber, though the creature—if that’s what it was—had a blue sheen to it. 
 
    “Criminal, they call it,” Bobby said. “Dealing in magical creatures.”   
 
    “Then that is a label that we share,” Vasmo said brightly. “For I hear that you are a gangster these days.” 
 
    A flicker of something that might have been aggravation passed across Bobby’s scarred face. 
 
    “In truth, I’m not quite sure what being a gangster entails these days,” Vasmo blathered on, settling comfortably into his old lecturer spiel. “To me, it seems that such men and women all have one thing in common: they bend all their will towards controlling their surrounding environment. Oddly, now that I come to think of it, such could also be said about politicians.” 
 
    “Well,” Bobby said, a tight little smile fixed on his broad face, “I suppose politics and business have a lot in common—especially in my line of business. You see, Vasmo, as a facilitator, I’ve learned that in business, as in politics, the key thing is focusing on the gentle art of gettin’ somethin’ from one type of people and gettin’ money from another type of people, all the while promising to protect each group from the other. See?” 
 
    “I see,” Vasmo said, wagging his head and looking around at the others. “So, that’s what a gangster is. Thank you for clarifying, old top.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the bomb-making,” Joe added on a whim. 
 
    “Yes, that is something gangsters are always busying themselves in. I read about it in  my thriller books,” Lilli chipped in. “Loves a good bomb does your average gangster. Can’t get enough of the things. It’s like their version of bread making, or crocheting, or model-making.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Vasmo said. “Yes, then there’s the bomb-making, of course. Your bread and butter as you might say.” 
 
    Bobby let out a small sigh and rolled his neck one way and then the other. 
 
    “Someone called me a gangster once,” Bobby said. “I didn’t like it. So, I stuck a runefire revolver in his mouth and educated him that I weren’t a gangster, and I said, ‘Look, you silly sausage, I’m a businessman, and my business is crime.’” 
 
    “Wow,” Aida said, “that’s so multi-layered. Do you think he picked up on the intricacies of what you were saying?” 
 
    Vasmo held up a hand to stop Aida. 
 
    Bobby looked at the old wizard and held up his hands, palms outwards. 
 
    “Enough with all this foreplay, eh?” he said, hitching the look of irritating cockiness back onto his map. “You know me, Vasmo, just as I know you. If you’ve come here just to make me out to be a bad guy, after all these years, then I’m going to show you just how bad a guy I can be.” 
 
    Vasmo tried to run his fingers through his beard in what Joe thought the old man probably deemed to be a laid-back manner. They got tangled, of course, and he cursed as tugged them free. 
 
    “Calm yourself, Bobby,” Vasmo said. “I did not come here to bandy insults with an old acquaintance.” 
 
    “What did you come knockin’ on my door for, then?” Bobby asked. 
 
    I’m after some knowledge that only a mage of your proclivities might have,” Vasmo said. 
 
    “Is that right?” Bobby said, his one eyebrow rising in surprise. “Well, in that case, why don’t I make things a little more friendly-like, hm?” 
 
    He turned to the troll butler who was standing as still as a statue against one wall. 
 
    “Stoneye, why don’t you make us all a round of cocktails, eh?” Bobby said, waving a leisurely hand. “You choose, but make it something with them little umbrellas in and lots of fruit, will ya? Give ’em a bit of pep, too.” 
 
    The troll butler vanished with a small bow. 
 
    “Now, what precisely is this visit all about?” Bobby asked. He clapped his hands, and a number of chairs appeared around the solid crystal table. 
 
    “It concerns the theft of a certain item,” Vasmo said as he and the others settled them into chairs.  
 
    Bobby shook his big head sadly, the lights in the chamber shimmering from his slicked back hair. 
 
    “Dear me. Theft. I’m afraid theft is something I personally don’t tolerate, my old mucker.” 
 
    “You mean you don’t tolerate it happening to you?” Joe asked. 
 
    “That’s right, sunshine,” Bobby said, fixing him with a glare. “And who are you?” 
 
    “These are my three apprentices,” Vasmo said at once, indicating Joe, Lucius, and Aida. 
 
    “And the dwarf?” Bobby asked. “Is she your bodyguard?” 
 
    “His maid,” Lilli replied, giving her apron a violent little tweak. 
 
    Bobby grunted again. “Well, like I was sayin’, I don’t much hold with theft when it ’appens to me, but that don’t mean I engage with it personally when the shoe is on the other foot, as it were.” 
 
    “You have men for that,” Joe guessed, seeing where this was going. 
 
    “Come, come, it’s the twenty-first century. I ain’t just got men for that but women, too. The women are often better at that sort of work than the fellas, you know. Let me give you a small warning, however, I do employ a particular kind of man and woman. Professional mages, you might say.” 
 
    “Ghouls?” Aida shot at the man. 
 
    Bobby leaned back in his chair and crossed his fingers over the front of his waistcoat. 
 
    “Sometimes,” he said. “Depends what kind of work needs doin’, don’t it? I have people to do this and people to do that. I’m an equal opportunities employer, you might say. Very modern. Course, some of the people I see potential in aren’t as sophisticated and genteel as the likes of you and me.” 
 
    Bobby paused to leer at Aida, but the young woman did not look away. 
 
    “Some of the people, some of the humanoids, I employ live only to fight and kill those people I tell ’em to. Others, they’re little more than thugs, you know, the careless dregs you find in all big cities, who will do any ’orrible thing. I find that people like that flock to me because I allow ’em to be the beasts that they are. Some of ’em I nurture. The ones that hold particular promise.  
 
    “Sadism can be as useful as any other predilection when honed to a fine enough point, and it becomes instinctive, almost like swallowing. The amazing thing is, once these chancers are given specific scope for their talents, once they have learned to focus their predispositions, the poor sods can’t unlearn it. Do you understand?” 
 
    Lucius put up his hand. 
 
    “Yes, son?” Bobby said. 
 
    “I have no idea what this has to do with why we’re here,” he said. 
 
    “Because this is the part where Bobby here threatens us that, if we don’t play nice and ask our questions in a civil manner, we end up at the bottom of the Thames, right?” Joe said. 
 
    “No, apprentice boy,” Bobby said, leaning forward in his chair. “You won’t get the Thames treatment. You’d be begging me for the Thames treatment. This is the part where I tell you that I’ve the sort of monsters working for me who, when they shake hands with a geezer, can’t help but glance at the pulse in their throat.” 
 
    Lucius swallowed audibly. Even though it was the kind of speech that Joe might have expected a man who made and sold bombs would trot out, it was still slightly unnerving. This was no act. No movie. This was a real magician-cum-terrorist laying down the law as he saw it. 
 
    “These nutters—and there’s no other word for ’em—view every part of the human form as a bloody invitation to be eagerly dived into as a cat accepts a saucer of cream,” Bobby said matter-of-factly. “Nostrils are for fingers to hook into and push up into the brain. Lips are there to be bitten into and ripped off. Exposed throats are the choicest gifts, the ultimate gaffe in biological design.” 
 
    “And then there’s the worrying fact that every little thing around them, whether it be a sherry glass, a lamp, a plate of shortbread, or a potted peace lily, are all weapons,” a trilling voice came from behind them. 
 
    Joe just happened to be looking at Vasmo’s face when the new voice emerged from out of a passageway. He saw the color drain from the visage that was already far from tanned. 
 
    Vasmo looked at Bobby. The suited man spread his hands in surprise. 
 
    “Ah, there she is,” he said. “Vasmo, me old sausage, you remember Gertie, I’m sure. Another face from the far distant past, eh?” 
 
    Joe thought he heard Lilli say, “Oh, rat turds,” under her breath. 
 
    The woman, when she emerged out into the light, did indeed appear to be a relic from the flower power era of the 1960s, her appearance a testament to a bygone age. Her weathered face bore the gentle lines of a life well-lived. It was etched with traces of laughter and countless stories. Her eyes, a bright and sparkly hazel, held a mischievous glint as if they had witnessed both magical and earthly delights. Strands of silver intermingled with her long, flowing chestnut hair. 
 
    Joe didn’t doubt for a moment that those tresses had once been adorned with flowers. 
 
    “Oh, I love her outfit,” Joe heard Aida mutter to herself. 
 
    Joe would have been surprised to hear this declaration issue from the mouth of the Viking warrior meets gothic chick, even under normal circumstances, as Aida tended to go in for a monochromatic fashion palette. Hearing the words whilst they were sitting in what amounted to a bad guy’s lair only added to the weirdness of the situation. 
 
    It couldn’t be argued that the woman, Gertie, cut an eye-catching figure. Her attire was a vivid tapestry of retro fashion, frozen in the spirit of the psychedelic sixties. She wore a kaleidoscope of tie-dye patterns. Splashes of vibrant hues that should never have gone together adorned her flowing maxi dress, billowing with every step. Beads and trinkets dangled from her neck and wrists, creating a soft jingle as she moved. A fringed shawl draped over her shoulders, embroidered with peace signs and symbols of unity. 
 
    “What…?” Lucius said, more or less voicing Joe’s own thoughts. 
 
    Around her waist, Gertie wore a belt fashioned from colorful ribbons and adorned with tiny dreamcatchers cinched her ensemble, the delicate feathers swaying gently with her every gesture. Her feet were comfortably nestled in well-worn sandals, revealing an intricate tattoo of swirling mystical-looking symbols on her ankle. On her shoulder, a small, colorful owl perched. 
 
    Joe wrenched his attention away from the old hippy woman. It was hard. She suited the sub-river hideaway and workshop of the foul Bobby, with his troll butler and gloopy water blob creature, about as well as a scorpion suited the pinnacle of a wedding cake. 
 
    “Um, who is Gertie when she’s at home?” Joe asked Vasmo. 
 
    To his surprise, Joe saw that the ancient mage, who was still sitting with his eyes brimming with a mixture of nostalgia and regret, looked very much like a man who’d just had the weight of years suddenly dropped upon him. 
 
    “How odd,” Vasmo croaked. 
 
    “What’s odd?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Yes, what’s odd, Vasmo, dear?” Gertie asked. 
 
    “How the veil of time parts, revealing the truth that the ephemeral nature of our affair was but a fleeting chapter in the grand novel of our lives,” Vasmo said, his voice hoarse. 
 
    “Wait? Affair?” Aida blurted. 
 
    “What the…?” Joe said.  
 
    Lucius was looking from one old-timer to the next. “You mean, you and her…? You were…?” 
 
    “Romantically involved?” Grim said, in the voice of one who’d signed in to a usually predictable tele-drama only to have the mother of all bombshells dropped on him. “Vasmodecadorenicar?” 
 
     “Well,” Joe said. “I don’t know about anyone else, but I did not see that coming.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ain’t it funny how the young never figure that the old ever had fire runnin’ through their loins?” Bobby said, after a long and fairly uncomfortable pause. 
 
    “If you ask me, the government should put an age limit on the word ‘loins’,” Aida said. She had the same expression on her face that she might have worn had she opened her burger to see if there were pickles inside only to find a cat turd instead. “Like, if you’re over forty, you can only say it ironically. Over fifty and it’s totally off limits.”   
 
    Joe looked at Vasmo. Personally, he sometimes had trouble imagining the venerable old wizard had any blood running through his stick-thin, wiry body. As for his loins… Well, there were some things that just didn’t bear thinking about. 
 
    “I’m gratified to see that you remember Gertie, Vasmo,” Bobby continued. “But, before you spout any of that hoity-toity romance garbage that won her over to you all those years ago, I’ll save you from embarrassin’ yourself by tellin’ you that she’s with me now, my old chum. After you buggered off to your books and scrolls and your magical creatures, she hitched her wagon to a rising star, mate.” 
 
    Joe, feeling like the conversation had been so massively derailed that they might have swapped the train for a spaceship, waved his hands in an attempt to get some order. 
 
    “We’re here because of the bloody crystallite charges,” he said. “Remember? Not to pick over the gaffer’s love life.” 
 
    The mention of the supernatural explosives stopped the three old mages in mid-reminisce.  
 
    “Crystallite charges?” he said, glancing around at Vasmo and his three young companions. “Now, why would you lot want to bring something like that up? Everyone knows that crystallite charges are an urban myth. An explosive said to be produced from the dried and powdered fur of the spark fox—a creature that ain’t ever been seen, so far as I know.” 
 
    There was no doubt in Joe’s mind, the formerly relaxed Bobby had taken on a slightly sketchy edge. He was glancing about from one face to another. 
 
    “I think we can dispense with all the theatrics, don’t you?” Joe said, deciding to take the bull by the horns. He’d never seen the point in all this kind of dillydallying. “It’s clear that we all know that the whole spark fox being an urban legend thing has been disproved.” 
 
    “Right,” Aida said, “and we all know that crystallite charges have been made in the name of the Iron Order.” 
 
    A flurry of ticks passed over the scarred side of Bobby’s face. 
 
    “Hell of a poker tell you have there, Bobby,” Joe said at once. He felt like the man would only spill his guts given a little pressing. 
 
    “Vasmo seemed to think that if there was anyone in the city that the Iron Order would use to look after or check over explosives of this specialist nature then it would be you,” Lucius said, nodding his head sideways at the ancient magical practitioner, who was still gazing thoughtfully at the elderly woman standing at Bobby’s shoulder. “I’m sure he would have told you that himself before he became paralyzed by, um, the whole old flame thing.” 
 
    “I’m still working on processing that one,” Grim muttered in Joe’s ear. 
 
    Bobby ran a hand through his pomade-covered hair. He drummed his fingers on the table. Finally, he appeared to reach some inner decision. 
 
    “All right,” he said with exaggerated disdain, “you got me. I’ve seen the gear that they got their hands on. They paid me a pretty penny to look it over, but blimey, I would have looked over those crystallite charges gratis.” 
 
    “Why did they come to you?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Because they needed to know that the stuff they nicked was the real deal,” Bobby said. “They needed a second opinion.”   
 
    Joe looked around the cavern as Bobby told them what Vasmo had already suspected. The troll butler was taking his sweet time with the drinks, and that was starting to worry him. 
 
    He turned his attention back to Bobby. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you want to tell us what the Iron Order is planning?” he asked. 
 
    Bobby looked up at Gertie. Because he was looking for it, Joe saw the merest shadow of guilt in the set of the man’s scarred features. 
 
    “Why’d you think they’d tell me their plan, eh?” he said. “They know my history. They know that I was part of the movement back in the day. I ain’t got no love of government or authority—any authority.” 
 
    “Right, but you’re a businessman, aren’t you?” Joe said. “And that’s exactly why they would have told you what they had planned. You’re an opportunist, Bobby. A survivor. A mercenary. Not only that, but you have a particular set of skills. Skills that make you a nightmare for certain people. Namely, those people who other people pay you to be a nightmare to.” 
 
    Joe hadn’t meant to unintentionally quote Taken. Caught up in the moment as he had been, it had just happened. However, he saw that the way he had presented what kind of person Bobby was to the man himself had worked. Many people, being called an opportunist or a mercenary, would have been insulted. Not Bobby the Bomber, though. No, he saw those as badges of honor. They were petrol thrown onto his ego fire.  
 
    The burly man snorted, standing up and leaning forward so that his fists were planted on the table, even as Gertie put a restraining hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Fine. Yeah, they told me their plan,” he said. “I didn’t tell old Gertie here—didn’t want to worry her unduly, you see—but the Iron Order is doing what me and Vasmo and Gertie herself couldn’t do in the sixties.” 
 
    “Hold down a job?” Gertie asked. 
 
    “No,” Bobby snapped. “They’re going to blow up parliament during some big speech or rally. They’re going to cut the head off the mundane government and finally put the mortals in their place.” 
 
    Gertie gasped, her eyes suddenly wide as she stared at the back of Bobby’s block of a head. 
 
    Vasmo finally stirred. “I won’t pretend that the irony of you joining the Iron Order, Bobby, isn’t one that strikes a rather rich note in my ears,” he said. 
 
    “What’re you on about, Vasmo?” Bobby snapped. 
 
    “Why, what do you suppose the Iron Order is if not a radical authoritarian sect?” Vasmo replied. 
 
    “I’m not joining them, you silly old fool,” Bobby said, waving the idea away with a big hand. “I’m takin’ their money and helping them rig the place to blow.” 
 
    Gertie let out a little moan of disquiet. 
 
    “Relax, Gert, I ain’t even makin’ the ruddy bombs,” Bobby said. “I’m just advising them where to put ’em.” 
 
    Bobby looked at Vasmo and gave him a slow, unfriendly smile. “I’ll be open with you, for old time’s sake, and tell you that I actually find myself agreeing with the Iron Order on this. They have the means to do what I never could, Vasmo.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” Vasmo asked, dread coloring his voice. 
 
    “They’re going to change the bloody world, mate,” Bobby said. 
 
    There were statements that a person could make in life that were always bound to be ensued by a ringing silence. ‘They’re going to change the bloody world’ was one of them. 
 
    “Right,” Joe said, trying to keep his tone neutral. “And they’re going to change it by kidnapping innocent people?” 
 
    The fact that Bobby didn’t even bother to act puzzled as to what Joe was talking about drove home just how precarious their current position was. Joe perceived that they had walked right into the lion’s den. Not only that, but it wasn’t even one of those lion’s dens that had a plethora of easy exits to take advantage of. It was a den that belonged to a lion that was so paranoid that he had one main entrance as well as, Joe reckoned, some sort of secret exit known only to himself. 
 
    Joe snuck a quick glance at Aida. She caught his eye, gave him an extremely communicative look, and then rolled her shoulders as if she was trying to get rid of an extremely irritating itch. 
 
    Her tattoos are still chafing her, then, Joe thought. Her parents are likely still here. 
 
    Bobby sighed. “I hate to be the prick who says something like ‘the ends justify the means’,” he said. “But… the ends justify the means.” 
 
    “And the end is this world change?” Aida shot at the burly old mage. 
 
    “In a way,” Bobby said, giving her another vaguely suggestive look. “My world will change. I’ll be ruddy rolling in it. Coining it. Up to my eyeballs in wonga after the Iron Order send the mundane parliament to the moon with them crystallite charges.” 
 
    “You didn’t manage to convince them to pay you beforehand?” Joe asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Ah, well the thing about a big bang like what they’ve got planned, son, is that the proof is very much in the puddin’,” Bobby replied. 
 
    “You let those ghouls drop off my kidnapped parents without so much as a question?” Aida said, spitting the words. 
 
    “Ha!” Bobby said, clapping his be-ringed hands. “I knew it was you!” 
 
    Aida bared her teeth at him in a silent snarl. Bobby just laughed. 
 
    “And o’ course I didn’t just let them drop off their captives without so much as a question,” the old bomb-maker said. “I asked ’em how much they were going to give me for storing them here. Then, of course, they told me who they had and… things changed. The man who invented the crystallite charges! I should have been payin’ them! Not that I did, obviously.” 
 
    Bobby’s face grew hard. The slightly jovial look and patient look faded away like dew burned off by the morning sun. 
 
    “And before you go gettin’ any unrealistic ideas, love, you better believe I’d do much worse to your father than give him a few knocks like those ghouls did if you make me.” 
 
    His wording made Joe question why he would only refer to Aida’s father and not her parents. Did Bobby just have Aida’s father and not her mother? If that was the case, then that might make things more complicated. 
 
    A lot more complicated. 
 
    Aida was clenching the arms of her chair very tightly. On her shoulder, Malkin had his lips pulled back in a snarl and was swinging Aida’s black braid around almost like it was a flail. 
 
    The tension that rose in the underground cavern then was suddenly so palpable that Joe could practically feel it coating his teeth. 
 
    “So, now that we’ve heard you out,” Vasmo said, in a falsely cheery voice, “and you’ve been so good as to divulge your part in this most troubling business, I suppose that we may as well get out of your hair.” 
 
    “Before we leave, though,” Aida said, “there’s going to be something we need from you.” 
 
    “Somethin’ better than the Hollywood-ready yarn, which included, I’d like to remind you, a devious plot to blow up the Houses of Parliament by the shadowy forces of ‘evil’?” Bobby asked. 
 
    “Mrs. and Mr. Zingaro, mate, hand them over,” Joe said. 
 
    Bobby looked up at Gertie, but the hippy witch wouldn’t meet his eye. Bobby looked back at Joe, Vasmo, Aida, Lilli, and Lucius. 
 
    “I’ll have to think about that one,” he declaimed with mock solemnity, his creepy mismatched eyes coming to rest thoughtfully on Aida. “The Iron Order might not like me freeing their hostages. Especially not when I’ve taken their money. Especially when they might have future plans for your old man.” 
 
    “What—” Joe started to say, but Bobby rounded on him. 
 
    “As for you, Sonny Jim, don’t think I don’t know who you are. You’re a bloody walking cash card for them who has the Iron Order’s pin-code,” Bobby said loudly. 
 
    The big bomb-maker got ponderously to his feet, buttoning the top button of his jacket as he did so. 
 
    “As for you leaving, Vasmo, my old mucker,” he said. “Don’t be so hasty, eh? Not before you’ve enjoyed your refreshments.” 
 
    There was a slow movement from the corners of the room. The troll butler, Stoneye, faded out of the shadows, moving quietly for such a large humanoid. Out of a few subtle openings, hidden behind various workstations and piles of half-finished occult inventions, other trolls appeared.  
 
    They weren’t attired as nicely as Stoneye. They were dressed mostly in black togas—parodies of Stone Age men, almost. Although, Joe thought that Stone Age men, regardless of the name, wouldn’t have been half so stony-looking as these trolls. They were also, he noted, holding matching staffs the tips of which were glowing with a pale pink light. 
 
    “None of them appear to be holding cocktails,” Lucius pointed out in a rueful voice. 
 
    “No, I don’t think the refreshments are going to take quite the form that we were led to imagine,” Vasmo pointed out. 
 
    “No ’ard feelings, eh?” Bobby said over his shoulder as he guided Gertie away. “I’ve never been one to look a gift horse in the mouth. And with Zingaro’s little girl here, as well as the kid who took care of that basket case, Reaver. Well… it’d be remiss of me not to trade you in. It’s just business.” 
 
    He spoke to the placid-faced trolls who were continuing to move in. 
 
    “And you lot, try not to make a mess of my lovely workshop, eh?” 
 
    The trolls lumbered forward.  
 
    “This has really ruined how forthcoming you were!” Joe yelled at the retreating figure of the well-heeled bomb-maker, “now that we know you were planning to kill us the whole time!” 
 
    “I ain’t going to kill you, Sonny Jim! Not if you don’t make me,” Bobby’s voice floated back out of the dark. “You ain’t worth nothin’ dead.” 
 
    A fight in that location, within those confines, was always going to be a crapshoot any way you sliced it. It didn’t matter how much of a Billy big bollocks a mage thought they were, Joe recognized at once that the unyielding incarceration of the subterranean arena would still ensure that luck played a not insignificant role in the outcome. 
 
    In our futures, he thought, and if we have any. 
 
    “Stay positive, kid!” Grim yelled as the trolls strode forward, faces set and staffs raised. “Don’t take a turn to Negative Town now!” 
 
    “For once, I agree with Grim,” Lilli said. “But don’t tell anyone, mind.” 
 
    Joe allowed himself one final reminder not to get funneled into any convenient firelanes or kill boxes. The mounds of half-finished thauma-mechanical projects around them would play havoc with their tactical awareness but also get in the way of the trolls, too. 
 
    And they’d be given instructions to try and take them alive if possible, not to mention avoid wrecking their master’s occult atelier. 
 
    Chaos descended. A cloudburst of magic. 
 
    The staves that the trolls carried whined and glowed with a brighter, bubblegum pink light as they closed. Joe couldn’t be sure, but he got the gut-feeling that he did not want to be touched by one of those. They spoke of Tasers of a magical variety. 
 
    Lucius, to Joe’s surprise, let loose a battle cry. This was accompanied by his jackalope, Thorn, drumming its back feet on the crystal table he had hopped onto. 
 
    The magical workshop beneath the River Thames crackled with energy as the four mages, Joe, Vasmo, Aida, and Lucius, stood their ground against the oncoming meat-headed assault of the five formidable trolls. 
 
    Arcane spells flashed with dazzling brilliance, filling the air with a kaleidoscope of colors and sparkling magics. 
 
    Lilli darted with her surprising fleet-footedness around the place, making use of her lack of height to foil the aim of any troll who tried to draw a bead on her. She emerged from out behind a desk piled high with vellum and used her betokency to force a troll backwards with a pair of magical axes. 
 
    Aida, her eyes glowing neon yellow as she called forth her power from Malkin, summoned a cyclone of swirling winds that swirled around her whipping her braid around her so that it looked like an undulating serpent. A troll raised its staff and fired a shimmering pink orb at her. Aida deflected the incoming spells and created a protective barrier of air that shunted the troll backwards. 
 
    Vasmo, his eyes turned a bright blue from corner to corner, created multiple illusory decoy figures, confusing the troll heading towards him and causing it to waste its energy on batting at the phantoms. 
 
    Lucius, his voice cracking as the two trolls that had paired off to head his way, waved his hands through the air in a decently mystical manner, which Joe could appreciate—even if it wasn’t likely that was actually doing anything. Such was Lucius’ palpable unquestioning confidence in himself, though, which was an attribute that Joe had found most expensively educated girls and guys had, the trolls slowed in their approach. 
 
    To Joe’s surprise, Lucius wove a series of intricate giant snowflakes out the air and sent them shooting towards the two trolls. They hit home, freezing them in place so that they bellowed in frustration. 
 
    Lucius, his eyes gleaming bright white with a mix of surprise that what he had tried to do had worked and dark intent, channeled tendrils of ice that snaked through the air, entangling the trolls’ legs further and impeding their movements. 
 
    To their credit, the trolls, fueled by brute strength, determination, and a bottomless lack of imagination so far as their fates might be concerned, swung their staffs with relentless force, unleashing bolts of pink stunning magic that crackled through the air. 
 
    Joe deftly dodged one spell aimed at his chest, kicked Lilli’s legs out from under so that she narrowly avoided getting struck by another one, and then sucked in that particular spell as the dwarf rolled adroitly to her feet to carry on fighting. 
 
    “Let ’er rip, kid!” Grim bellowed, flapping and beating at Stoneye’s big dome as infuriatingly as any mosquito around the head of a fisherman.  
 
    Joe held out his hand and let loose with a surge of regurgitated elemental lightning that struck the troll who’d shot at him. The troll stood momentarily incapacitated. He blinked slowly, smoke curling off his bald pate as if he’d just been the recipient of a grand piano to the back of the head. With a thunderous crash, he keeled over, smacking his head off the edge of the crystal table and cracking it. 
 
    “One to the good!” Grim yelled, and across the enormous room, Malkin cackled his approval. 
 
    Vasmo and Momo weaved through the madness. The old man’s lambency illusions provided cover not just for himself but for Aida, too, as he closed in on a troll wielding a particularly knobbly staff. With a swift motion that belied his years, the ancient magician disarmed the troll. He snatched the staff from its grasp, using a halo of blue light, and then turned the nonplussed creature’s own magic against it. 
 
    Caught in the halo, the stave went up. With the force of a pneumatic jackhammer, the stave went down. The troll’s arms went up as the blow landed. The troll went down stunned as the stave shattered over its melon. 
 
    Aida’s enchantments weaved a web of gusting protection around the four mages, redirecting incoming stunning spells and turning them harmlessly away. 
 
    Well, not totally harmlessly away, Joe admitted. The bright pink orbs were sent whirling away into the myriad piles of inventions, oddments, and tools of the vanished Bobby. Metal exploded in molten drops, pages from books were turned into smoldering ash, glass was vaporized, and tendrils of pink lightning ran across the ceiling. 
 
    Joe found himself, much to his annoyance, backed into a corner by an oncoming troll. He had no stored magic on him, and so he was waiting for the troll to shoot at him. The problem was, the troll looked more intent on kicking him into the air like a football before stepping on him. It looked angry, probably because Lucius’ verglasency had caused one of its arms to go an interesting shade of frostbitten black. 
 
    “Little help here!” Joe called to Aida, who he was passing, as he used the crystal table to keep himself and the troll apart. 
 
    Spotting an opportunity, Aida called up a wind, her eyes shining bright yellow, and sent a roaring funnel of compressed air at Joe. Joe stumbled a little as he imbibed it. His eyes glowed gold. As the troll jumped up onto the cracked crystal table, Joe used the zephyrency he had been given by Aida and spewed forth a whirling lasso that caught up the huge troll and flung it away. It smashed into a far wall and collapsed in a rain of stone fragments. 
 
    The battle intensified as the mages fought to defeat the remaining three trolls’ relentless drive to capture or kill them. Joe, his eyes blazing with determination, unleashed another cunning wind magic spell that pressed a troll against a workbench and allowed Vasmo to burn a hole through its chest with a concentrated beam of lambency. 
 
    “Whoa, did you see that!” Grim cried. “I’d never have thought the old-timer had it in him. Seeing that old flame of his must have put some serious lead in his pen—” 
 
    “Enough of that, you vile volume of vulgarity!” Vasmo bellowed. 
 
    It was looking good. Only Stoneye and one other troll remained. Even as Joe cast about for a way to help, Lucius turned the last toga-wearing troll into an ice lolly.  
 
    However, the battle was not yet won. Stoneye looked like he wasn’t about to bow to adversity, no matter how great the risk to himself. He was, Joe pondered briefly, probably what those born with silver spoons in their mouths considered to be the consummate butler: willing to die just because his master told him to. 
 
    Stoneye, showing admirable fortitude, lashed out with a stave he had scooped up from one of his fallen fellows. Vasmo got a shield of blue light up just in time. Such was the ferocity of the troll butler’s strike though, it shattered the shield and broke it into fragments of sapphire mist. The old magician tottered backwards. 
 
    Stoneye came on. He forced Aida away with a couple of thrust of the staff that sent her tripping over the fallen body of one of the troll’s Joe had felled. Lucius struck at the butler with a sword conjured of ice magic. Pink and white light bloomed as the weapons came together. 
 
    Without pausing to think, Joe grabbed the tip of one of the fallen stunning staffs. He siphoned the stored magic of the intrinsic spell that the stave was impregnated with into himself. Turned out, the magical item held more magic within it than he had anticipated. 
 
    He felt like a balloon that had been stuck over the end of a car exhaust. 
 
    “Grim… help,” Joe hissed, his vision tunneling. 
 
    The grimoire, seeing what was happening, flashed across the room and plowed into Lucius’ chest, knocking him base over apex and out of the way of the potential torrent of magic that Joe felt he was about to let rip.  
 
    Joe stuck his hand out in front of him. His eyes felt hot. What was more, he could actually see the golden light emanating from his own eyeballs. With a final burst of energy, Joe unleashed a cataclysmic explosion within the workshop. The rippling beam of power hit Stoneye and blasted him into the ceiling with as much force as if he’d been launched from a trebuchet. Bright pink light turned the entire cavern into a tableau for a couple of seconds. 
 
    The force of the blast shattered the point of the cavernous workshop where the ceiling met the wall. The troll butler, filled to literal bursting point with the pink stunning magic Joe had fired at him, burst apart like a gory grenade. This created a thin breach that allowed the rushing waters of the River Thames above to start flooding the chamber. 
 
    “Crap,” Joe gasped, trying to get a grip on his whirling senses. 
 
    The mages suddenly found themselves engulfed by the surging water that flowed around their knees. 
 
    “It’s rising fast!” Aida yelled. 
 
    It was. Already, Joe could see the frail and stick-thin Vasmo having to fight against the powerful current that was washing past them. Lilli had leapt up onto one of the few high desks that was still in one piece to avoid being drenched up to the eyebrows. 
 
    “We must get out!” Vasmo cried. 
 
    “But we need to get Aida’s parents, too!” Joe shouted back over the rush of river water. 
 
    Vasmo stood, obviously torn between self-preservation and his obligation as godparent, for a moment. 
 
    “We don’t even know if they’re here!” Lucius yelled. He had Thorn in his arms and looked like he was about to brick it. 
 
    Joe didn’t blame him. There was a difference between steeling yourself to die in a fight against fellow magic users and risking death by drowning in a cave. 
 
    “You guys get out of here!” Joe shouted, his tone offering no chance of being countermanded. “Aida and I will go and get her parents. We’ll meet you up top!” 
 
    “But how are you going to know where to go, damn it?” Lucius roared as Vasmo grabbed him by the elbow. 
 
    “Aida’s tattoos,” Joe said. “She can sense where to go.” He looked at Aida. “Right?” 
 
    “Right,” Aida said. 
 
    “See you on the other side!” Lucius called. 
 
    “Oh, that’s comforting!” Joe snorted. 
 
    “I meant the other side of the surface!” Lucius shouted as he and Vasmo made for the way they had come. “Not of, you know, life.” 
 
    Lilli leapt onto Lucius’ back as he slogged past the desk she was standing on. Joe saw the young man adjust his grip on his jackalope, reach back, and grab the dwarf’s bum to help her stay on. 
 
    “Hands off the rump, young man!” the dwarf yelled. “I’m more than strong enough to keep a grip of all my bits and pieces without your help, thank you very much!” 
 
    Joe and Aida made for the direction Aida was indicating. They did not look at one another or say anything to each other. There was nothing to say. They’d either find her parents or perish in the attempt. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe and Aida dashed through the flooding corridors that ran off from Bobby’s workshop as if their lives depended on it. If the ponderous creaking groaning sounds issuing from the stone above their heads was anything to go by, they probably did. 
 
    Joe tried not to think about the twenty-eight cubic meters of river water that were passing over their heads every second. Twenty-eight tons of bone-crushing, silty goodness rushing past…  now… and now… and now…  
 
    It was really hard not to think about just how dead they would be if the tunnels they were running through caved in. Joe doubted that even the lovechild of Morgan le Fay and Merlin would be able to withstand the largest and most significant river in terms of water volume in the United Kingdom falling on their head. 
 
    Instead of worrying about being ground in burger meat, Joe concentrated on following Aida. She was running ahead of him and Grim with Malkin swaying on her shoulder. She, in turn, was being guided in some way that Joe couldn’t hope to understand by her grimoire page. 
 
    “This is strange,” Aida said, her voice loud and her breathing ragged, her words reverberating off the stone of the passage they were sloshing down. “This doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    Joe looked up at the drips running along the passage ceiling, glimmering in the light of the magical lanterns that lit it. 
 
    “You don’t say,” he said. 
 
    “I mean, it’s not right, what I’m feeling,” Aida said over her shoulder. “There’s something off.” 
 
    “All we can do is push on,” Joe said. He didn’t add the rest of the sentence that ran through his head. 
 
    And hope that we’re not running into a dead end. 
 
    Still, he hoped that the fact they hadn’t seen Bobby and Gertie, or their giant water blob and owl bond-mates, running in the opposite direction was a good thing. 
 
    “That rat Bobby will have a couple of bolt holes out of here, don’t you worry, kid,” Grim said, reading his mind. “Guys like him always do. They like to put across that rule 101 is making money, or accruing power, but what their rule 101 really is is surviving. Survival trumps all else.”  
 
    “The bond is weak,” Aida said. 
 
    Joe said nothing, only urged her on with a hand on the shoulder that Malkin wasn’t sitting on. 
 
    As the water rushed through the subterranean passages, their footsteps echoed in the dimly lit tunnels. The walls glistened with moisture. The air grew steadily heavier with the scents of dampness and mud. They maneuvered through the labyrinthine network, following the siren song written across Aida’s skin. 
 
    Along their frenzied flight, they encountered remnants of some of Bobby’s experiments and inventions—an array of enchanted artifacts scattered haphazardly here, a pile of miscellaneous junk there. Strange contraptions crackled and hissed on shelves in one small room they passed through, their purpose to remain ever a mystery. 
 
    “At least when this place floods it’s probably going to take a lot of bad stuff with it,” Joe muttered to Grim. 
 
    Grim made a noise. “That’s the thing about any of this stuff, Joe,” the grimoire said as he floated along behind. “None of it is inherently bad. Take Aida’s dad’s crystallite charges for instance. They’re great for clearing out mines and reducing the risk to miners. Lovely. Also, as it turns out, just the thing for reducing the Houses of Parliament and everyone in them to glass dust. Very few things are inherently dangerous in this world until you put them into the hands of a particular person.” 
 
    As they went on, flickering lanterns revealed abandoned alchemical equipment, arcane symbols etched into the walls, and ancient texts strewn about like discarded secrets. The water level continued to rise, the rushing torrent urging the pair of magic-users to move forward. They navigated treacherous twists and turns, their hearts pounding in their chests. The ceaseless hiss and glug of gushing water echoed through the passages, creating an eerie symphonic soundtrack to the impending danger. 
 
    Finally, through a series of narrow corridors, they reached a section of the lair where the rising water was almost chest deep. It was a straight, rough-hewn corridor with a short row of prison cell doors embedded in one wall, their iron bars rusted and pitted with age. 
 
    Aida turned, rubbing at her shoulder as if she had the mother of all itches that she couldn’t scratch and wincing in acute discomfort. However, Joe saw that there was hope and determination shining in her cold blue eyes. 
 
    “Here,” she said simply. 
 
    They pressed on, searching for Aida’s parents. They stumbled along the corridor, peering through the grates of each door, water sucking at their thighs. They were both shivering, but not as much as they would have been had it not been for the adrenaline thundering through them. 
 
    “Here, swallow one of these,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida took the capsule he proffered her, put it into her mouth, and swallowed it dry. 
 
    “I suppose I should have asked what that was,” she said as they moved towards the door at the end of the passage. 
 
    “Berocca,” Joe said. 
 
    “Ha-h— Whoa!” 
 
    “Kidding,” Joe said. “It’s vimpounce,” Joe said. 
 
    He heard Aida sucking in a shallow sucking breath. At the same time, he felt the powered energy potion take hold of him, too; a rush rang in his ears like a very brief burst of tinnitus. He practically felt his pupils dilate, his breath come more easily, his muscles become bolstered with an elasticity and stamina they hadn’t had a second before. 
 
    A single capsule of vimpounce could keep a wizard on their feet for a full day of constant activity, with no food or water. The comedown after its use was like the hangover of the gods, but Joe figured he’d welcome that with open arms if it meant getting out from under the Thames alive. The crushing crash could be countered with an elixir, if the potion was drunk before twenty-four hours had elapsed, but Joe wasn’t worried about that at the moment. 
 
    All that mattered was what lay beyond the last door. 
 
    A muffled cry from Aida, something between a gasp and a sob, told Joe that they were in luck. 
 
    “Dad!” Aida managed to say. The word came out in a rush, and with it, an exhalation of pure relief. 
 
    As much as she kept a brave face on it, a tiny part of her doubted that we were going to find them, Joe thought. 
 
    That’s the duality of human nature, kid, I’m telling you, Grim said, firing the words back through the telepathic link they shared so that Aida wouldn’t hear. Take it from one who isn’t human. Doubt and certainty, light and darkness, strength and vulnerability—all these contrasts coexist within you big old balls of muddled up chemicals. 
 
    Wow, are you actually giving me a life lesson now? Joe thought back. One that isn’t complete boll— 
 
    Your lot are prone to harp on about how doubt’s a bad thing, Grim said. It ain’t a bad thing. Doubt serves as a reminder of your capacity for introspection and self-reflection, leading you to seek deeper understanding and wisdom. Not that most of you come to ever realize that or remember it if you do. 
 
    Joe blinked. 
 
    “That was actually really insightful,” he said aloud as Aida exchanged words with her father. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you might be dead in a minute, so I’m trying to cram some wisdom in before your premature demise.” 
 
    “Lovely.” 
 
    “Yeah. You know what else my insight has deduced?” Grim said. 
 
    “What?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Her mother ain’t here.” 
 
    Joe stepped close to Aida. He saw that her face, which had been all relief before, was now wrung with anguish. He peered through the bars set in the cell door. 
 
    There was only a single figure standing in there. 
 
    “Bugger,” he said softly. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, too, young man,” Aida’s father replied crisply. 
 
    Joe had not speculated on what Aida’s parents might look like. Now that he saw her father, he looked precisely the sort of man who would have sired a young woman like Aida. 
 
    The inventor and captive mage possessed a countenance that mirrored his daughter’s determination and strength. His face was the same shape as hers, though it bore the wisdom of age, etched with lines that somehow very definitely spoke of countless hours spent tinkering with intricate mechanisms and studying by lamplight. His eyes were not icy blue like Aida’s, but dark like deep pools of knowledge. Even encrusted in grime as he was—like any good prisoner should be, Joe thought wryly—those eyes held a spark of the ingenuity that must have guided the man through many trials. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean… I was just buggering about the fact that your wife’s not here,” Joe said. “Sorry, I’m Joe Ramsey.” 
 
    Joe stuck his hand through the bars, and the other man shook it. 
 
    “Quite all right, quite all right. We can go over all that once you’ve sprung me from this coop. Jasper Zingaro, at your service,” Jasper Zingaro said.  
 
    He had a solid, dry handshake. His hands, weathered and calloused, told tales of countless hours spent building marvelous contraptions and unlocking the secrets of arcane forces. They were hands that the romantic in Joe liked to think had brought forth wonders and harnessed the power of imagination. 
 
    With a wild mane of silver-streaked hair, reminiscent of a thunderstorm’s fury, the man exuded an air of energetic and untamed brilliance. Despite the weariness etched upon his features, his eyes shone through the bars with a youthful curiosity that refused to be extinguished. 
 
    “Well, perhaps not quite at your service now,” Jasper admitted, gesturing around the cell. “Not currently.” 
 
    Looking behind the ragged man, Joe saw there was a small furry sitting above the rising water on an outcropping of stone. 
 
    “Ah, that’s Tricksy, my dear sweet spark fox,” Jasper said, seeing Joe looking. “Do you know, the spark fox can—” 
 
    “Not now, Dad!” Aida said. 
 
    Aida’s father, who stood tall and steadfast, a testament to a lifetime spent crafting and experimenting and pushing boundaries, bowed his head subserviently to his daughter.  
 
    “Good point, darling, good point,” he said. “Plenty of time for that later.” 
 
    He shot Joe a grin. Though his physical stature may have shown signs of age, the man’s spirit obviously burned with the fire of an inventive and curious soul. His very presence seemed to exude a sense of wisdom, mixed with a hint of mischief as if he had witnessed both many triumphs and many tribulations in his pursuit of knowledge. 
 
    Joe tried to return the grin, but it was hard with the Thames threatening to crush them at any moment. 
 
    “I can’t free myself,” Jasper said, jerking Joe’s thoughts away from his morbid thoughts of the very near, and very brief as it might turn out, future. “That numskull, Bobby, might have the dress-sense of a dead whale, but he knows his business when it comes to anti-spell casting charms. If you’d be so kind?” 
 
    “Stand back, Dad,” Aida said. 
 
    She used her zephyrency to blow the rusted door right off its hinges. It splashed down into the rising water, and her father emerged. 
 
    “Excellent. It’s good to see you, my most favorite thing,” Jasper said. 
 
    He and Aida embraced briefly, but then a tremor caused everyone to glance at the ceiling. 
 
    “Hm, the structural integrity of Bobby’s little lair sounds as if it is succumbing to an unforeseen cataclysm—no doubt tied in with your arrival, Daughter—resulting in a formidable convergence of forces,” Jasper rattled off. “The intricate network of thaumic supports and magical foundations, meticulously designed to withstand the weight and strain of the river above, sound very much like they’re relinquishing their grasp of—” 
 
    “Where’s the bloody exit, Dad?” Aida yelled. 
 
    Jasper came to himself. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” he said. “Follow me.” 
 
    They slogged their way through the muck and mire. The water was up to their waists now. It was uncomfortable and cold, but not as uncomfortable and cold as the dread that was creeping up Joe’s throat. 
 
    He really, really didn’t want to die under here. In the dark and the cold. Drowned or crushed. That sounded like a really average way to go when compared to, say, dying in your sleep whilst you were in the middle of a dream involving Charlize Theron, Mila Kunis, and a family-sized tub of Nutella. 
 
    Would you look at that, Joe thought to himself. I’ve got a thing for older women, apparently. 
 
    Well, you learned something new every day. Joe just prayed that today wasn’t his last lesson. 
 
    Before long, they found themselves in a small chamber, no bigger than ten strides across. It made squeezing the three of them and their bond-mates into a bit of a chore, but they managed it. 
 
    “Right, so what are we doing in here, Dad?” Aida asked. 
 
    “I don’t really have time to explain,” Jasper said, “but if I was to call it an escape pod, you might get the right idea.” 
 
    Joe looked around. 
 
    “There’s no escape pod in—” 
 
    “Keep your bond-mates to your body and your elbows tucked in unless you fancy wearing them at your wrists,” Jasper said conversationally, wrapping his arms tight around Tricksy the spark fox. 
 
    “Hold on for—” Joe said. 
 
    “Big breath,” Jasper said. 
 
    “—one minute,” Joe finished, hugging Grim to his sternum. 
 
    Jasper waved his fingers in a complex motion. 
 
    Suddenly, all was water. All was brown. There was a rush of bubbles. The feeling of being ripped upwards, fired upwards at great speed. Water pressed on Joe from all sides. He tried to swear, but water flooded his mouth. He felt like he’d just had a rocket strapped to his butt and been turned into a torpedo. 
 
    Air. Sudden freezing air. Joe was weightless, legs beating at nothing. Then gravity reasserted its hold. Joe went plunging down. He heard Aida give a yell. He was pretty sure Jasper laughed. 
 
    They landed in the water once more. Joe was submerged but came kicking to the surface of what turned out to be the Thames. 
 
    “Excellent,” Jasper said delightedly from about five yards away. “I was hoping that would happen.” 
 
    Joe looked around. He saw the sky—the big, beautiful London sky! He saw the banks of the river. Saw people pointing at them. Boats chugged serenely by. Treading water, he looked over towards the side of the river he knew they had parked on. More figures were waving from over there—waving not pointing. 
 
    “Borrow from me, Joe!” came the shrill, cutting, working-class voice of Lilli. “Borrow from me, Joe. Get over here. We’ve got to go.” 
 
    Urged on by a potent cocktail of vimpounce, adrenaline and a desire not to be picked up by the water police, Joe twigged what the minute maid was yelling about. Reaching out with his will, Joe found the reassuring spark of Lilli’s magic. He harnessed it and used it to cobble together one of those diver propulsion underwater scooter things. He had no idea how they worked, and machines were usually a real pain in the neck to conjure using betokency, but thanks to the vimpounce still singing in his blood, he managed it. 
 
    “Everyone pile on around me,” he said. 
 
    The others, sensing the urgency of the situation, did so. Bending his magical will towards the bank, whilst keeping the fact he was using magic invisible from the crowds of people rubber-necking, Joe ferried them towards the bank where the car was waiting.   
 
    “Oh, my sainted aunt, we’re alive,” Joe gasped as soon as the magical propelling scooter thing ground ashore. 
 
    He vanished the propulsion device made from the borrowed betokency he had sapped from Lilli and lay for a moment in the mud. Never had he enjoyed the feeling of terra firma below him and the sight of the sky above more. 
 
    “Man, I am never doing anything like that again,” Joe said to the clouds. “Anything above ground, fine. If you need a guy for sub-river stuff, though, I am one hundred percent passing that up. It’s not worth the money.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ve been paid in… Has Vasmo ever paid you?” Grim said. 
 
    Joe thought of the time, at the very beginning of his apprenticeship, when Vasmo had tried to pay him with a collection of junk he found in a bowl, including a fish’s eyeball. 
 
    “My point exactly,” Joe said. “Still, it’s good to be in the open air and unscathed.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Grim grumbled. 
 
    The grimoire flapped his covers and rifled his pages, sending water droplets showering everywhere. As Joe, Aida, and Jasper were soaked to the skin already, this didn’t matter too much. 
 
    “Speak for yourself, mate,” Grim repeated. “I’m almost ruined. Water is paper’s one arch nemesis.” 
 
    “What about fire?” Joe pointed out. 
 
    Grim ignored him. 
 
    “I’m going to need to spend some serious time in the airing cupboard if I don’t want to get all swollen up when we get home,” the floating book groused. 
 
    The three mages got to their feet and trudged towards the car, where Vasmo, Lucius and Lilli were waiting for them. 
 
    “Home,” Aida said, her arm through her father’s. “Home sounds nice.” 
 
    “A shower sounds better,” Jasper said, waving cheerfully at his old friend, Vasmo. 
 
    “A crisp sandwich sounds better still,” Joe muttered. 
 
    “A crisp sandwich?” Aida asked. “What’s that? You can’t mean an actual sandwich filled with crisps? That sounds like some sort of hideous meme food or something.” 
 
    “I’ll show you later,” Joe said. “I think it’s imperative that we get the hell out of here as soon as we can. Right now, we probably look like a bunch of drunk idiots who decided to go for a swim. No Londoner will bat an eyelid about that. As soon as people see that we’ve got what appears to be a fox and a monkey with us, though, they’ll go bloody bananas.” 
 
    “Why?” Jasper asked. 
 
    “Because people drunk or stupid enough to risk drowning in the river is one thing, but a poor cuddly creature being taken along for the ride is quite another,” Joe said. “People care a lot more for animals than they do other people.” 
 
    “Funny thing is,” Grim said from under Joe’s arm, “it’s always been like that.” 
 
    As Lucius ushered them into the back of the Defender and shut the doors after them, Joe sat back in the seat and let out a long sigh. 
 
    “Feels like it’s been a long day, doesn’t it?” Aida said from next to him, as the engine started and Vasmo pulled jerkily off. 
 
    “Sure does,” Joe said. “A long, dark day. I think that has something to do with fighting trolls, running for our lives, a minor prison break, and then being fired out of the Thames like a torpedo from the HMS Victorious.” 
 
    “A long, dark day, you say?” Vasmo said from the front seat. “If you think that, Mr. Ramsey, then I suggest you harbor your strength. If we don’t find out what the Iron Order has planned for those stolen crystallite charges and stop them, the day is likely to get a whole lot darker still. The very sky over London might be filled with the kind of pall not seen since the Great Fire.” 
 
    Joe rubbed his eyes and looked tiredly out the window at the passing city. His home. 
 
    “I’ve always said it,” Grim said, patting Joe on the back with one cover. “It’s always good to have something nice to look forward to, isn’t it? 
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