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    With an air of great concentration, Alfie Coates inserted a gnarled finger into one of his ear canals. One rheumy blue eye narrowed as he rotated the finger forty degrees counterclockwise and gave it a waggle. He grunted, adjusted his angle by another five or so degrees to starboard, and tried a wiggle. He gave an almost inaudible groan of satisfaction, extricated the digit from his ear, and inspected the diggings with the air of one of the cognoscenti. 
 
    To his right, a woman who was sitting at the table nearest to his and Reg Jenkin’s looked on in a sort of mute and fascinated horror. A spoonful of sticky toffee pudding was poised, forgotten, halfway to her mouth. It was unlikely, Reg thought, to get any farther after she’d had a front row seat to one of Alfie’s public aural excavations. 
 
    “I swear, Reg, mate,” Alfie said, “there are some days when you could whack what I find in my lugholes on one of them spinny tables that potters and hippies use and shape yourself a fairly decent coffee cup.” 
 
    “You’re a horrible man, Alf,” Reg replied blandly, wiping his lips with his paper napkin. 
 
    “Nonsense. Nothing wrong with a bit of an earwax build up. Perfectly natural function.” 
 
    “Maybe, but shoveling it out with that yellowed talon you call a fingernail in public like that. Well, I suppose as far as culture goes, you’ve always been a bit of a blank canvas.” 
 
    “Old Beryl, may the old hag wither in the fires of Hades, probably would have agreed with you on that score,” Alfie said, calling up the name of his late wife with the air of a Russian gangster mentioning the name of a certain Keanu Reeves character. 
 
    “It’s not very respectable,” Reg said. 
 
    “Speakin’ of respectable,” Alf said, looking around. “What in the name of Aunt Bessy’s Yorkshire puddings did you drag me in here for?” 
 
    “It’s a reputable and above-board gaff.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Alfie asked. “It’s full of politicians.” 
 
    The two men were sitting inside a pub. This in of itself was not strange. The two old friends spent much of their time in pubs, and the St Stephen’s Tavern was not dissimilar to a lot of them. The interior maintained a traditional and cozy English pub atmosphere, complete with dark wood paneling, brass fixtures, and stained-glass windows. 
 
    It was, as Alfie had observed, full of politicians and journalists. Being situated where it was, it was the natural choice for London’s political movers and shakers to come in and drown their guilt after a day spent grinding the noses of the poor. 
 
    “I just thought the warm and inviting ambiance harked back to the Victorian era, which is what makes it such a popular destination for locals and tourists alike,” Reginald said. “And, most likely, makes you feel like a little boy again, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Cor, that’s hilarious that is. You’re only two years younger than me, you old git.” 
 
    Reg chuckled. “Well, it’s a nice spot, isn’t it? And I thought it’d be just the ticket after walking all day. We can get a nice bit of fried fish and some chips to go with these pints.” 
 
    The two old men went back to reading the menus. They had, the staff of the tavern had noted, been studying them for a good half-hour already, though with very little success. 
 
    “Why are there always so many things to choose from?” Alfie complained. His finger stopped halfway down the burger column. 
 
    Reg peered over to see where he’d got to. 
 
    “Cripes, are you on the burger section already?” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s only because I bypassed the salad section and decided to skip anything that sounded even remotely foreign,” Alfie said. “Nachos? What’s one of them when they’re at home, eh? Sounds like some strain of the foot fungus or somethin’.” 
 
    He and Reg looked out of the window their table was positioned by and into the bustling London street beyond the glass. Night had fallen. Despite the drizzle, the pavements were teeming with folk hurrying along with umbrellas open and coat collars turned up.   
 
    The St Stephen’s Tavern held a prime position directly across from the Palace of Westminster and offered breathtaking views of Big Ben and the iconic Westminster Bridge. 
 
    “You know they changed the name, don’t you?” Reg said. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “They changed the name of the tower old Big Ben’s in. It’s Elizabeth Tower now. Not St. Stephens.” 
 
    Alfie frowned. “Pretty sure they did that over ten years ago, mate,” he said. 
 
    Reg grunted and signaled to the young bloke with the tattoos who was moving between tables. 
 
    “Two more pints of ale and two fish and chips, please, sonny,” he said. 
 
    “I’m actually a lady, gentlemen,” the waiter-turned-suddenly-waitress said archly. 
 
    “Sorry, love, I haven’t got me glasses,” Reginald said. 
 
    “They’re on your head you daft bugger,” Alfie pointed out. 
 
    Grumbling, Reg slipped his spectacles on. He didn’t say anything, but he was still unconvinced that the lass in front of him wasn’t a bloke and just pulling his leg. 
 
    “Would you like the Atlantic-caught fish or Mediterranean?” the waitress asked. 
 
    Reginald looked at Alfie. 
 
    “The first one,” Alfie hazarded. 
 
    “And would you like the artisanal Himalayan sea salt or the sun-dried Icelandic lava salt for your chips?” 
 
    Reg held up a hand to stop the girl. “We would like fish that has been fried, accompanied by potatoes that have been cut into chips and also fried,” he said loudly, in a voice he had last used to explain to a Spanish tourist which way it was to Piccadilly Circus. 
 
    “With a side of peas that have been mushed into mushy peas,” Alfie added helpfully. “And vinegar. Off you go.” 
 
    With a patient smile, the waitress disappeared. 
 
    “Bloody hell, why does everythin’ have to keep gettin’ harder and harder?” Alfie said under his breath when the young woman had gone. 
 
    “Blimey, I’m surprised she didn’t ask if we’d like our fish gently serenaded with a rendition of ‘Under the Sea’ by their resident flutist before it took its dive into their artisanal fryer?” Reginald said, shaking his head. 
 
    Alfie chuckled and lowered his pint by a couple of inches. 
 
    Reg readjusted the tweed cap he never went anywhere without and sighed. “So, how have you been, Alfie? Give me the gossip if it’s not going to send me to sleep.” 
 
    “Like you need my help going to sleep,” Alfie retorted. “I do recall you nodding off over a scone when we were watching the cricket last weekend.” 
 
    Reg made a ‘get on with it’ gesture whilst he was seeing to his own pint. 
 
    “Well, I suppose there’s not much to report,” Alfie said musingly. He pulled out the pipe that he didn’t smoke anymore and chewed on its stem for a moment or two. “Apart from that business on the Thames a few hours back? Did you see that? Bunch o’ muppets frolicking around in there altogether?” 
 
    “I did see that,” Reg said. “Caught it on the six o’clock bulletin. They said it was some kind of terrorist attack, didn’t they?” 
 
    “That’s what the news people were sayin’,” Alfie said. 
 
    Reg narrowed his eyes at Alfie. It was a shrewd look and was marred only slightly when a prolonged, high-pitched parping sound came from under the table. Reg’s expression relaxed. 
 
    “And you call me ’orrible,” Alfie said. 
 
    “You don’t reckon it was a terrorist what-do-you-call-it?” Reg asked.  
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Why’s that, then?” 
 
    “Well, it didn’t look like it. And I saw it in the flesh as you might say.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Alfie said. “Was ankling across the bridge when it happened, coming to meet you. I didn’t feel a single jolt under my feet.” 
 
    “And you would have,” Reg said, nodding. “You’ve got the balance of a ruddy three-legged tortoise crossing a frozen lake.” 
 
    Alf, staring out into the darkening street, grunted. “Maybe. Anyway, I didn’t see anything that might have been an attack. And I’d know one if it was about. Beryl wasn’t exactly slow off the mark when it came to physical violence.” 
 
    The two men lapsed into a shared silence as they contemplated Alfie’s spouse, who had fallen off a cruise ship some years before. 
 
    “You know,” Alfie said slowly. “I couldn’t help but think at the time that there was something familiar about those buggers in the Thames.” 
 
    “Familiar?” Reg asked. 
 
    “Aye. Like I recognized ’em. Something about the lad who looked to be leadin’ ’em struck a chord in me. Plus, when they got out of the river and were diving into the back of that Land Rover, I saw that this old bloke that I swear you and I have seen before.” 
 
    Reg adjusted his dentures and then asked, “Seen him where?” 
 
    “Ah, well that’s just it, isn’t it, my old china? Not a dicky bird on that score.” 
 
    They drained their pints and then ceased their chat while a waitress—who may or may not have been the same one who had taken their order—came over and deposited their fresh drinks on the table. 
 
    “Well, a regular Agatha Christie mystery, eh?” Reg said, waggling his wiry eyebrows at his old companion. 
 
    “What’s been going on in your neck of the woods since last I had the ill fortune to clap eyes on you, then?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “All right, so you know how my little gaff has a deck at the back of it?” 
 
    “A deck?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “I guess it’s a deck. It’s slightly elevated in the air like,” Reg said. “You walk out there, and you’re not on the ground.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Yeah, yeah, yeah, I remember.” 
 
    “Anywho, I just found out that I’ve got a bunch of bloody badgers living under the bloody deck.” 
 
    “There are no badgers in Lewisham!” Alfie scoffed. “You’re off your onion, you silly old sod!” 
 
    “I’m telling you that I do!” Reginald said. “I thought the bloke from the council was having a laugh myself, but apparently, the cheeky little shits can be found in Kew!” 
 
    “Anyway, they’re a problem are they?” Alfie asked, shaking his head in amazement. 
 
    “Too right they are! I don’t know how you feel about badgers, Alf, us having never spoken at length about them. 
 
    “I don’t like ’em,” Alfie admitted with the vehemence of an old man who wasn’t about to admit that he had gone his whole life without forming an opinion on something. “Never have.” 
 
    “I don’t like them either,” Reg said. “I don’t want to kill them mind, but I’d like them to leave. Or I’d like them to die.” 
 
    “Right…” Alf said. 
 
    “So badgers are pains in the arse, right, or so this council chap tells me,” Reg went on. “But they’re adorable too, in a grouchy old man, Kenneth Grahame kind of way. So, it’s a bit of a quandary dealing with them. They’re very winsome, but they will turn your garden into the Somme.” 
 
    “They’re like the opposite of a squirrel, then?” Alfie said. “A squirrel is good value and annoys people with bird houses—always good—but, to my mind, they ain’t good looking. A bit ratty. I would never say the Creator, if there is such a geezer or lass, made a mistake, but I’m gonna ask him about squirrels for sure.” 
 
    Both old men paused as another waitress, who may or may not have been a newcomer, came over and presented their fish to them. 
 
    “Cheers, love,” Alfie said. “Better bring two more beers when you’ve a mo. Watching this old fogey over here eat friend fish without his dentures in is not something a man should be sober for.” 
 
    The woman laughed lightly as Reg scowled across the table at Alfie. 
 
    “Anyway, I decide that I want these badgers gone, okay?” Reg said. “I don’t know anything about animal control, though—” 
 
    “Never!” Alfie exclaimed in fake feigned astonishment. 
 
    “—so I talk to this council chappy. I’ve never spoken with him about badgers, but now I come to have a proper gander at the young fellow, I notice how when I start mentioning such things as humane eradication and the like, his eyes just light up, and I think to myself that I’d bet you killed forty this month alone.” 
 
    “They can be bloodthirsty these days,” Alfie said. He was frowning out of the window at something across the street. 
 
    “Badgers?” Reg asked. 
 
    “No. Your average young fella,” Alfie clarified. 
 
    “Ah, yes.” 
 
    “So, what did you?” Alfie asked. He had to speak loudly over the growing volume of chatter and sycophantic guffawing that was emanating from a pack of brogue-wearing, pinstripe-sporting political creatures that had just clumped into the pub. 
 
    “Well, I just up and asked him, ‘How do I get rid of these badgers under my deck, young man?’” 
 
    “Straight to the point. That’s very unlike you, Reginald.” 
 
    “Well, Antiques Roadshow was about to start, so I couldn’t have him dithering about forever, could I?” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “And this chap said to me, he said, ‘Do you want to do it the easy way or the hard way?’” 
 
    “Too much going to the cinema will have you talking like that,” Alfie said, shaking his head and continuing to peer out of the window. 
 
    Reg made an agreeable sound through a mouthful of mushy peas and fried fish. He swallowed and said, “Quite right. I said to him, ‘That’s a tough one. Let’s start with easy, eh, lad?’ He goes, ‘All right, guv, all you’ve got to do is put a little fox urine out there.’” 
 
    Alfie turned away from the window for a moment to look at Reg. 
 
    “This is the easy way, is it? Fox urine?” 
 
    Reg rolled his eyes, spearing a chip as if it had done him a personal injury. 
 
    “I said, ‘I’m buggered if I want to get to grips with the bloody badgers, and you want me to hunt down a fox and get its urine somehow?’” Reg said. “This young dimwit says to me, like I’m some kind of decrepit old fool, ‘No, guv. You just buy some.’” 
 
    Alfie chuckled as he ate some of his own meal and washed it down with beer. 
 
    “I think us and him must be going to different stores,” he said after he had swallowed his mouthful. “I’ve never been in the Sainsbury checkout line and thought to myself that I’ll get a packet of Digestives and some fox urine while I’m here.” 
 
    Reg pointed at Alfie with his knife as if his friend had hit the nail on the head. 
 
    “I was a bit taken aback at this, so I go, ‘Where do you buy it, lad?’ He says, ‘I know a guy.’” 
 
    “I don’t know if you want to go tryin’ to buy unregulated, hand-jared fox urine from a stranger, Reg,” Alfie said. “Sounds dodgy to me.” 
 
    “Precisely my thoughts,” Reginald agreed. “‘And then what?’ I says to this young plonker. ‘I just walk into my back garden like a bloody priest and start splashing it about like holy water from an aspergillum?’” 
 
    Alfie grunted with laughter as he worked on a particularly crunchy bit of fish. 
 
    “‘I can’t believe I’m saying this,’ I told this bloke,” Reg continued, “‘but what is the hard way? If the easy way is extracting the urine of one of the UK’s apex predators, what in the world is the hard way?’ He goes, ‘Well, you know how badgers don’t like scotch bonnet chilis…?’” 
 
    “And what did you say to that statement?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “I told him that I hadn’t really gotten to know these badgers or anything,” Reg said. “I said to this council bloke that I hadn’t known that particular fact about badgers. And I asked him what was I supposed to do with it? Do I hit them with one of these Scottish chili things? Is that what my life’s come to? Lobbing spicy food at badgers in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “And he told you to plant some, didn’t he, Reg?” 
 
    “He did, yes,” Reg said, spraying tartare sauce in his disbelief. “The silly young nincompoop told me to just plant some. That was the hard way: start a ruddy garden.” 
 
    “And I suppose that four months from now, when these chilis show up, them badgers of yours will look about and think to themselves, ‘Nah, sod this. Let’s get outta here’.” 
 
    Reg shook his head again, a pained expression on his face. “I asked the blighter whether it would be possible to split the difference? Something between fox urine and me becoming a full-time bloody chili farmer. And he goes, and I swear I’m not pulling your leg, ‘Do you have a crossbow at the house?’” 
 
    Alfie wiped at the window that was fogging up as the night outside grew colder. 
 
    “That’s not right,” he muttered. 
 
    “You bet your pipe it’s not right,” Reg said. “I told him, ‘No, young man, not at the moment, I don’t have a bleedin’ crossbow. And he says, ‘Well, text me your address and leave the house for a couple of days’. And then he buggers off as casual as you like. Can you believe that?” 
 
    “Nope,” Alf said vaguely, the remnants of his fish and chips lying forgotten on his plate. “I cannot believe he thought you’d know how to text anyone. Just goes to show, though, different people have different solutions to all sorts of problems.” 
 
    “What the hell are you looking at anyway?” Reg asked, masticating a mouthful of potato as furiously as only one with no teeth can. 
 
    “Something funny going on across the road,” Alfie said. “In New Palace Yard.” 
 
    “Morris dancers?” Reg asked with a shiver, wiping at the window himself and peering short-sightedly out. 
 
    “No, not funny like that,” Alfie said. “See those suits across the road?”  
 
    Reginald’s leather seat creaked as he leaned. 
 
    “Just look like another bunch of hoity-toity business folk to me,” he said. 
 
    Alfie grunted. He wasn’t so sure. He had lived all his life in London. He knew the nuances of the different kinds of suits that roamed it’s streets. 
 
    There were those he thought of as the ‘Traditionalist’, who were resolute in their pinstriped armor, possibly dating back to the Crimean War. Their ties beacons of conservatism that would make even a tortoise on sedatives seem dynamic. 
 
    Then there were the ‘Savvy City Slickers’ who walked with an air of confidence, their suits exuding understated elegance and a price tag that could probably pay for a small country’s GDP; ‘Eccentric Entrepreneurs’ who appeared to have been dressed by a committee of circus clowns and whose suits were a collision of textures, colors, and accessories that defied explanation; and ‘Young Professionals’ who sported shiny, ill-fitting suits that looked like they’d won them in a game of darts at the local pub. 
 
    But this lot… 
 
    They were all wearing matching black suits, strange knee-high boots and, despite it being nighttime, sunglasses. 
 
    “Something about that lot seems off to me,” Alfie muttered. 
 
    As he watched, one of the uniformed policemen that were so ubiquitous in this part of the capital strode over to some of the men. When he was within about ten yards of them, one of the men turned. He looked surreptitiously around him, put his hand to his mouth, and… 
 
    “Well, I’ll be blowed! I’ve never seen anything like that!” Alfie exclaimed as the policeman turned like an automaton and stumped away from the group of black-suited men. 
 
    “What?” Reg asked as he chased a recalcitrant chip around his plate. 
 
    “That bloke just blew that copper a kiss.” 
 
    “It’s a lovely, accepting world out there, Alf,” Reg said. “Nothing wrong with a couple of blokes sharing a blown kiss.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this bloke’s kiss was glittering blue!” 
 
    “Glittering blue? What’re you on about glittering blue? How can you do a glittering blue kiss.” 
 
    “I’m tellin’ you, he blew the rozzer a kiss, and it was glittering blue, and then the rozzer just buzzed off.” 
 
    Reg eyed his companion. “How many pints did you have before I met you?” he asked. 
 
    Alfie ignored this, watching the group of ‘suspicious-looking characters’, as he had dubbed them in his own head until they had walked around the PC Palmer Memorial and crossed Parliament Square, pointing up at the buildings opposite as they went.” 
 
    “I really think those buggers were up to—“ he started to say, but Reg steamrolled over him.    
 
    “Hey, Alf, are you a Hula-Hoop man or a crisps man?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, I know what you mean,” Alfie said distractedly, “but it’s such a funny way to ask if I like Hula-Hoops or crisps. I’m probably a Hula-Hoops man? I’ll eat ’em. I don’t know if it’s part of who I am as a human being, though. If you’ve got a bag on you, I’ll take a handful. I don’t think it’ll be on my headstone when I die that I was a Hula-Hoop man, though.” 
 
    “Typical,” Reg said. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Well, if you were to be the personification of a snack, that’s probably the weirdest one to be, to be a Hula-Hoop man, ain’t it?” 
 
    “Is it?” Alfie asked, still looking out into the street with a slight frown on his wrinkled face. 
 
    “Aye, ’cause you know a Hula-Hoops guy is just one of them blokes that’s got one on every finger all day and…” 
 
    Alfie let Reg prattle on for a while. He stared out across the road at the beautiful and severe Neo-Gothic architecture that dominated that part of London. Around them, more politicians, businessmen and women, and reporters looking for a scoop from a drunken MP crowded in. 
 
    “… Some beastly convention or other taking place at the palace in the next few days,” one man was booming into the face of another. “Foreign meeting of some kind, I believe, although the PM’s going to be there, I hear.” 
 
    “Jolly good, jolly good,” his drinking companion answered vaguely. 
 
    Alfie took one final look across the road at Big Ben, then he stared down at his plate, still frowning. 
 
    “I’m tellin’ you, Reg,” he said, “there’s somethin’ mighty fishy about this…” 
 
    Reginald Jenkins looked down at his friends’ half-finished meal and shook his head sadly. “Well, yes, Alf,” he said. “Of course, there bloody is.”
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    “I can’t believe you’ve never had a crisp sandwich,” Joe said. “That’s one of those ‘tell me you’re posh without telling me you’re posh’ things.” 
 
    The crew were all sitting around in one of the sitting rooms back at Metanoia Drive. They had not long arrived back from a hasty and anfractuous exodus from central London, where they had been the unexpected stars of a public performance the likes of which the capital had never seen. 
 
    Everyone was showered, in fresh clothes, and had necked a healing-boosting analeptic powder capsule apiece. This had been a necessity. The River Thames might only have been a fraction of its Industrial Revolution polluted self, but it was still a long way from the waters of Baden-Baden in terms of being good for the health.  
 
    Lucius was flicking through the television channels while Lilli bustled around him plumping pillows and making sure everyone had enough tea. Grim was up in an airing cupboard somewhere drying out. Aida and Joe were sitting in deep armchairs nursing good strong mugs of tea and crisp sandwiches. 
 
    Vasmo and Jasper Zingaro, Aida’s father who they had so recently liberated from the clutches of the dastardly (and, Joe had noticed, outrageously dressed) Bobby, alone were absent. They were holed up in the ancient magician’s office, no doubt going over in meticulous detail what had happened since Jasper’s capture. 
 
    Joe was interested to know what was going on, of course, but he was also completely knackered from their escapades. He was happy to wait for the condensed version when the two older mages reappeared. 
 
    Both he and Aida had knocked back the elixir that counteracted the vimpounce’s hangover effects, but this had robbed them of the vimpounce’s energy, too. Every ache and bruise they had both taken during the adventure had come back in an instant, clamoring and climbing over one another to be heard. 
 
    “You reckon Bobby and Vasmo’s old squeeze got out of that lair of his before the river broke through?” Aida asked. 
 
    “Gertie, you mean?” Joe asked, with a small smile. 
 
    “That’s the one,” the Viking-esque female mage said. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida grunted. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have minded Bobby coming a cropper of a falling boulder or car-sized lump of silt,” Joe said, stretching his neck to one side with a sigh. “But… well, I think Gertie was pretty taken aback when her bomb-making toyboy let slip that he was working for the Iron Order. I don’t think, all things considered and going off first impressions, that she is a bad egg at heart.” 
 
    “She didn’t look impressed when Bobby ushered her out, did she?” 
 
    “Nope. Not so much. And—and this might be the romantic in my soul speaking—do you think she might have cast a look back at Vasmo as she left?” 
 
    “Joe Ramsey,” Aida said, cupping her chin in one palm, “are you referring to a look of the wistful variety?” 
 
    “There was a little bit of the forlorn nostalgic essence to it, I thought.” 
 
    Joe took a slurp of tea from his mug and watched Aida squint suspiciously at her crisp sandwich. 
 
    “I still can’t believe you’ve never had a crisp sandwich,” he said to her. “Hey, Lucius, can you believe that Aida’s never had a crisp sandwich?” 
 
    “Don’t be absurd, Ramsey, there’s no such thing as a crisp sandwich,” Lucius replied without looking away from the TV screen. 
 
    Joe rolled his eyes. “I forgot, he was raised posh like you,” he said to Aida. 
 
    “It doesn’t sound very healthy,” Aida said. She opened the sandwich and looked at the all-beige interior. “Is it?” 
 
    “Is it what?” Joe asked, his mouth flooding with saliva as he picked up his own sandwich. 
 
    “Healthy?” 
 
    “Healthy? A crisp sandwich?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Joe blinked. “Is it healthy? No. No, it’s not healthy. On the other hand, does it have some sort of other nutritional value that defies first glance?” 
 
    Aida looked at him expectantly. 
 
    “No. No, it doesn’t,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida closed her sandwich and pressed the top slice of white bread down so that the crisps crunched invitingly. 
 
    “But, is the contrast between the unnaturally soft white bread and the crunchy goodness of the crisps fresh out of the bag a taste sensation? Yes. The answer to that is a resounding yes.” 
 
    Joe held up his sandwich. “The key is plenty of salted butter to lubricate,” he said. “We were really very lucky that Durango had cheese and onion crisps. I mean, I thought he would have cheese and onion flavor, if he had any at all, what with him being French and all, but still, they’re the best for this sort of thing.” 
 
    Joe took a great bite out of his sandwich. He chewed once and groaned. 
 
    “It can’t be that good,” Aida said. 
 
    Joe pulled an expression that said, ‘I don’t care if you believe me or not because if you don’t, I’m going to eat your sandwich, too’. 
 
    Aida snorted, shrugged, and took a big bite of her own snack. She chewed once. Twice. Her eyes shot up to meet Joe’s. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she said, spraying crumbs all over the thick carpet. “That’s actually amazing.” 
 
    “Welcome to gastronomic heaven,” Joe said thickly. “I’m so glad you could join me.” 
 
    At that moment, the door to the lounge opened and Vasmo and Jasper walked in. Each of the men looked grave but glad to be in one another’s company. 
 
    “Right, lend me your ears, lady and gentlemen,” Vasmo said. He held up his hands as if was addressing an assembly of hundreds of venerable mages, rather than one bloke watching TV and two other young people eating sandwiches that crunched when they bit into them. 
 
    “Gaffer, if I may interrupt,” Lucius said. 
 
    “You may not, Mr. Umbra,” the old man replied curtly. 
 
    “I think you’re going to want to see this,” Lucius said, pointing the remote at the television. 
 
    Frowning, Vasmo looked up, squinting a little as he gazed at the big flatscreen. 
 
    “Ah,” he said. 
 
    “Look, we’re on TV, Dad,” Aida said, licking the last of the crumbs from her fingers. 
 
    “I see, dear,” Jasper said. He too was gazing up at the monitor. “I’m not quite sure, though, if that is a good thing.” 
 
    It was a news report about a terrorist attack on London Bridge. The reporter was blathering on as reporters loved to do, but Joe wasn’t listening to her. What had captured his attention was a rather bad and blurry picture of himself getting out of the water with a big leather book under his arm. He looked like a rather well-read drowned rat. Another picture then popped onto the screen—just as blurry, obviously taken from range on someone’s phone—showing Vasmo helping Aida into the back of the car. 
 
    Vasmo signaled for Lucius to turn the idiot-box off. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “While the quality of those pictures won’t help the mundane police find us, especially not with the fake number plate we have on the car, it won’t make it too hard for the Iron Order to identify who was responsible for the little mess at dear Bobby’s. Thank goodness that the Land Rover also has a surveillance veil cast on it, along with that anti-authoritarian abstraction charm I mixed into its paintwork.” 
 
      “You and that famous visage of yours, Ramsey,” Lucius said. “Honestly, you’ll be signing autographs before you know it.” 
 
    “I can frame one for you if you like?” Joe replied. 
 
    “I’ll pass for now. Thanks all the same.” 
 
    “This is serious, gentlemen,” Vasmo said. 
 
    Joe and Lucius subsided. 
 
    “Before we get into all the serious stuff,” Aida said, “let me introduce my dad to you all.” 
 
    While Aida made the introductions, pointing out Lilli and Lucius to her father, who bowed in response, Joe drained the last of his tea. He felt very relaxed and replete in that moment, bruises and aching muscles notwithstanding. He had a nasty feeling that this state of affairs was not going to last. He had a notion that this was the warm little space between breaths, between the manic adventure they had just left behind and whatever fresh hell lay in front of them. 
 
    “I’d like to thank each and every one of you for helping facilitate my freedom,” Jasper said, once the introductions had been made and names exchanged. “I was in a tight spot and there’s no denying it.” 
 
    There were a few polite nods at this. 
 
    “Dad, we didn’t talk about this in the car, mostly because my teeth were chattering too hard,” Aida said, “but I think that now is the time for a full explanation. Why isn’t Mum with you?”   
 
    Joe wagged his head. “I suspected this would be our next item of business,” he said, smiling at Aida. “Finding out where Aida’s mother is, I mean.” 
 
    Jasper Zingaro walked over to the couch Lucius was sitting at the end of and flopped down onto it. He was wearing a pair of paisley pajamas and slippers. As he sat, he kicked the slippers off and sighed as he pushed his toes into the plush carpet. 
 
    “Haven’t stood on anything but rock or mud for weeks,” he said. “Say what you will, but the real sign of civilization is—” 
 
    “Dad, what about Mum?” Aida prodded. 
 
    Jasper started but kept his feet firmly planted on the floor. 
 
    “Ah, yes, let me explain,” he said. “As you all know by now, I assume, the Iron Order kidnapped Aida’s mother and I because of our latest and, potentially, greatest breakthrough in arcanodynamic munitions.” 
 
    “The crystallite charges?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Quite,” Jasper said, beaming. “We created them to help reduce the number of mining fatalities being suffered by the dwarven clans in South America. The methodology behind it is quite—” 
 
    “Dad,” Aida said wearily. 
 
    “Right. Anyway,” Jasper said, waving his hands. “Seraphina and I were separated. The logic behind that was, I must admit, faultless. You see, they left me in the custody of that money-grubbing knave, Bobby, because they hoped he might be able to tease out the secret of the crystallite charges construction from me, him being an inventor of sorts. Seraphina was taken elsewhere.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” Lucius asked. 
 
    “I did not hear it from the mouths of the enemy, of course,” Jasper said. “The ghouls that abducted us were simply hired hands. They did not know anything of import. When we were handed over to the Iron Order thugs, who took us from the ghouls, they were reticent not to vouchsafe anything in front of us. It was of little consequence, though. I can guess why they took my sweet Seraphina.” 
 
    Vasmo nodded. The old man’s face was drawn and stern.  
 
    “They will be trying to use my wife to find the family vault,” Jasper said, his dark eyes coming up to find Joe’s. 
 
    “Vault?” Joe asked. “As in a treasure vault.” 
 
    “Oh, what lies within the Zingaro family vault is far more valuable than mere treasure, Mr. Ramsey,” Vasmo said. 
 
    “The team formation to allow Spurs to win the EPL?” Joe quipped. 
 
    Vasmo looked at him blankly. 
 
    “No, Joe,” Jasper said, “although as a keen follower of the most noble sport—albeit a Manchester United fanatic—I have run many mock-ups for all the teams in the league this year, and think that, according to my calculations, Tottenham’s best chance of winning the championship would involve a 5-3-2 formation in which they employ a consistent high press, initiated by the likes of—” 
 
    “Dad! Come on, man!” Aida said loudly. 
 
    “Apologies!” Jasper said. 
 
    Aida turned a severe gaze on Joe. “A note for you: do not get that man onto football unless you have either a spare two hours to listen or the heart to throw something heavy at him to shut him up.” 
 
    Jasper smiled apologetically. It was clear he was a man with the sort of capacious brain that was constantly getting sidetracked. He could probably get diverted whilst in the middle of a diversion by pondering on the very nature of diversions. 
 
    “The vault in question, the Zingaro family vault, is where the family grimoire is kept,” Jasper said, his voice dropping to a low and dramatic whisper. 
 
    “What did he say?” Lilli asked, sticking her head up from behind the sofa she was dusting behind. She had a luminous silver duster in her hand, which popped like a soap bubble. 
 
    “He said the Zingaro family vault is where their family grimoire is kept, Miss Spicer,” Vasmo said peevishly.  
 
    “Grimoire? As in… a fellow Grim?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Correct, Mr. Ramsey,” Vasmo said. “Another fragment of the great mind of Prosper, the First Mage.” 
 
    Joe looked at Jasper Zingaro. Jasper looked at him. The corners of his dark eyes were smiling, almost begging Joe to ask the question that was on the tip of his tongue. 
 
    “Why?” Joe asked. He cleared his throat. “Why haven’t you ever used it?” 
 
    Jasper let out a whistle from between his teeth. 
 
    “Because that is not why we hold it. That is not the responsibility our forebears signed up for,” Jasper said simply. 
 
    Joe nodded. “Fair enough,” he said. He knew a not-whole-answer when he heard one. He wasn’t going to pry, although there was no denying he wasn’t intrigued. 
 
    “Where is this vault, if it’s not impertinent to ask?” Lucius said. “Was it near your estate up north?” 
 
    Jasper shook his head. “Not even close,” he said pleasantly. 
 
    “Um, wouldn’t it have made sense for it to be nearby? Or, I don’t know, next door or something?” Lucius asked, stuttering a little at the end as he caught Vasmo’s eye. 
 
    “Probably,” Jasper admitted. His friendly face clouded over a touch, and he twisted his weathered hands in his lap. “The thing is… well, I suppose what it boils down to is complacency on the ancient line of the Zingaros part.” 
 
    “How so?” Joe asked. 
 
    Jasper shrugged. “Human lives are fleeting. Long centuries without a threat to the grimoire our ancestors were charged with guarding lured them, perhaps, into a false sense of security.” 
 
    Jasper looked over at Aida and gave her a little apologetic smile. She gave him a knowing one in return. 
 
    “We Zingaros are a restless people by nature, by all the accounts of our forebears. We have always felt the call in our blood.” 
 
    “The call?” Joe asked. 
 
    “The call,” Aida said. “You don’t feel it sometimes?” 
 
    Joe opened his mouth slowly. “I mean… I’m not really sure…” 
 
    “What my dear daughter is alluding to is the siren song of adventure, of magical progress, of experimentation and advancement,” Jasper explained. “For all the seemingly material comforts the Zingaros have managed to accrue for themselves over the years, the domestic life has left many of us restive, unsatisfied in certain aspects.” 
 
    Vasmo wagged his head sagely. “In the same way that Prosper must have felt, many of the old magical families are afflicted by this itch,” he said. “The malady that causes them to invest hypothetical occult knowledge and ideas with a certain… romance.” He stroked his beard thoughtfully, swore softly as he hit a snag, and then untangled his fingers. “The appeal, I suspect, has been fastidiously fabricated through some kind of supernatural selection as an essential element in all magicians’ survival.” 
 
    Even after however many generations spent looking after the grimoire, we haven't managed to shake it,” Jasper said. “It is in the blood. The open road of lore and enlightenment still softly calls like a nearly forgotten lullaby of childhood.” 
 
    “And that’s very poetic and all,” Lucius said, “but what you’re saying is, without putting too fine a point on it, somewhere along the line, your descendants got bored and moved away?” 
 
    “Headed north, called by rumor and mysteries, in the early eighteenth century, yes,” Jasper said. “About three hundred and twenty-five years ago, or twelve generations. Peregrine Zingaro finally uprooted the family and took them to North Yorkshire—to Whitby to be precise. The north was full of magical puzzles and conundrums that were worth poking into back then.” 
 
    “Whitby did have a lot going for it,” Vasmo mused, tipping his head back and gazing unseeingly at a spot on the ceiling. “Still does now that you mention it. St. Mary’s Church was famous for its connection to the Whitby Witches.” 
 
    “That’s right!” Jasper said, snapping his fingers. “It was said that the churchyard contained the graves of witches, and the church itself had an eerie atmosphere that added to its mystical reputation.” 
 
    “When those graves were dug up, though, they found their occupants long gone, if I recall,” Vasmo said. 
 
    “The occupants were long gone?” Lucius asked. “As in they’d just dug themselves up and toddled off somewhere?” 
 
    Vasmo made a dismissive gesture. 
 
    “You’re talking about zombies?” Joe blurted, unable to contain himself. “Witch zombies?” 
 
    “We use the term ‘mortally challenged’ these days, young Ramsey,” Vasmo said in a stern voice. 
 
        “The town is said to have been a center for witch trials during the seventeenth century,” Jasper mused to himself. “Whitby, I mean. There was also a lot of piracy and smuggling happening in that area. It’s how the whole Dracula rumor got started when the Demeter wrecked there, of course.” 
 
    “You’re not telling me that Dracula actually washed up in Yorkshire?” Joe said. 
 
    “Don’t be absurd, lad,” Vasmo scoffed. “That was just a cover-up used by the vampire crew manning the Demeter, who were smuggling tea, silk, and lace into the country.” 
 
    “Who would have thought that the hot beverage choice of the beau monde and ladies’ undergarments would have birthed one of the most famous horror stories of our time?” Jasper chuckled. 
 
    Joe held up his hands for silence. “This is all getting a little off topic,” he said. “It’s extremely interesting, and I for one want to come back to how Count Dracula was the invention of undead bootleggers smuggling knickers at another time, but maybe we should just quickly revisit where this second grimoire is?” 
 
    “Jolly good point, that man,” Vasmo said. “Jasper, old bean?” 
 
    “It’s under Parliament,” Jasper said. 
 
    And, just like that, two big fat pieces of the puzzle that none of them realized they had been playing with were set down. 
 
    We’ve got a corner or a bit of sky, and maybe an edge, Joe thought. We can’t even see the full picture yet, but at least we know there is one. 
 
    “That’s why they’re blowing it up,” Joe said. 
 
    Jasper nodded his head vigorously. 
 
    “They aren’t just doing it to send a message to the mortals,” Vasmo said. “Although, I’m certain the Iron Order see that as a most fortuitous secondary effect.” 
 
    “They’re trying to blow open this vault, using the crystallite charges, and then they’ll use the explosion to cover the theft,” Joe said. The words were just forming in his head, rolling out of him like he was reading them off a teleprompter. 
 
    “They’ll blame the explosion on some luckless terrorist sect—preferably a particular moronic one that will actually try and claim the ‘glory’,” Jasper said. “That’s what I think.” 
 
    “And within all that fuss, no one will think to look through the rubble and see if anything has been stolen,” Vasmo said. “Dastardly, but, unfortunately, rather clever, too.” 
 
    Jasper made a face that showed he, even if he did so grudgingly, had to concur. 
 
    “Even if we, the Zingaro family, had no notion of the plot the Iron Order were trying to put into action, it would have taken us weeks, if not months, for the mundane and extramundane authorities to clear the wreckage,” he said, scrunching his toes deeper into the thick pile. “They would go through every shattered brick and powdered ounce of mortar with a fine-tooth comb if they believed it was a terrorist attack. By the time that we were even allowed access down to the site to see if the vault had been compromised the Iron Order would have had the grimoire in their possession long enough to enact some other new, fouler business on us all.” 
 
    “And that, whatever that might consist of, is bound to be what they consider their masterstroke,” Vasmo muttered into his beard. 
 
    “They must really want that grimoire,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Of course, they do!” snapped Vasmo. “And why wouldn’t they? Every misguided, uninformed, power-hungry lunatic and his dog wants to get their hands on a grimoire.” 
 
    “But, is getting their hands on one really worth turning the Houses of Parliament and most of Britain’s politicians into glass and dust?” Lucius asked. 
 
    Vasmo sighed. Absent-mindedly, he reached up a hand to stroke Momo. The carbunclo gave a deep purr of satisfaction.  
 
    “A short reminder of your magical history, Mr. Umbra,” Vasmo said. “And one that might be good for all of us to hear.” 
 
    Lucius turned the TV, which had been on mute, off. 
 
    “The grimoires are, as we know, of Prosper’s making,” Vasmo said. “Prosper: the most capable mage ever to walk this world of ours. The First. The reason that he stretched the limits of what was possible was not only because he was a gifted polymath and curious virtuoso but because he had a sick child that needed healing. He stretched himself to his limits, ripping knowledge from the world wherever he could get it and taking magic to new limits. Alas, though, he couldn’t save his son and drove himself clean around the twist with over-exertion and grief.” 
 
    The attention of everyone in the room was glued on Vasmo. 
 
    “In pouring all these new magical discoveries out into the world, in unearthing secrets the likes of which humanity could never have guessed at existing, Prosper crafted the grimoires. They are not just products made by him but of him,” Vasmo continued. “These sentient books are essentially fragments of Prosper’s soul—pure magic, almost. They contain his wisdom and knowledge and a portion of his power. As such, they are the most powerful magical artifacts in the world.” 
 
    “And like all artifacts of that kind,” Jasper Zingaro said sadly, “they can be weaponized. That is why they want a grimoire with such fervor. Although, to say they want our grimoire would be inaccurate. They want a grimoire. Hence why Joe over there received their attention not too long ago, I believe, and is now a wanted man.” 
 
    Joe cleared his throat. Being a wanted man had sounded a lot more glamorous on the westerns and 1970s cop movies he’d used to watch with Uncle Steve. In reality, it was a bit of a drag. 
 
    “Now, that we all know their insane motive, I guess what we need to do is to find your wife, find Seraphina,” he said. 
 
    “That would be my desire, yes,” Jasper said. Only the faintest tremor in his voice let the others know just how desperately he wanted this. 
 
    “And you’re fairly positive that they know where the vault is already?” Joe asked. 
 
    Jasper nodded his silver-maned head. “The one in charge, a fellow called the Leofric Firebrand, he—” 
 
    “Hold on, that wouldn’t happen to be an annoyingly cool and collected guy with bright orange hair, would it, Dad?” Aida asked. 
 
    Her father looked surprised. “Why, yes. You’ve met?” 
 
    “Not that he’d know,” Aida said. 
 
    “Leofric Firebrand,” Joe said. “Wow. Now that’s a name. It works on so many levels. Firebrand, as in a troublemaker, but also referring to his barnet, which makes him look like his head’s on fire.” 
 
    “Yes, I’d be willing to bet a tidy sum that he gave himself that name,” Jasper said mildly. “Although, I won’t do the injustice of saying that it doesn’t at least sound very impressive. Even if the man himself is somewhat of an oik.” 
 
    “Um, I don’t want to be pessimistic,” Joe said, glancing at Aida before returning his gaze to Jasper, “but aren’t you worried about what they’ll do with Seraphina now that they’ve found the grimoire’s location?” 
 
    Aida’s father’s dark eyes looked inward for a moment. Then he hitched an optimistic smile onto his face. In that moment, Joe felt a blaze of respect for the man. Here he was, his home destroyed and his wife kidnapped. He himself would be dead, left to fossilize under a million tons of Thames mud, if it had not been for the arrival of his daughter and her friends. 
 
    And yet, he still had hope. He held it to him like a candle—a flickering flame that danced amidst the storm, guiding him through the tempest of his life. He was, to Joe’s mind, the epitome of the old belief that it was in the darkest of nights that stars shone the brightest. 
 
    I can see where Aida gets her fighting spirit from. 
 
    “I don’t think we need yet worry about anything happening to Seraphina,” Jasper said. “And that is because the vault isn’t like a mortal vault. What we call ‘the vault’ is, in fact, just a door into a labyrinth. Through this labyrinth only one of the Zingaro family can walk, guided by the tug of the tattoos on our skin, which are linked to the grimoire that lies at the heart of the labyrinth.” 
 
    “So, they need one of the family members to guide them through the labyrinth,” Joe said, setting his empty tea mug and plate on the hovering silver tray that Lilli had guided his way. “That’s why they’ll be keeping Seraphina alive.”      
 
    Joe slapped his hands down on his thighs. “Well, I know that I speak for all of us, Jasper, when I say that we’re resolved to rescue Aida’s mother and prevent the Iron Order from getting to your family’s grimoire.” 
 
    Aida’s father grinned appreciatively and said, “Not to mention stopping on blowing up the Houses of Parliament and saving the skins of all those mundane MPs who will be gathered there.” 
 
    Joe thought about this. He thought about what a generally overpaid bunch of pompous, disconnected, know-all nuisances politicians were most of the time. 
 
    “Yeah, and there’s that, I suppose,” he admitted. “Only, if you ever meet my Uncle Steve, make sure you don’t mention that part to him.” 
 
    Aida looked up from her phone, which she had been typing into. 
 
    “I’ve found it,” she said. “I’ve found when the next big speeches at the houses of parliament are scheduled for.” 
 
    “Well?” Lucius asked. 
 
    “Thirteen days from now the Grand Session will take place,” Aida read from her screen. 
 
    “Sounds like a piss-up,” Joe commented. 
 
    Lucius laughed. “Then it’s one that I wouldn’t fancy going to,” he said. “The Grand Session is an event where every legislator and their pack of bootlickers goes to try and curry favor with other bigger legislators. It’s an orgy of power and sycophancy by all accounts.” 
 
    “Sounds lovely,” Aida said, distaste written all over her face. 
 
    “Sounds like a target-rich environment to me,” Joe said. 
 
    Lucius’ condescending smile faded from his face. 
 
    “I suppose we should attempt to stop them immediately,” the black-haired young man said. He put a brave face on it, but Joe could tell he was about as eager to go hunting for bombs as he might’ve been to go hunting for a flesh-eating virus. 
 
    Vasmo shook his head at this. “No,” he said, “we will not go charging off half-cocked. Not with this. For one, we don’t know when the Iron Order will actually set up the crystallite charges.” 
 
    “Now that Bobby has had time to pry into their making, I’m sure he would pass on how to arm them to Leofric Firebrand. It does not take long once you know the trick. I designed them to be able to be set up quickly—as needed in dwarven mining situations.” 
 
    “All we know for certain is that they’ll have the charges in place on the night,” Vasmo said. 
 
    “So, we just have to sit tight until then?” Aida asked. 
 
    “Yes, we sit tight but not idle,” Vasmo said severely. “We—and by ‘we’ I mean ‘you’ youngsters, obviously—take this time to train.” 
 
    Joe thought this was a good idea. He nodded his silent agreement. 
 
    “It will also give me some time to try to convince the Occult Conclave to help us,” Vasmo said. “And some time for Jasper to figure out what the gadgets that I… saved from Bobby’s workshop do.” 
 
    “I doubt they’re going to be anything that is government-approved regarding safety,” Joe said. 
 
    Vasmo smiled a dangerous smile. It was a proper mage’s smile, hinting at secrets and power long accumulated. A crocodile’s grin, disguised beneath the veneer of an enigmatic sage. It reminded Joe of how easy it was to mistake the venerable old man for useless. As Grim had once said to him, “There’s one thing that you can assume about an old mage, and that’s that he didn’t get old by accident, kid.” 
 
    “My dear chap, really?” Vasmo said, crossing his legs and settling back in his chair. “Safety? In this life? My, that would be a fine thing.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, just because Joe and his fellow Curators had stumbled across the clandestine machinations of an evil extremist branch of the UK’s magical government, it did not mean that the magical creatures in the basement of Metanoia Drive had stopped in their business. 
 
    Joe embarked on his daily routine of tending to the magical creatures under his care. Armed with a broom, a bucket of hot, soapy water, a small reservoir of betokency that he had siphoned from the ever-helpful Lilli, and an unwavering determination, he delved into the pungent depths of his responsibilities. 
 
    Joe moved methodically from one corner to another, tidying up the living spaces of the magical inhabitants. He swept away the shimmering dust left by the single, aging, still-graceful sylph, the creature’s delicate wings fluttering in appreciation. With gentle strokes, he wiped clean the paw prints left behind by hellhounds after he had forgotten to hose them down after their last walk as they frolicked around him, snapping at the magical mop he had conjured, and making his job ten times harder. 
 
    Next, he turned his attention to the various members of the extensive gryphon family. The majestic creatures were well used to him by now. With patience and care, Joe meticulously groomed their magnificent feathers, untangling knots and removing straw and other debris. He listened to their rumbling purrs of contentment as he nourished the haughty creatures with a selection of their favorite treats: a handful of huhu grubs, a dried saw-scaled viper, and a scoop of fresh jerboa hearts apiece. 
 
    In one of the far corners, Joe attended to the secretive drake, its beautiful scales shimmering in vibrant hues from the depths of its cave. He fed it a couple of coins, its darting tongue lashing out eagerly to receive the nourishment the gold somehow provided it. 
 
    As he cleaned the drake’s enclosure, he marveled at the beast’s subtly playful antics. It would toss a coin back out from the pitch-black mouth of its cave, and when Joe made a move to grab it, a long tongue would snake out and snatch it back again. Faint wisps of smoke escaped from the mouth of the cave every time this happened, giving Joe the impression the drake was chuckling at him. 
 
    Joe’s diligent efforts brought order to the chaos—even if it was only for a day until he had to do it again. His labors, while a little repetitive and mind-numbing, did allow him to forget his present troubles for a time, however. That brought him a measure of peace as he created an environment where the magical creatures could relax and not wallow in their own filth. 
 
    “You realize that most of the grubby so-and-sos like wallowing in their own filth, right?” Grim said after Joe had pointed this out to him. 
 
    As Joe finished his tasks, he stepped back to admire the fruits of his labor—a pristine menagerie. 
 
    “Perfect. Until tomorrow,” he said to himself. 
 
    “And so it goes,” Grim said. 
 
     After he had finished his chores, Joe headed back upstairs to the main house in search of Vasmo, finding the old mage in his study. He was sitting behind the large crouching desk of dark wood, an array of gadgets spread across the desk’s surface. His lined and wrinkled face was a mask of calm—a sure sign that he was lost in his tinkering. 
 
    Joe cleared his throat, and Vasmo blinked. The small frown that deepened between his eyes was the only sign that he heard Joe come in. 
 
    Joe knew better than to interrupt the magician when he was fixated on a task like he was currently. Any time Joe might have thought he would save by interrupting the man in what he was doing would only be wasted when the venerable wizard berated him for ten minutes about what an impatient excrescence he was. So, Joe waited. 
 
    Before long, Vasmo let out a long breath through his nose and said, “Ah-ha. I tell you, Mr. Ramsey, I almost have this collection of intriguing and ingenious items figured out. Say what you like about Bobby, but the unparalleled scoundrel does know his way around a bit of cunning artificing.” 
 
    “What are they?” Joe asked, gesturing at the objects on the desk. 
 
    Vasmo set down the ring he had been examining with a magnifying glass. 
 
    “A variety of enchanted bits and bobs,” he said, rubbing at his eyes. “Some of the gadgets aren’t very useful truth be told. Like this thing here.” He flicked at a long tube filled with viscous purple liquid. “This thing, so far as I can deduce, tells you when it is going to rain and how hard.” 
 
    “That sounds handy,” Joe said. “Doesn’t it?” 
 
    Vasmo gave him a perplexed stare. “Why?” 
 
    “Because… then you know whether or not to head outside?” Joe ventured. 
 
    Vasmo’s stare did not waver. “If a mage had business that took him out of doors, what possible difference would it make knowing whether or not it was going to rain? Surely, any kind of business that a mage embarked on would be of the utmost import that, if he was worrying about a touch of precipitation, the business itself would not, in fact, be of any import at all.” 
 
    Joe opened and closed his mouth a few times. 
 
    “And this,” Vasmo said, indicating a metallic cup attached to a complex base that was excreting a pale blue smoke, “is a device for building muscle while being sedentary.” 
 
    Joe looked at the thing and then shrugged. “People are lazy and want results for doing nothing,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, but if one is so lazy that they require a magical contrivance to sculpt their bodies into a predetermined shape that they deem to be socially and aesthetically pleasing, without moving, where will these strange folk find the energy to take these new magically-altered physiques of theirs out into the world?” 
 
    Joe shrugged again.  
 
    “Thankfully, my lucky grab did result in some finds of genuine interest,” Vasmo said, and he pulled a device from the pile that looked like an arcane brass cigarette lighter set with stones of lapis lazuli. 
 
    “What does it— Whoa!” Joe said. 
 
    A bright bubble of translucent red light engulfed Vasmo. Joe called it a bubble, but what it really was was a forcefield that perfectly fitted around the magician, keeping a uniform gap of four inches around him and the chair he was sitting in. 
 
    “A magical shield?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Vasmo said, looking around himself. “Rather nifty, what? Throw that inkwell at my head, will you, Ramsey?” 
 
    Having learned a while back not to question the old man’s seemingly bonkers requests. Joe hefted the heavy silver inkwell and tossed it at Vasmo’s face. The inkwell itself rebounded harmlessly. The ink inside the well coated the red bubble and steamed gently. 
 
    “Some kind of very diluted inflamency magic,” Vasmo said conversationally. 
 
    He depressed the lighter and both bubble and ink vanished, leaving behind a faint smell that reminded Joe of a hot road. 
 
    “Tricky little thing to have in your pocket if your enemy isn’t expecting it, gaffer,” Joe said. 
 
    “Indeed,” Vasmo agreed. He tossed the shield-lighter onto the desk. “Then there are these…”  
 
    He then proceeded to show Joe a pair of glasses that revealed hidden objects; a pair of matching ‘whispering daggers’, the hilts of which were joined with a clever spell that enabled the wielders to talk to one another over any distance; and the ring he had been examining when Joe walked in, which turned out to have a Pegasus beautifully carved into its face and unfolded into a magical gauntlet. 
 
    “So far as I’ve been able to tell, this ring grants the wearer enhanced speed and strength,” Vasmo said, “without taxing their magical energies at all.” 
 
    Vasmo tossed the ring-gauntlet unexpectedly across the desk to Joe. Joe fumbled it but managed to snatch it from the air before it hit the ground. 
 
    “Your reflexes look pretty good to me already,” the old mage said. “Still, why don’t you have that?” 
 
    “Thanks, gaffer,” Joe said, slipping the ring onto his finger. 
 
    “The shield-lighter will be perfect for Mr. Umbra, I think,” Vasmo said. “Seeing as he is the least experienced fighter of the three of you. The spectacles can go to Miss Zingaro. Ah, speak of the devils!” 
 
    The door to the study had opened. Aida and Lucius trooped in, Lucius shutting the door respectfully behind him. 
 
    “Vasmo,” Aida said without preamble, “I wanted to pick that brain of yours.” 
 
    “Pick away, dear girl, pick away,” Vasmo said. “Although, it always pays to be careful picking a brain. Unlike a scab, there’s no knowing what you might find inside.” 
 
    “You said that we need to train, to practice, to refine before we take on the Iron Order,” Aida said. 
 
    “I did,” Vasmo agreed. 
 
    “I agree with you,” Aida said, “but is there anything in particular we should be focusing on?” 
 
    In response, Vasmo tossed Aida the pair of supernatural spectacles. The Viking-goth woman did not move, but Malkin used his tail to swing with marvelous dexterity around her neck, from one shoulder to the other, and snatch them from the air. 
 
    The shield-lighter followed next, but this hit Lucius in the chest with a hollow thump. 
 
    “Steady on, gaffer,” he said in his most indignant Etonian voice. 
 
    Vasmo gave Joe a brief look as if to say, ‘You see why he gets the shield?’ Then he got to his feet. 
 
    “Follow me,” he said crisply, striding from the room. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Aida asked. 
 
    “You wanted to practice,” Vasmo called, “so, we’re going to practice. To the walled garden!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nestled within the grounds of the grand manor house on Metanoia Drive, was a hidden gem—a walled garden. A Enid Blyton-esque place where the mages of the Occult Conclave, who had made use of the place over the years, could find a peaceful spot to hone their magical abilities away from the prying eyes of the public beyond the walls of the estate. 
 
    Tall stone walls embraced the sanctuary as much as the mages of yore were purported to have done. 
 
    “Although, so far as I heard,” Vasmo said to the three young magic-users, “it has been many years since any of the Occult Conclave members billeted here have gone much past the dining room. I’m surprised that there aren’t tracks worn into the carpet from the bedrooms to the dining room and back again.” 
 
    The climbing vines covering the brickwork did create a very pleasant aura of secrecy and protection, Joe thought, and he said as much. 
 
    “Yeah, it might have been a lot more impressive if it hadn’t been a result of neglect and that the Occult Conclave lot that had been in here had meant to do it,” Grim said. 
 
    Lush, vibrant greenery spilled forth from broken pots and weed-filled beds. They might once have been meticulously arranged in symmetrical patterns, but now the serene light-dappled courtyard was a riot of disorganization. Flowers of all colors burst with fragrant life, their petals delicately dancing in the gentle breeze. 
 
    Amidst the enchanting foliage, small stone benches were set. A moss-covered pathway wound through the garden, and it was along this that Vasmo led them. 
 
    “This path leads to a number of secluded nooks where mages could gather and, in theory, practice their spells in peace,” he told them. “In actuality, I think many of them were simply where the older Conclave members slept off the enormous meals they were habitually served by the team of spritelings they employed in the kitchens.” 
 
    “Spritelings?” Lucius asked as they walked past a leafy dead-end corridor in which the very air itself seemed to with subtle traces of magic; whispers of long-spoken incantations and the soft crackle of energy spent long ago. 
 
    “Mr. Ramsey, would you care to field this one?” Vasmo asked. 
 
    “Aren’t spritelings the tiny, mischievous sprites that farmers used to think nicked their eggs and stored barley and stuff like that?” Joe said, scouring his memory. “And that’s why people out in the country used to leave out saucers of milk at night?” 
 
    “Ten points to Raven—“ Grim started. 
 
    “Correct,” Vasmo said crisply. “And that was the common belief until one of the Occult Conclave members, who lived out on a homestead somewhere in East Anglia, back in the early eighteen-hundreds, discovered that the reason that the spritelings were always purloining things is because they also possessed an innate affinity for cooking. With their nimble fingers and keen senses, they excelled at intricate preparations and delicate flavor combinations. Spritelings add a touch of magic to every dish they create, I hear, infusing it with subtle enchantments that delight the palate. Thus, the kitchen staff of Metanoia Drive were populated by them.” 
 
    Elaborate spell circles etched into certain stone pavers served as ancient focal points for magical experiments, their intricate designs now bereft of power. 
 
    “In this idyllic retreat, mages immersed themselves in the mysteries of the arcane, nurturing their skills and weaving spells that danced with beauty and purpose, in times gone by,” Vasmo said, in his thoughtful and vaguely condescending lecturer’s voice. “This walled garden stood as a sanctuary, shielding the magical arts from the prying eyes of the outside world, allowing mages to flourish in their craft while embracing the tranquil harmony of nature. And so it will be again.” 
 
    They had stopped in a wide gravel area surrounded on two sides by high brick walls. They were in one corner of the garden, near to where a few large concrete urns spilled their verdant plant life around the place. In a high place on one of the walls, a praying mantis the size of a large parrot stared down at them. Joe thought it was an ornament until one of its multifaceted eyes twitched in his direction. 
 
    “Right,” Vasmo said, and Joe saw that he was beaming. “Back to school! Now, each of you has a new item. Only young Ramsey here knows what all three of them do, so let me fill in the blanks for you two.” 
 
    While Vasmo told Aida and Lucius about the properties of the devices he had found in Bobby’s lair, Joe studied the giant praying mantis on the wall. 
 
    “I’m surprised to see one of those in here,” Joe said. 
 
    “Why?” Grim asked. 
 
    “Because there aren’t supposed to be wild mantises in Britain,” Joe said. “I guess with climates getting a little warmer there might be a few starting to come on holiday up here.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Grim said, sounding anything but.  
 
    “How did it get so big?” Joe mused. “Residual magic?” 
 
    The little dents in Grim’s cover that looked so much like eyes seemed to look at him as the grimoire turned in the air. 
 
    “Not bad, kid,” he said. “That’s exactly why that sucker’s got to the size it is. Magic collects in places like this, in places where emotions run high, where things deemed as miraculous take place. Why do you think so much weird stuff happens in graveyards or is seen on old battlefields?” 
 
      Once Vasmo had told the other two about the items, he more or less sat back and let the three of them test them out for themselves in whatever ways they saw fit. 
 
    Joe had already donned the enchanted Pegasus ring, and yet, he had felt nothing out of the ordinary. However, as he twisted his feet into the loose gravel of the courtyard, he focused his mind on it. At once, he felt a surge of energy coursing through his veins. It was much the same as the feeling of getting a hit of vimpounce was like, only gentler. Once the initial stab of extra juice had faded, he felt like there was a smoldering coal burning in his heart, rather than a forest fire running unchecked through all his sinews. 
 
    All he did, the only thing he could think of to test the purported properties of the Pegasus ring, was to walk around the edge of the courtyard. With each step he took, he became… blurred in a way, his movements swift and more precise. He marveled at the ease with which using the device came to him. He covered more ground than made any sense. Joe grinned, doing laps, going faster and faster. 
 
    Meanwhile, Aida adjusted the magical glasses perched on her nose. Although he was engrossed with what he was doing, Joe’s sharpened awareness allowed him to keep his senses attuned to his friends around him. Instantly, Aida let out a cry. 
 
    “Wild! My vision has shifted,” she said, looking around. 
 
    “Yes, I thought as much when I tried them,” Vasmo called from where he was sitting on a bench and peeling an orange that he had brought forth from one of his pockets. “A most clever little invention from dear Bobby. Capable of revealing hidden layers of reality, as well as allowing one to see the intricate web of magical energy that intertwine with the physical world, exposing secrets and concealed objects.” 
 
    Aida marveled as previously invisible enchantments apparently came into focus before her eyes. She looked up at the praying mantis and seemed to understand precisely what had happened to it. She let out a little laugh of disbelief. 
 
    “Wild,” she whispered again, reaching out a hand to it. 
 
    Joe wouldn’t have done that. The thing had some fearsome hinged arms on it, serrated as bread knives. Aida didn’t seem perturbed, though. 
 
    The mantis lashed out. Aida flinched. The mantis’s arms passed right through her outstretched hand. 
 
    “It’s just a mutated spell, made solid—almost,” she said. 
 
    “It looks pretty damn real to me,” Lucius said. 
 
    “It doesn’t with these babies on,” Aida said, tapping the spectacles. 
 
    He effortlessly leaped over obstacles, maneuvering with unparalleled agility. In a breathtaking display of speed and strength, Joe sprinted through the garden, his enhanced abilities enabling him to achieve feats that seemed almost superhuman. 
 
    “Think fast, Mr. Umbra!” Vasmo called. 
 
    Lucius turned away from Aida and the giant mantis. 
 
    Vasmo’s eyes were glowing bright blue with banked lambency. The old man raised his hand and fired an arrowing beam of bright light at Lucius. 
 
    Lucius, clutching the small device resembling a lighter, activated its power. As he pressed the mechanism, the translucent red shield materialized around him, sizzling very quietly with protective energy. The shield, impenetrable to physical and magical assaults, formed an ethereal barrier that safeguarded Lucius from harm. Vasmo’s spell rebounded and burst into coiling tendrils of broken blue light. 
 
    “Very good, Mr. Umbra, very good!” Vasmo called. 
 
    It was clear to Joe, even as he bounded around the courtyard like a mad jackalope, that being able to ward off threats had bolstered Lucius with a newfound confidence. 
 
    Given heart by these new tools that he and his friends had at their disposal, Joe effortlessly leaped up onto the top of the twelve-foot wall and let out a hoot of disbelieving laughter. 
 
    “Ramsey, get down from there, you nincompoop!” Vasmo barked. “The whole point of this place is to keep magic out of the public eye while enjoying the fresh air!” 
 
    “Sorry, gaffer,” Joe said, dropping to the floor. He barely registered the fact that on landing from such a height, he barely felt the impact, the Pegasus ring’s magic was that subtle and natural-feeling. 
 
    In a breathtaking display of speed, agility, and strength, Joe sprinted at a wall. There seemed little reason to him to not go to the extreme with this thing. What would the ten-year-old version of himself do, had he been in the position he was now? 
 
    Just this, he thought gleefully. 
 
    He ran at the wall, and then up and across it. As Aida whooped and Lucius laughed in stunned disbelief, Joe’s enhanced abilities enabled him to achieve an entire lap running around the inside of the wall—something that was, quite simply, superhuman. 
 
    As he dropped down to the floor and came to a stumbling stop, skidding on the gravel, he grinned at Vasmo. He was panting from the exertion, but apart from that… 
 
    “This thing is amazing,” Joe said. 
 
    The old man cocked his wizened head to one side. Carefully, he stowed the orange peel in his pocket and popped a segment into his mouth. 
 
    “There is something you should know about it,” he said. “A detrimental effect.” 
 
    “Detrimental effect?” Joe said. “Are you sure? I feel incred“—he pulled off the ring—“ible.” 
 
    Pain bloomed through Joe’s muscles, chiefly his legs and lower back. He let out a long groan as his hamstrings caught fire, and his abdominals bellowed their protestation at him. 
 
    “I said there was no drain on a mage’s magical abilities,” Vasmo said, his eyes sparkling as he popped another segment of orange into his mouth. “I didn’t say anything about their not being a physical toll to be paid.” 
 
    Joe moaned and sat down on the bench next to the old man. Vasmo patted him genially on the back. 
 
    “Welcome to the universe, Mr. Ramsey,” he said. “Nothing here is given away for free.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lilli, who was, regardless of what Vasmo might think or say, the glue that held the team at Metanoia Drive together, arrived half an hour or so later with some much-needed victuals. 
 
    “Ah, Miss Spicer, jolly good! I was just about to send for you,” Vasmo said when the dwarf maid came trotting around the corner, carrying a magically crafted three-tier tray filled with all the comestibles associated with an English high tea.  
 
    Lilli gave Vasmo a patient look that told Joe that if she had waited for the old magician to send word for lunch, all that there would have been left to send it out to would be four skeletons. 
 
    “Not a worry, gaffer,” the little maid said, bobbing a curtsy that, despite being as well-delivered as anything you might see on a parade ground, somehow managed to be unmistakably ironic. 
 
    “I really don’t know how we’d get along without you,” Vasmo said airily as the three-layered tray revolved out of the air and came to rest in the middle of the stone bench he and Joe were sharing. 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t,’ said the twinkling look that Lilli shot Joe. 
 
    “You’re too kind, gaffer,” the dwarf said, and she set to bustling around, making tea. 
 
    “I was an avid reader, growing up in the mines as a lass, ducky,” Lilli had once told Joe at 9 Fallen Knight Walk, on a day when Vasmo had been in a particularly prickly mood and had been complaining loudly that it was damned exhausting having to think for three others as well as himself. “I used to love any tales about the high sea ’cause we lived up in the hills and under the ground, you see, and the ocean seemed like a million miles away. Anyway, one of the things that stayed with me, long after the girlish fancies of those romantic novels had been scoured away by the abrasions of life, was a realization.” 
 
    “What realization?” Joe had asked—as he was supposed to. 
 
    “The figurehead of a ship is always the first into the fray, right?” Lilli had told him, folding a pair of the gaffer’s enormous jarringly enormous underpants and placing them into her washing basket. “It’s the first to see over the new horizon, the very first part of the ship to be seen and thought of by enemies and friends alike. It takes all the glory but bears the brunt of the criticism, too.” 
 
    “Right,” Joe said. 
 
    “But, you see, what I realized was that the captain was actually just some quiet bloke standing at the very back of the ship,” Lilli had said.  
 
    And she had winked. 
 
    Joe’s muscular discomfort was countered easily enough with a capsule of the deep, dark red analeptic powder. He washed this down with a couple of cups of tea when they broke for lunch, putting a hold on their practice with their new items. 
 
    The others were quick to get back to work. Joe was obviously keen to have more of a muck around with his new Pegasus ring, but he didn’t get back into the courtyard straight away. 
 
    “What gives you pause for thought, Master Ramsey?” Vasmo asked. The old man’s fingers were dancing over the trays while Lilli poured him a second cup of fragrant Earl Grey. Joe could see the old man had helped himself to a couple of the smoked salmon and cream cheese finger sandwiches and a scone. 
 
    Joe looked at the ring sitting in his palm. It wasn’t like ‘The One Ring’ in the way that its power was activated as soon as it was put upon a finger, thankfully. However, it was nice to know that he wasn’t about to accidentally give himself a hernia if he called on its ability-boosting magic by mistake. 
 
    “It just struck me that just because you have this sort of power at your fingertips, it doesn’t mean you need to go hell for leather with it,” he replied. 
 
    “Ha, heedfulness of power! In a man of your years. I must say. I am as impressed as I am surprised,” Vasmo said. 
 
    “I’m just wondering what the story behind the Pegasus is,” Joe said. “Do you think Bobby stamped the ring with it? Is it, like, a kind of brand marking or something?” 
 
    There were a variety of pastries and cakes offered on the high tea that Lilli had whipped up for them. This included slices of dainty cakes, such as Victoria sponge and Battenberg cake, as well as tarts, éclairs, macarons, and small pastries like profiteroles. Vasmo looked like he had piled his little china plate with one of each. He licked a morsel of cream from his thumb and chuckled. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t expect Bobby made that piece,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t?” Joe asked. 
 
    “No, it’s too subtle an example of craftsmanship for him,” Vasmo said. “Bobby is a savant when it comes to marrying the mundane and magic to produce something dangerous and loud, that can’t be denied. So far as that ring goes, though… I would say it is more likely that Bobby took it as payment from someone. Or else just took it. What is more, that mark is not stamped but hand-engraved with not inconsiderable skill, I might say.” 
 
    “And the Pegasus itself?” Joe asked. He turned the ring in the light. The rearing Pegasus’ wings flashed in the sun, streaming into the courtyard, seeming to furl and unfurl. 
 
    “I’ve not seen its like before,” Vasmo said. He smeared the scone with strawberry jam and added an artery-clogging dollop of clotted cream to it. “Perhaps it is just a sigil denoting the Pegasus’ speed, strength and ability to, almost, fly on the wearer?” 
 
    Vasmo turned his full attention to the food at that point, properly pulling on the metaphorical nosebag so that his beard was soon liberally encrusted with crumbs, cheese, and assorted pastry fillings. 
 
    Joe pulled a couple of ham and mustard finger sandwiches from the bottom tray and stuffed them into his mouth. He looked at his two friends who were continuing to practice out in the courtyard. 
 
    Lucius was cleverly using his jackalope, Thorn, to help him practice with his new magical shield generator. The magical creature was as fast as a greased whippet and was bouncing around the place, forcing Lucius to follow its movements as best he could. Every so often the jackalope would dart in and deliver what promised to be a bone-shivering kick with its powerful back legs. Lucius would activate the shield and use it to parry the blow. 
 
    As he watched the two bond-mates sparring, Joe thought that he should probably take this forced down-time to bond with another creature in preparation for the upcoming fight. 
 
    He had been forced to bond with Lilli before, and bonding with Grim hadn’t really been his choice. Obviously, the link he shared with Grim was a huge advantage. Being able to absorb magical attacks from mages who’d love to do him harm and then fire their own magic back at them was an ability that couldn’t be quantified. The number of times he would have been creatively exploded, frozen, set on fire, electrocuted, poisoned, or killed in a host of creative and painful ways boggled Joe’s mind whenever he thought about it. 
 
    Still, that ability relied upon being shot at. He could never take the initiative in fights or, particularly, in ambushes. 
 
    “Grim?” Joe said, swallowing a mouthful of sandwich. 
 
    “Joe,” Grim replied. 
 
    “I think I want to bond with a new magical creature—of my choosing this time.” 
 
    Grim rotated in the air so that the twin dimples in his front cover were facing Joe. “You think you want to? Or you want to, mate?” the grimoire asked. 
 
    “I want to,” Joe said. Then, feeling as if he should explain himself to his bond-mate, he said, “With Lilli, every time I draw betokency from her I feel…” 
 
    “As if you’re the bloke at the tavern or restaurant who is always having a glass of wine or a mug of ale but never buying the bottle or jug?” Grim said. 
 
    Joe’s eyebrows rose. “Yeah, that’s actually exactly how I feel,” he said. “Or someone who is always borrowing someone else’s car and doesn’t have their own car to repay the favor. Like a tight-arse, basically.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Grim said. 
 
    “And with you and I…” Joe said. 
 
    “Fate just threw us together,” Grim said in a melodramatic voice. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    There was a pause. “Are you voicing these thoughts of yours aloud for a reason, kid?” Grim asked. 
 
    “Well… you know…” Joe said. 
 
    Grim continued to stare down at him. It didn’t matter that the grimoire didn’t have eyes per say, he was most certainly staring.  
 
    “Nope, I do— Oh, I see. You’re asking me in case I’d get jealous,” Grim said. 
 
    Joe made a face. Much to his chagrin, the grimoire guffawed. 
 
    “Ah, human beings are so funny sometimes,” the grimoire said. 
 
    “We’re not funny,” Joe grumbled. “I was just checking that I wouldn’t hurt your feelings is all.” 
 
    “That’s nice of you, kid,” Grim said in a blasé voice, “but that’s not really how grimoires—or magical creatures for that matter—work. What you and I share, being bond-mates, that’s not the same as me being some girl that you exchanged correspondences with a couple of times before realizing that I wasn’t your type.” 
 
    “Exchanging correspondences with…” Joe said weakly, trying to keep the petulance in his voice to a minimum. 
 
    “You and I are in this together for the long haul, mate,” Grim continued. “’Til death do us part—and by that I obviously mean, no offense, ’til your death do us part.” 
 
    “Thanks very much,” Joe said scathingly. 
 
    Grim descended a little so that he and Joe were on the level, the grimoire floating just in front of Joe’s face. 
 
    “You and I, Joe, we’ve got something to do in this world,” Grim said in a low voice so that it was unlikely Vasmo, who was up to his wiry eyebrows in a lemon curd-slathered scone, would hear. “That’s why I chose you. I felt something inside of you. Something that even you might not have been aware was there.” 
 
    “What was it?” Joe asked.  
 
    “Gas,” Grim replied. 
 
    Joe shot him a look. 
 
    “What do you think I saw, you wally,” the grimoire said. “I saw a seed. A seed of something great, perhaps. All I know is that when you walked into that underground room of old Vasmo’s house on Fallen Knight Walk, I felt compelled that you and I should meld our abilities.” 
 
    The grimoire floated even closer to Joe. When he next spoke, Joe felt the dry whisper of breath—smelling of old books, dusty library shelves, and time—brush against his cheek. 
 
    “You and I can accomplish greatness, kid,” Grim said. “Can help others accomplish great things, too.” 
 
    Joe looked into the center of the floating book’s front cover. 
 
    “Really?” he asked. 
 
    Grim scooted backwards, breaking the intimate moment.  
 
    “Who the bloody hell knows, mate,” he said. “All I know is that it’s in our best interests and the best interests of this lot”—he gestured with his covers at Lucius, Vasmo and Aida—“to make you as potent a weapon as possible.” 
 
    Joe looked over at Vasmo. The wizard had taken a break from stuffing his face and had pulled something out of his pocket and was now examining it. It appeared to be another magical gadget: something like a little chariot. Judging by the way the old man was grumbling, it sounded like he couldn’t figure out how to activate it.  
 
    “So, you don’t mind me bonding with another creature?” Joe asked once more. 
 
    Grim snorted—no mean feat for something with no lungs or nostrils. 
 
    “Get to it, kid,” he said. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    It took Joe a little while to pick a creature he thought might help him in his future magical endeavors from the menagerie’s collection of beasties. It took a little while longer for the creature he wanted to be with to accept his overtures. 
 
    It was actually Grim, being for once sincerely serious, who helped him make his selection. 
 
    “Why this guy?” Joe asked. He was standing in front of the cage at the back of the dungeon. There, half-hidden amongst a piled collection of rocks that resembled a cross between a miniature, crumbling belfry and a man-high hoodoo, was perched a creature of an avian cast. It was roughly the size of a hawk and had its head tucked under one wing. 
 
    “Why a thunderbird?” Joe asked. “She’s been crazy shy ever since we arrived. I don’t think I’ve actually ever seen the thing eat the gophers I leave out for her. They’re just gone the next morning. I’ve only seen it shift a wing. I’ve never seen it fly.” 
 
    “You need something that is small in size, for ease of movement,” Grim said, explaining his decision in the clear, concise tones usually reserved for thick children or drunken adults. “Ideally, you want something that can take care of itself until you call it—thunderbirds can ride the thermals for weeks at a time if need be. You need something that packs a punch, magically speaking. And, above all, you need something that is not just smart but wise, too.” 
 
    “And a thunderbird’s wise?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Ain’t nothing wiser that goes on the wing,” Grim assured him. “Do you know anything about ’em, apart from the fact that they’ve got a penchant for gophers?” 
 
    Joe made a face. He had to admit that, because the bird had shown so little interest in him, he had shown very limited interest in it. 
 
     Grim sighed, though Joe got the impression that he was really quite happy to get to expound some knowledge. 
 
    “Look here. The thunderbird was often depicted as this powerful and majestic bird-like creature with enormous wings and the ability to create thunder and lightning with the flapping of its wings, right?” the grimoire said. 
 
    “Right,” Joe said. 
 
    “Wrong,” Grim said. “At least partly.” 
 
    “Why?” Joe asked. 
 
    Grim pointed with his back flap. 
 
    “Doesn’t look as big as a thundercloud to me,” he said. 
 
    Joe had to admit that the book was right. 
 
    “It is a rare creature that channels fulmimancy,” Grim continued. “And channels it damn effectively, too.” 
 
    “Lightning and storm magic,” Joe said. “Hence, the reputation for all things squally?” 
 
    “Exactamondo,” Grim said.  “Mundane human mythology would have you believe that thunderbirds are responsible, or at least associated with, bringing rain, fertility, and blessings to the land, as well as being a messenger between humans and the spirit world.” 
 
    Joe watched the bird huddled at the back of the enclosure. Its plumage was an iridescent mix of dark blues, bruised purples, and deep greens—reminiscent of stormy skies. As he gazed at it, it shifted a sleek wing, and he caught a glimpse of its head. 
 
    It had a beak that was sharp and hooked, looking like it was capable of rending through the toughest of materials. Its eyes were piercing, radiating an aura of brooding wisdom and intensity. The pupils were slitted and black, but the sclera was a bright silver. 
 
    “Hey, there,” Joe said in a low voice. 
 
    The thunderbird opened its wings. Strands of electricity, fine as hair, crackled and danced briefly along its feathers as if charged with the raw energy of thunderstorms. It stretched and flapped its opaline wings. The beating of them, only the size of a large hawk’s as they were, echoed like muted thunder coming from far off and remote, sending tremors through the air.  
 
    “Now, so far as it being a kind of meteorological farmer, I’m not so sure,” Grim said while Joe gazed in wonder at the creature. “I think it’s more likely that it’s considered a sacred guardian and a symbol of renewal, transformation, storm-comings, and a connection to the spiritual realm because it loves to frolic around in the most ludicrously dangerous lightning storms. After one of those, the likes of which you get on the plains of Venezuela and Argentina, everything looks brighter and better when the sun comes out and the lightning bolts stop falling like rain.” 
 
    “I like her,” Joe said. “Now that I actually come to see her, to look at her… I like her a lot.” 
 
    “That’s nice, kid,” Grim said. “But the real question here is whether or not she likes you.” 
 
    Grim floated forward, opening his pages wide in a show of supplication. As soon as the floating book crossed an invisible threshold about two feet from the thunderbird, the creature’s head rose, and she stared balefully at the grimoire. 
 
    To Joe’s surprise, Grim started to make a series of strange clicking, hissing noises. The thunderbird, its sparkling quicksilver-bright eyes watching the grimoire unblinkingly, made similar noises back. 
 
    He’s speaking to her, Joe perceived. 
 
    “Her name is Tala,” Grim said. 
 
    “Tala,” Joe repeated softly. 
 
    The thunderbird’s eyes snapped to his face when he said the name. As the thing’s regard fell on him, Joe felt the atmosphere at their end of the dungeon change. Suddenly, the air was alive and heavy with the scent of wet earth and wet air. Joe’s heart quickened with anticipation. 
 
    “I don’t need to, you know, prove myself through combat or anything like that, do I?” Joe asked Grim out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “You better hope not,” Grim said. “If I wasn’t here, this old gal would probably broil your skinny arse like a strip of streaky bacon.” 
 
    “She’s old?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Even as I would reckon it,” Grim said. “But don’t let that influence your thinking in any way. Like a wizard—” 
 
    “I know, I know, she didn’t get old by accident,” Joe said. 
 
    With cautious steps, Joe approached the waiting bird. He reached out—in friendship, in supplication? He wasn’t sure. His hand trembled with both fear and reverence. 
 
    The thunderbird ruffled its feathers in a thoughtful manner, sending a coruscant ripple through its entire form. It stretched its wings wide once more and then brought them in and held them close to its deceptively fragile-looking bod. It regarded Joe with a mixture of curiosity and wariness. 
 
    As their gazes locked together and held, a flicker of recognition passed between them—Joe thought it almost a shared understanding of the desire for freedom and the longing to soar through boundless skies, whether that be literally or metaphorically. 
 
    In that moment, Joe reached instinctively into his soul, into that essence already entwined with the ancient magic of Grim and, to a lesser extent, the spirit of Lilli Spicer. Words of comfort and kinship flowed from his mind, while his lips stayed still, carrying a resonance that transcended language. 
 
    Slowly, with a patience he never would have guessed he possessed on the handful times Uncle Steve had taken him out to play golf, Joe felt the barriers of fear and reticence that stood between himself and the thunderbird dissolve. 
 
    For her part, the thunderbird, Tala, extended her beautiful wings, stretching towards Joe. She flapped them once, twice, and took off from her perch. No bird that Joe had ever seen could hover with so little effort. She hung in the air almost like Grim did. It should have been physically impossible. It would have been physically impossible had any mundane common tit or what-have-you tried it, but Tala was obviously about as far removed from a common tit as a wolf was from a chow chow. 
 
    The thunderbird emerged into the dim light of the lanterns of the main dungeon. Its plumage stepped up a notch, radiating with a captivating brilliance for colors that were, on paper, of a somber variety. 
 
    Joe felt a surge of awe and humility sweep through his heart as the creature’s presence enveloped him, its thunderous heartbeat, which he could feel more than he could hear, resonating and blending with his own. In that moment of sacred magical union, the bonds of captivity were shattered, replaced by an unbreakable connection of trust and camaraderie. 
 
    It took all of a minute. 
 
    Tala came to rest on Joe’s shoulder. He did his best not to flinch as the thunderbird alighted on him, its wicked curved claws gripping him in a hold that was firm but not painful. She was surprisingly light—far lighter than Joe would have imagined even something with hollow bones to weigh. Perched next to his face, Tala emanated a kind of banked electrical potential. It reminded Joe of the feeling you got in the air just before it bucketed down, only far more localized. 
 
    “That, um, that took a lot less time than it took Lucius to bond with Thorn,” Joe said quietly. 
 
    He reached up and tentatively rubbed at the silken feathers around the thunderbird’s throat. He tried to show as much backbone as he could, but he had never been aware of just how frangible his fingers were than when they were a few centimeters from a beak that looked like they could nip them off as efficiently as a pair of bolt-cutters.   
 
    “Lucius bonded with a jackalope,” Grim said in a matter-of-fact tone. “They’re brave and loyal beasts, but they’re also mischievous and fiery. Tala is a thunderbird. They’re shrewd. Shrewder than most of the humans I’ve ever met. They know one of the truths of this world: it’s not the years that build trust but the essence of character and integrity. Trust transcends time. In the presence of the right person, trust can bloom like a wildflower in an instant, for a true spirit recognizes its kin.” 
 
    Joe looked at Tala out of the corner of his eye. The bird was looking casually around as if she and Joe had been best buds straight from the egg. Joe walked over to a magically-refrigerated crate set off to one side, retrieved a dead gopher, and handed it to Tala. The thunderbird snapped it up with relish. 
 
    “You know,” Joe said to Grim, “for a second there, I thought you were setting me up again. I was half expecting to get blasted through the back wall.” 
 
    Grim gave Joe one of his uniquely bookish looks. 
 
    “I was a little tempted, kid,” he said after a moment, “but, unfortunately, I’ve got a feeling that what is coming down the line isn’t going to be a laughing matter.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My, my, my, Mr. Ramsey, what do we have here?” Vasmo asked, his head coming up as he heard Joe’s feet crunching on the gravel of the courtyard. I didn’t hear you sneak off, although I was somewhat embroiled with—” 
 
    “Your luncheon,” Grim said. 
 
    “No, with this thing,” Vasmo said waspishly. He held up the little object that looked like a toy chariot. 
 
    “I figured I needed to get on the offensive,” Joe said. “One thing came home to me during our last little escapade at Bobby’s underwater funhouse, and that was that I needed a way to shoot first and ask questions later. It’s all very well to be able to react, and so far, that’s been enough because some or all of us have faced dangers together, but I just didn’t want to have to rely on getting shot at to be able to make a move.” 
 
    “So, you got proactive,” Lucius said. 
 
    “I did,” Joe said, nodding. 
 
    “And what is this pretty thing?” Aida asked. 
 
    She reached out a hand to stroke Tala, but the bird snapped its beak at her. 
 
    Aida withdrew her hand but continued to eye the thunderbird with her icy blue stare. “Feisty,” she said. “I like it.” 
 
    “This is Tala, and she’s a thunderbird,” Joe said to his gathered friends. 
 
    “And you managed to win her over in the short time you were away?” Vasmo said. “Impressive. Well, you best get to trying to animate the corpse while the lightning rod is hot.” 
 
    Joe looked confusedly at Vasmo. 
 
    “That analogy didn’t quite work, did it?” the old magician said. “I was just trying to adapt the old apothegm to the situation. What I was getting at, Ramsey, is that you should cement the bond with a show of practice.” 
 
    “He’s right, Joe,” Lucius said, with something that was almost like a shade of his old Etonian, patronizing snootiness. “The bond between Thorn and myself didn’t seem to fully gel, as it were, until we had fought and trained alongside one another.” 
 
    Joe bit back the childish retort that he instinctively wanted to fire at Lucius, reminding the guy that it’d been Joe who had been bonded to Grim before the other young man had found a bond-mate in the jackalope that was now reclining in his arms. 
 
    Instead, he stared at the ground for a moment, thinking. 
 
    “Lilli,” he said, looking up. The rattle of teacups ceased as Lilli stopped clearing up the lunch. 
 
    “Yes, dear,” she said. 
 
    “Any chance you’d furnish me with a shooting gallery? Pretty please?” Joe asked. 
 
    Lilli smiled. Carefully, she had the magical tray set itself down. 
 
    “What did you have in mind, ducky?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As the sun started its slow descent, it sent out gleaming golden fingers to stab down, for a time at least, into the garden courtyard of Metanoia Drive. 
 
    On one side of the sun-dappled space of the old London manor, Joe stood with his hands held low and his head held high. His eyes were closed as he readied himself. He fixed his mind on that of Tala’s. He could feel the thunderbird’s presence in the same way that he could feel where a draft was coming from in a closed room. 
 
    “Are you good to go, or do you need a bit more time to get ready, ducky?” Lilli asked. 
 
    “I stay ready, so I don’t have to get—” Joe tried to quip. 
 
    “Men,” Lilli said sadly, rolling her eyes. 
 
    When they rolled back down, they were silver from corner to corner. 
 
    Joe’s eyes snapped open. His new companion, the majestic thunderbird, all ice-cold composure, was perched on a nearby stone pillar, feathers unruffled despite the fact that he could feel her anticipation. 
 
    Lilli raised her hands, her eyes shone like silver, and swirling silver targets conjured by the little maid burst into being. 
 
    With a flick of his wrist, Joe unleashed a crackling bolt of lightning toward the shimmering target. That was satisfaction given form. He was aware that he didn’t have to chuck out the textbook lightning bolt straight first crack out of the box, but… well, what would anyone do in that situation? Of course, he was going to go with the lightning bolt first, wasn’t he? It was a classic. 
 
    Wow! 
 
    The way the raw fulminancy, supplied by the bottomless well that Tala, was given shape by his mind and then leapt from his fingertips! The way that his palm tingled, almost as it might have done in the aftermath of touching an electric fence. 
 
    “Focus, kid!” Grim yelled at him. 
 
    Joe didn’t think he was actually required to throw or cast the lightning magic using his hands, but there was something about lightning bolts that just begged to be projected and propelled with the hands. 
 
    “If it’s good enough for Zeus and Thor, it’s good enough for me,” he muttered, his eyes wide and shining with the copper light that was unique to that brand of magic. 
 
    The bolt of harnessed storm energy soared through the air, a streak of raw copper magic guided by his focused will. However, Lilli’s silver apparition that Joe had been aiming at proved elusive, dodging aside before the bolt could reach its mark. 
 
    “Did you see that?” Joe said enthusiastically, looking over to where the others were sitting on the stone benches and watching him. 
 
    “I saw you miss, love,” Lilli replied. 
 
    “Yeah… but… it looked pretty cool, didn’t it?” Joe said. 
 
    “That’ll make a cracking epitaph,” Grim said brightly. 
 
    Undeterred by the grimoire’s sarcasm, Joe took a deep breath and focused his mind, feeling the rhythmic beat of Tala’s own will almost like wing beats resonating within his chest. Like he and Grim did—although they never vocalized it, such a thing not being something that the old school blokey grimoire would hold with—they shared a connection that transcended words: a bond of trust and shared purpose. 
 
    Joe took a steadying breath and then unleashed a cascade of sparks, illuminating the courtyard with a flickering dance of electric-bright brilliance. 
 
    The target he had been aiming at exploded into smoking wisps of vapor, the bolt reducing it to nothing. Lucius and Aida let out little whoops of appreciation. Even Vasmo clapped his gnarled hands together a couple of times.  
 
    “Hey, hold on, I just realized what those bleedin’ targets are!” Grim said. 
 
    Lilli grinned, her blank silver eyes looking eerie when set atop her broad smile. 
 
    “What?” she said with all the innocence of a rattlesnake waiting outside a mouse hole. 
 
    Joe chuckled. He’d been too focused on blasting the things out of the air to comment on the almost grimoire-like quality of them. 
 
    Joe’s aim grew truer as the time went on. His spells struck the silver targets that Lilli continued to produce with unerring precision. The air around him crackled with fulminancy magic: a veritable symphony of power and potential. 
 
    Tala watched on from her perch. The only outward signs of her being involved in any way whatsoever were her outstretched wings and the soft crackling of electricity that ran across her feathers like science-fiction gossamer spun by a neon dream of a spider. There was an undeniably regal presence to the little hawkish animal. Occasionally, she would look over at Joe, who was sweating with the exertion of the fresh spells he was casting, and their unity became more effortless with each passing moment. 
 
    As his familiarization with the link between the thunderbird grew and burgeoned, Joe tried his hand at mixing up the spells he cast. 
 
    For one target, zipping this way and that around him, Joe summoned a swirling vortex of lightning-laced wind. The miniature tornado spun towards the floating silver disc, enveloping it with localized cyclonic force. The target spun wildly, caught in the grip of the miniature storm before exploding into a burst of swirling winds and sparkling fragments. 
 
    “Bravo!” Vasmo called. 
 
    Another crackling surge of energy followed, and a dart of copper lancing light erupted from Joe’s forefinger, bounding through the air like a jackrabbit towards another mark. The light struck with pinpoint precision, causing the target to shatter into a thousand shimmering fragments as if struck by a celestial hammer. 
 
    With each new target destroyed, Joe’s grin grew wider. He unleashed a few different manifestations of his new storm magic, improvising as quickly as he could. He conjured jagged bolts of lightning that crackled and danced across the targets, causing them to sizzle and disintegrate, popping like bubbles in succession. 
 
    He summoned gusts of wind that twisted and contorted the silver discs, wrapping them like pythons squeezing their prey, warping them into unrecognizable shapes. 
 
    He called forth small orbs of light from on high, which came down like electric hailstones that pummeled the targets with a resounding impact, shattering them into fragmented pieces. 
 
    The cheers and surprised ululations of his friends goaded him on, spurring him on to fresh ideas. The courtyard echoed with the explosive results of his spells as Lilli’s silver targets were blasted apart in dazzling and often spectacular ways. Each burst of magic showcased Joe’s growing command over the storm magic, over the fulmimancy, and the unique bond he shared with his thunderbird companion. 
 
    “Bugger me with a bloody buttered banger!” Grim expostulated as Joe caused lighting to leap from the floor, sending gravel flying and caging the final grimoire-shaped target in a hutch of light where it shriveled into nothing. “Where did you come up with those ideas?” 
 
    “Some of those were brilliant!” Aida gushed. 
 
    “Some of them were showy,” Lucius said, though he looked impressed in spite of his words. 
 
    “As fine a signal for us to go inside and wash up for dinner as I can think of,” Vasmo said. 
 
    Joe looked at the magician and was gratified to see the old man actually looked proud of him. Admittedly, he quickly covered this up by sneezing explosively and then blowing his nose with his own beard—a move that earned him a full-on shudder from Aida, but still. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The night being a particularly fine autumn one, the company ate out on the patio. They had a brazier on each side of the table burning and a gas heater at either end to ward off the chill. It was extraordinarily peaceful, listening to the ceaseless drone of the London traffic while the occasional early star twinkled down, after their taxing afternoon in the secret garden. 
 
    For once, Durango joined them for dinner. The squat, stony gargoyle served each course, but in between, he sat at the same end of the table as Lucius and Lilli. Jasper and Vasmo conversed in low tones in the middle of the table, occasionally switching into a strange form of pidgin English that none of the others could decipher. 
 
    Joe and Aida chatted to one another at the opposite end of the table to the one that Lucius and Lilli were sitting at. While they made their way through the five sumptuous courses that were par for the course so far as a Durango dinner went, Aida thanked Joe for his help. 
 
    “My help?” Joe said, slicing into the lobster wellington that Durango had just set on his plate. “Don’t thank me yet. I don’t think our work is done, not by quite a long road unfortunately.” 
 
    “The kid’s right,” Grim said from where he was floating over the back of Joe’s chair. “We still have a lot to do.” 
 
    Joe noticed that Aida was still wincing a little as she scooped peas from the tureen onto her plate. 
 
    “Your tattoos are still giving you a bit of grief, are they?” he asked. 
 
    Aida gave him a tight-lipped little smile. She reached up and fed a morsel of potato dauphinoise to Malkin. 
 
    “It still hurts a bit,” she admitted. She wiped her fingers on her napkin and then fiddled with her long, elaborately plaited braid. “Tender, you know. Almost like sunburn.” 
 
    “I’ll remember not to pat you on the back, then,” Joe said. “I always used to find that would happen when I was in school. You’d have one baking hot day, get roasted, and then all your mates at school would suddenly become backslappers.” 
 
    Aida gave him another forced smile. “Yeah,” she said thoughtfully. She poked around at her plate, her eyes watching the curling fragrant steam coming up from the lobster and pastry. “Yeah, it chafes me,” she said in a quieter voice, “but not more than worrying about my family. About my mum.” 
 
    Joe looked at her. Aida looked at him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I have absolutely no idea what to say to that,” Joe admitted. “That’s heavy beyond anything I’ve had to deal with.” 
 
    This frank admission actually made Aida laugh. She speared some lobster like she thought it had done her a personal injury and chuckled. 
 
    “I’m getting used to it, though,” she said. 
 
    “Used to worrying about your mum?” Joe asked. 
 
    “No. Getting used to the pain of my tattoos,” Aida explained. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “And I’ve been working on getting the better of it—soon, I’ll be able to pinpoint exactly where our grimoire is like my father can,” Aida said, clenching her fist around her fork. 
 
    They ate in silence for a little while. Joe listened to Lucius and Durango comparing notes on how Paris was when Durango called it home, some one hundred or so years before, and how it was when Lucius had visited it eighteen months previously. 
 
    “You’re telling me that women ’ave the right and the ability to do all the things that men do?” the gargoyle was asking in a disbelieving voice. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lucius said. 
 
    Durango looked as stony-faced as a gargoyle could look, which was extremely stony-faced. 
 
    “Anything at all?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Like… be a teacher?” 
 
    “Yep,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Or join the gendarmes?” the gargoyle asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Lucius assured him. 
 
    Durango looked to consider this. 
 
    “Ah, but surely they ’ave not managed to infiltrate the politics?” Durango asked. 
 
    Lucius frowned. “The mayor of Paris is a woman,” he said. 
 
    Durango got to his feet. “I will go and fetch dessert,” he said. 
 
    Maybe it was the mention of Paris, maybe it was the two glasses of excellent burgundy he’d treated himself to, or maybe it was the good-looking young woman next to him, but Joe was suddenly struck by the question of the future. 
 
    “What are your plans, do you think, after all of this is over?” he asked Aida. 
 
    “Depends what you mean by ‘when all this is over’,” Aida said. 
 
    “After we get your mum back, save the British parliament, and give the Iron Order a good kicking,” Joe said breezily. “You know, after we’ve made a casual Wednesday night of it.” 
 
    Aida laughed again. It was a good sound. It hit Joe in the warm squishy part inside of him with a similar effect as the red wine. 
 
    “Well, after you have bonded with my family’s grimoire,” Aida said, “I’m not so sure. I’ve spent my entire life up until now preparing to take over from my parents. If no one came to claim the grimoire in my lifetime, then my plan was to have some kids”—she made a pained face—“who I would train and then take over the responsibility from me when I died. Just standard family stuff, you know. But I guess that’s all moot now that you’re around.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Joe said, his mind reeling as it fought vainly to catch up. “Wait half a second, how do you know that it’s me that’s got to do all the stuff you just mentioned and why you don’t have to train your kids and—” 
 
    “Come on, Ramsey, don’t be thick,” Aida said, giving Joe a burst of her usual devil-may-care insouciance. “You’re the one my family has been waiting for. I know it, my dad knows it, Vasmo knows it, and Grim certainly knows it.” 
 
    Joe looked up at Grim. “She’s right, kid,” he said. “It’s your destiny, so far as I can figure it, to be a wielder of grimoires—as old love’s family’s legend apparently says. How many of us you’ll have under your yoke, how much power is ordained to you, I can’t say for certain.” 
 
    Joe gaped like a magikarp. 
 
    “Destiny?” he squeaked, almost choking on some hot garlic butter that felt like it had just taken a wrong turn and burned all the way down into one of his bronchi. 
 
    “Don’t get your knickers in a twist about the details, mate,” Grim said in an overly—Joe thought—phlegmatic voice. “Destinies are notoriously tricky and unreliable buggers. Changeable as the wind. As impossible to pin down as a fly is in a car when you’re traveling at motorway speeds. Just as the badger slyly navigates the tangled paths of the forest, so too must we embrace the fluidity of our fates.” 
 
    “But—” Joe tried to say.  
 
    “There isn’t really a roadmap for this,” Aida said. “So, don’t worry. Like you said, even if we survive what’s coming along the road, we still have a lot to do before I have to decide what to do next with my life.” 
 
    She smiled sweetly at him. 
 
    “Well,” Joe said weakly, attempting to get his nut around the fact that he had just basically been told that he was the chosen one—though chosen for what he wasn’t quite sure of. “Well… thank goodness for that, then.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe was chilling out in the lounge after dinner. The TV was playing a documentary on wildlife in the Pacific Ocean in the background. David Attenborough’s soothing voice washed over him, speaking of kelp forests, otters, and how sea urchins were invasive little so-and-sos, but Joe’s mind was miles away. 
 
    He was taking the time to get his head around what Aida had told him about his potential destiny whilst simultaneously allowing his stomach to get round the rather injudicious double helping of baba au rhum—a yeasted cake soaked in rum syrup and served with whipped cream and fresh fruit. 
 
    Destiny. 
 
    The word sounded so trite in his mind’s ear. He had been tempted to ask old Vasmo what he thought of the matter—if he had known anything of it. Before Joe had been able to make up his mind to do so at the end of dinner, though, the old magician had muttered something airily into his beard about having something to do and meandered off in the direction of his office. 
 
    Joe sighed and looked over at the other side of the plush room. Aida and Jasper were sitting on one of the opposite couches to him. They were conversing with their heads close together. They looked serious, but every now and again, Jasper would give his daughter a comforting smile, pat her knee, or ruffle her raven hair, much to her good-natured annoyance. For her part, Aida would say something to her father and make him laugh or else roll her eyes in a way that made the man chuckle. 
 
    Joe couldn’t help but be a little bit jealous. In that moment, he felt a sudden and acute pang of longing to see his Uncle Steve again. He would have given a lot to be able to get the old boy on the blower and organize a bit of a catch-up down one of the local pubs, preferably while Spurs were playing—preferably against a team they might actually beat. 
 
    He sighed again and turned his attention back in the direction of the television. He stared at it with unfocused eyes as a school of mackerel were harried by some seals. 
 
    Destiny. 
 
    What a strange concept. What was made even stranger about it was the fact that he might have one. It was a bit like waking up one day and finding out you had a rich relative who’d left you a fortune. You heard stories about such things happening, but to have it happen to you… 
 
    Did he even believe in the notion? He wasn’t sure. Everyone always seemed to talk about destiny as if it was this solid, tangible thing. Aida had sounded so sure of herself at dinner, talking about the idea of kismet as if it was this inexorable thing that couldn’t be resisted. She had made it sound to Joe like destiny or fate was almost like a misbehaving pet yanking at the leash in your hand and leading you down unexpected paths, wagging its tail with an air of smug satisfaction. 
 
    But if everyone had their own destiny, Joe thought, wouldn’t that mean that everyone’s destinies would constantly be getting entangled with one another’s? 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a tough one, kid.” 
 
    Grim’s voice unexpectedly crowbarred into Joe’s thoughts. 
 
    Joe, with his eyes half-closed and a food coma creeping up on him thanks to his surfeit of French dessert, jumped. Aida and her father looked inquiringly over at him. Joe put up a hand and smiled awkwardly. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, “I think I just nodded off.” 
 
    “Quite understandable, my dear fellow,” Jasper said. “It’s been an exciting and taxing day, what with the training and what not. A trying couple of days, I imagine.” 
 
    The two of them went back to their talk, and Joe turned his eyes to the ceiling. 
 
    “Can you warn me or something before you do that?” he said telepathically, beaming the words to whatever cupboard Grim was drying out in. “Isn’t there a way that you can do, like, a neurological throat clearing or something?” 
 
    “Geez, mate, it’s not even seven o’clock,” Grim replied. “I didn’t realize you were training your body clock to follow Vasmo’s old fart routine.” 
 
    “Ha ha,” Joe said tiredly, settling back into the soft, deep cushions. “In case you don't remember, we’ve all had a bit of a knackering few days. Today was good, but I think I took a bit too much vimpounce. Not to mention I’m absolutely stuffed to bursting after Durango’s dinner.” 
 
    “You sound surprised,” Grim said. “I’m telling you, mate, I was around during the French Revolution. I know what those French chefs get up to in the kitchen. Everyone always harps on about how good French cooking is and how France is the epicenter of traditional cuisine as we know it. They never stop to realize that, yeah, of course French cooking is good. It's ninety-nine percent butter. You add enough butter to an old pair of underpants and they’ll taste good eventually.” 
 
    “You know, for a worldly magical item, you sure do a great job of sounding English,” Joe noted. 
 
    “You know, back in about 1793 I think it was,” Grim said, cruising around this observation of Joe’s without comment, “I was in the possession of this fabulously rich old bird, just outside of Bordeaux. One of her favorite dishes she used to get a man in the kitchen to make was to take a whole head of cauliflower, submerge it in a pot of melted goat’s butter, and cook it.” 
 
    “That sounds dangerously good,” Joe said. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s my point,” Grim said. “It was dangerously good. Lethally good, in fact. It killed her. Thirty-eight-year-olds shouldn’t be having heart attacks. Even back in those days.” 
 
    Joe put his hands behind his head. “How about you just go back to your drying and leave me to ruminate on the complexities and oddities of the notion of destiny?” he suggested. 
 
    “Ah, destiny. Yeah, that’s what we were talking about,” Grim said, completely ignoring Joe’s hint. 
 
    “We weren’t talking about anything,” Joe said, though without much hope. 
 
    “Yeah, you see, that’s where you’re wrong. Destiny’s not a thing,” Grim said. 
 
    “How do you know?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know,” Grim admitted. “No one knows. If anyone might have come close to knowing if there was such a thing as fate it would have been old Prosper. But the way I see it, destiny, or fate, or whatever you want to call it, is more like one of them grand theatrical productions, right? Where each of us gets cast in our own starring role. Sometimes we hit our cues with impeccable timing, while at other times we stumble and fumble through the script like a troop of bumbling idiots.” 
 
    Joe considered what they’d been up to over the past seventy-two hours or so. 
 
    “I’d be more inclined to think of it as an improv comedy session,” he mused. 
 
    Abruptly, the peace in the lounge was shattered by a large crashing sound echoing from one of the hallways. This was followed by a long string of acerbic curses. 
 
    “That’d be the gaffer," Lilli’s voice called from somewhere out of sight. “Anyone fancy doing me a favor and going to make sure he’s alright. I would but I’ve got important business to do—aka I’m making up the beds.” 
 
    Joe sighed. He looked over at Aida and Jasper who were still deep in conversation and who had barely registered the crash. They were still enjoying the novelty of one another’s company. The company of father and daughter—something that before Jasper’s abduction they had probably taken for granted. Now, they were happy to sit on that sofa and enjoy all the sort of frivolous chit-chat that normally so enraged and frustrated children when it came to talking with their parents. 
 
    Thinking that it would be churlish and remiss of him not to afford them that luxury, Joe managed to heave himself into a sitting position. “I’ll go,” he said. 
 
    Joe found Vasmo in his office. The old man was doing some sort of energetic dance when Joe tentatively opened the door, skipping from foot to foot with his thumb in his mouth. The giant desk that was usually piled with plates and cups and magical paraphernalia had somehow been turned on its side. This was no mean feat considering the desk looked like it had been carved from one ginormous tree trunk and must have weighed about half a ton. 
 
    Joe looked at Vasmo, then looked at the desk, and then looked back at the magician. 
 
    “How?” he asked. 
 
    Vasmo stopped his dance of pain, pulled his thumb from his mouth, and pointed at the small figurine of the chariot that lay in the middle of a heap of debris. 
 
    “I was trying to figure out how to get that damn thing to work,” the old man said peevishly. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘get it to work’?” Joe asked. “How do you know there is anything to make work? What if it’s just a model?” 
 
    “Bobby the bomb maker is not one to go in for model building,” Vasmo said. 
 
    “I’m not saying that that vile human being was, you know, like a model hobbyist or anything,” Joe said. "He was obviously nuts, but not in that quiet kind of way. I just mean, what if you accidentally snatched up a paperweight or something?” 
 
    Joe walked over to the desk and gingerly attempted to lift it back into position. It was as heavy as it looked. Then, struck by a sudden thought, and realizing that the Pegasus ring was still on his finger, Joe activated the magic with a thought, reached down, hooked the fingers of one hand under the edge of the desk, and flipped it over as easily as he might have a fallen kitchen chair. 
 
    As soon as the heavy desk was back in position, Joe mentally deactivated the magic provided by the Pegasus ring. What with the relatively tiny amount of magic used and the short time in which he’d used it, he felt no physical drain on his body. 
 
    “It is not just a paperweight,” Vasmo assured Joe. 
 
    The two of them started to pile things untidily back onto the desk. If Joe was honest, all they were doing was moving a mess on the floor and turning it into a mess on a desk. But still, it was the thought that counted. 
 
    “I’ve run a few standard hex revelation charms on this thing, and without a doubt, there is some sort of magic imbued inside of it,” Vasmo said. 
 
    “Yuck,” Joe said. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s any reason to take that kind of tone, Ramsay,” Vasmo said to him. “I don’t see what’s disgusting about the matter.” 
 
    “No,” Joe said, holding up his hand and looking about him, “I just put my hand in your old porridge bowl.” 
 
    “That can’t have been mine,” Vasmo told Joe defiantly. “The last time I had porridge was… two weeks ago. I wouldn’t have left an old plate there for that long. 
 
    The question of who would have done, then, floated over the two men. 
 
    “Yes,” Joe replied after a significant pause. “That would explain the mold covering and the dead cockroach.” 
 
    Thankfully, he found an old sock which he ummed and aahed about using to wipe his fingers and then decided that it was the lesser of the two evils. 
 
    There was a noise behind him, and Joe turned on his knees. Aida was standing in the doorway of the office, her phone in her hand. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Just filming you,” Aida said conversationally. 
 
    “Why?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Just so I can document the humble beginnings of Joe Ramsey.” It might make great historical footage one day.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Joe asked, trying to peel the sock from the palm of his hand. 
 
    “You know, you’ll be a great hero, the first wizard to wield the grimoire since Prosper, the magician that defeated the Iron Order, etcetera, etcetera, and here you are, captured in this candid moment, peeling another man’s stinky old sock from your porridge-encrusted hand.” 
 
    “When you say it out loud, it does sound like it would make a beautiful tale,” Joe said dryly. He tossed the old sock onto Vasmo’s desk. 
 
    Vasmo looked at the gent’s footwear item with distaste. His eyes glowed neon blue for a moment, there was a flash of bright incandescent blue light as he used some sort of lambency spell, and the sock turned into a pile of dust. 
 
    “It’s probably better that way,” the old man said. “Besides, who wants to just have one odd sock floating around the place?” 
 
    “I thought I better come and check on what you two buffoons were up to,” Aida said. 
 
    Vasmo looked outraged at being called a buffoon, but before he could say anything, Joe said, “The gaffer here was struggling over the last gadget that he swiped from Bobby’s house of fun. 
 
    “I’m telling you, you two youngsters don’t need to worry your heads about it. I almost had it,” Vasmo groused. “I was just trying to figure out the riddle behind the damn curio. I thought I almost had it. I had the beginnings of an idea sparking and fizzing in my head and started to hum a few bars of Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons, when there was a— a sudden… expansion if you will.” 
 
    “An expansion?” Joe repeated. 
 
    “The model expanded, Ramsey, it grew larger,” the old mage said in a waspish tone. “Just for a moment. It knocked my ruddy desk over, and I managed to catch my thumb on a splinter, and then it… well, it shrank back down, I suppose. Most irregular.”  
 
    Joe was dubious about this. He had seen the old man trying to wrestle with Netflix the other day, and it hadn’t been pretty. 
 
     “Do you mind if I look at it, gaffer?” he asked the old man. 
 
    Vasmo grunted and tossed the small chariot model at him. Joe snatched it from the air and looked at it. It was just a bronze model, quite heavy in the hand and perfectly crafted. A two-wheeled chariot with the two pointy bits out the front that Joe assumed you fastened the horses to. He turned it over and saw that there were words inscribed on the base of the chariot. He didn’t know precisely what the words said, but he had suffered through a few after-school lessons of the language in senior school and knew that it was Latin. 
 
    He ran his fingers over the deeply etched words. “Musica est potentissima forma magica,” he muttered to himself. “What does that mean, gaffer?” 
 
    “It translates to ‘Music is the strongest form of magic,’” Vasmo said. 
 
    Joe continued to turn the model over and over in his hands, thinking. His eyes were as unfocused as they had been whilst he’d been watching the television in the lounge. His training and his new pairing with the thunderbird had taken it out of him. He thought of his new companion, Tala. She was probably upstairs on her perch with her head under her wing. Joe felt a pang of envy. 
 
    “Have you tried playing it a song?” he asked Vasmo.  
 
    “A song?” the old man scoffed. “What kind of magic would be reliant on…?” 
 
    “According to this,” Joe interrupted, holding up the little object, “it is the strongest form of magic.” 
 
    The old mage considered this and then shrugged. 
 
    “It can’t be that simple, surely?” he said. 
 
    “Does it have to be so hard?” Aida said. 
 
    Vasmo pursed his lips—or, at least, his beard moved slightly, in a way that made Joe think he might have been pursing his lips. 
 
    “Do you think humming might work?” Vasmo asked. 
 
    Joe got a feeling that he was genuinely asking the room but knew that if he was to point this out that his master and mentor in all things magic (or so he said) would deny it categorically. 
 
    The wise old pedagogue never asks the useless and ignorant young pupil. 
 
    “I regret to say that there’s no gramophone in here,” Vasmo said. 
 
    Joe turned his attention back to Aida. “Can you stream a song on your phone?” he asked her. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “What do you fancy?” 
 
    “Anything,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida tapped her phone screen a few times. “I’ll turn on shuffle,” she said. 
 
    A famous rock ballad filled the office, coming from the tinny little speaker. After a few seconds, Vasmo’s eyes scrunched up, and he opened his mouth. Joe could just tell that the venerable old magician was about to protest at having his office filled with this common musical muck as he no doubt put it, even though the band that had written and played the song were prevalent in the seventies. But then he snapped his mouth shut. 
 
    The palm-sized chariot was expanding like a balloon in Joe’s hand. 
 
    Quickly, he dropped it on the carpet and took a few paces back. 
 
    “Interesting,” Vasmo said, his eyes shining with academic fervor. “I wonder if the chariot expands at a rate that is determined by the artistic skill and pedigree of the particular song? ‘The Red Priest’, Antonio Vivaldi’s—who was, it is not commonly known, a maestro of Venice's Ospedale della Pietà orphanage—flawless and masterful composition, even hummed, had an almost immediate effect, whereas this modern caterwauling—”  
 
    “Whoa!” Aida said as the chariot continued to expand, pushing the coffee table and a couple of comfortable-looking armchairs out of the way as it grew larger and larger. 
 
    “Cut the music!” Vasmo cried. 
 
    “Why?” Aida asked. 
 
    “Just do it!” Vasmo said. “Miss Spicer will have my guts for garters if I make any more mess of this place. The last thing I need is her questioning me on how a chariot came to have gone through one of the walls!” 
 
    Aida mumbled something but did as she was told. The music ceased abruptly, and the chariot deflated until it was its original size again. Vasmo strode forward, scooped it up, and moved towards the door. 
 
    “Come on,” he called. “Outside.” 
 
    It went some way to show how tired Joe was that he half-contemplated ducking off and heading up to his room, but his natural-born curiosity won out. He and Aida followed the old magician outside until they were once more in the walled garden where they had done their training earlier. 
 
    It was dark now, but the garden was lit by a multitude of shimmering moving lights. They resembled glow worms; tiny, like minute stars that had fallen to Earth and were floating about the place, almost like dust moats. 
 
    “Fairy dwarfs,” Vasmo said casually when Joe asked him what the deal was with them. “They feed off the residual magic in the garden, almost like mites eat dust.” 
 
    They didn’t go far into the warren of practice squares and little hidden nooks. Instead, Vasmo stopped at the first likely opening, a large square without any form of adornment or landscaping inside it. He placed the model of the chariot in the very middle of the paved section, then he hurried back to where Aida and Joe were waiting. 
 
    “All right, Aida,” he said. “Let’s try it again.” 
 
    Aida tapped the screen of her phone, and once more the rock music filtered out from the tiny speaker. It was a lot less loud out in the open than it had been in the office, but Joe could still hear it well enough. 
 
    Apparently, the chariot could, too. Once more it expanded, growing as if it was absorbing the music like a sponge absorbed water. Joe assumed that once it had reached the proper chariot size, not that he really knew what proper chariot size was, that the spell would be complete, and the chariot would remain materially in the world. However, once the music hit its stride, something else happened. 
 
    “Look there, between the yoke,” Vasmo said. 
 
    Joe presumed the yoke was the horizontal wooden bar or frame that held the horses in place, usually. In between these pieces of wood, something ethereal was forming. 
 
    A pair of ghostly pale horses appeared. They materialized as if they were condensing out of fog. Joe couldn’t help but notice that in keeping with the rock anthem that was being played from the speaker of Aida’s phone, the spectral horses looked to have had their manes styled into mohawks. 
 
    “You’re kidding,” Joe said. 
 
    He stepped up onto the platform of the chariot. Then he said to Aida, “Try another song.” 
 
    Aida raised an eyebrow but looked down at her phone and pressed a button. Country music blared from the tiny speaker. The horses faded away like mist under the sun and then re-materialized again. This time though they were fitted out with cowboy-style saddles—the large stirrups and saddle horns that ranchers on Western movies typically used. 
 
    “And again,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida’s thumb moved across the screen and then tapped back down. Britney Spears’ notorious nineties anthem ‘Hit Me Baby One More Time’ came over the speaker. The horses faded away again and reappeared, and this time there was a faint pink hue to them. Joe was about to tell Aida to change the track yet again, when he caught sight of the old wizard next to him. 
 
    Vasmo had followed Joe’s lead and stepped up onto the platform behind the chariot. 
 
    “I must confess, that my loneliness is…” The wizard trailed away, seeing Joe looking at him. “What?” he asked in a cagey voice. “I know you think me old, but even I have listened to the wireless on occasion.” 
 
    Joe shook his head and then said, “How do you think we make this thing fly?” 
 
    Vasmo puffed out his bearded cheeks. “Your guess is as good as mine at this point, young man,” he said. 
 
    Joe looked around. The chariot was pretty sparse in terms of accessories, but on the floor, just in front of where his feet were, near the front of the chariot, he saw that there were four arrows inlaid in some sort of metal—copper perhaps. 
 
    It can’t be as easy as that, can it? Joe thought. Didn’t I just say that it doesn’t have to be so hard? I need to listen to my own advice. If I’m not going to back myself, who can I expect to back me? 
 
    “Me, obviously,” Grim replied telepathically. “I’m your book when it comes to blind and unsubstantiated optimism.” 
 
    Joe raised his foot and stepped on the arrow that pointed forward. At once, a set of reins appeared in front of him, and the chariot rose a foot in the air. Joe took the reins as Vasmo grasped the handrail. 
 
    “Easy, boy,” he said. 
 
    Joe leaned harder on the front arrow, and the chariot started moving off. Slowly at first, but the harder Joe leaned on the arrow, the more quickly the chariot moved. The reins were in Joe’s hand, and acting on instinct, he pulled them gently towards him. The chariot rose another foot or so. 
 
    “Easy, boy!” Vasmo repeated. “We don’t want to be flying this thing all over London like an out-of-control firework without properly knowing how it works.” 
 
    Joe had to concede the point, making sure not to put any more pressure on the reins. 
 
    They did a lap of the walled garden. It was a fairly simple if not quite clunky driving style. To turn, Joe simply kept one foot on the forward arrow and then stepped on the arrow pointing to the right. The harder he stepped down on the arrow that pointed right, the more acutely the horse-drawn chariot turned. 
 
    “It actually seems fairly straightforward,” the old magician said grudgingly, after they performed a couple of laps. 
 
    Aida was standing by the wall, watching them. Her phone was still in her hand, playing ‘Hit Me Baby One More Time’ on repeat. 
 
    Joe brought the chariot down, and he and Vasmo stepped off. Aida turned off the music, and at once the spell was broken. The chariot deflated, and the spectral horses dematerialized. 
 
    “So, it runs on music?” Joe said. 
 
    “So it would seem,” Aida said. “And your horses look like they get jazzed up to suit whatever genre you go for when you take off. Nice touch.” 
 
    “But what would happen if you conjured it with music, took off, and then, say, your phone died?” Joe said. 
 
    “I’m sure this device was created well before the advent of electronic music,” Vasmo said. “Perhaps a melody is all that is required to act as an ignition sequence for the chariot. After that, I’m sure you can fly it for as long as you want, and then when you touch back down, the spell shuts itself off, and the chariot returns to its toy-sized form.” 
 
    “How sure are you?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Not sure enough to run some thorough tests if that’s what you’re getting at, young Ramsey,” Vasmo said with some of his old haughtiness. 
 
    Joe went to pass the model back to Vasmo, but the old man shook his head. 
 
    “No, no, young Ramsey,” he said. “I think it best that you hold on to that. The coordination required just to do the steering… You’d have to have some pretty quick feet if you needed to make a fast escape or avoid a pursuit. Alas, it has been a while since I was required to do anything quite so dexterous in the podiatry department.” 
 
    Joe slipped the model back into his pocket. “I was a bit of a fan of Dance Dance Revolution,” he said. 
 
    Vasmo shot him a questioning look. 
 
    “Never mind, gaffer. Still, it’s good to know that we’ve got a quick escape route that doesn’t rely on a person’s bond-mate magic, should things go Pete Tong.” 
 
    “Pete Tong?” Vasmo asked. 
 
    “Wrong,” Joe clarified. 
 
    “Ah,” Vasmo said, nodding his head understandingly. “Yes, and chances are, with the schemes we’re about to embroil ourselves in—” 
 
    “Not to mention our track record,” Aida said under her breath so that only Joe caught it. 
 
    “—I should say that we’re going to need every avenue of escape we can get our hands on,” Vasmo finished. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, the group at Metanoia Drive prepared for the upcoming fight. In typical quietly optimistic British fashion, they’d refer to it amongst themselves as the ‘upcoming excursion’, but Joe privately thought it extremely unlikely that they’d be able to get through this excursion without any fighting whatsoever. 
 
    With this in mind, he, Lucius, and Aida spent much of their time out in the walled garden, in all weathers, sparring with one another. They took it in turns to fire spells at each other to test and bolster their defensive magics, got more accustomed to their newly gifted items, and ran mock battles through the gardens—sometimes in the day, sometimes at night, and sometimes during the ticklish half-light of dusk or dawn when the eye was most easily befuddled and distances were harder to judge and the color of spells transmuted. 
 
    Joe focused a lot on becoming more familiar with Tala. The thunderbird was a composed creature. Now that she and Joe had formed their bond, she seemed to be able to, more or less, interpret what he wanted from her, in terms of moving and tactical positioning before he even had to ask her or think of it. 
 
    Slowly, with practice over the days, Joe became more attuned to what their link enabled him to do. He became more cognizant and comfortable with the sorts of spells and magic, and the range and limits of said spells and magic, that her fulmimancy gave him access to. 
 
    In temperament, Tala was almost the polar opposite to Grim. She was absolutely silent, always composed and calm in her actions, and seemed to survey the world around her through sanguine eyes and with the utmost assuredness. Some people might have found her haughty, but Joe loved that aspect of the thunderbird’s personality. He found her equanimity reassuring like an anchor at his back—even when she was gliding high over his head. 
 
    During their downtime, Joe busied himself, of course, with cleaning out the basement downstairs. The familiar chores were soothing to him now. More than ever. He stopped fretting about what was to come and concentrated only on moving the poo from A to B. Apparently, nothing focused the mind like a shovel of shit. 
 
    Lucius locked himself in the library when they weren’t sparring. Aida busied herself in her room, and it soon became apparent that she was up there crafting press passes. 
 
    When Joe asked her about this, she replied breezily, “I was reading the biography of a celebrity, and they said that you’d be amazed at what a journalist’s pass would let the scum—their words, not mine—into.” 
 
    “You think that you’ll be able to fashion something that’ll let us into the Houses of Parliament, though?” Joe asked dubiously. 
 
    “I’ve got a knack for design,” Aida said modestly. “And when sprinkled with a bit of magic, I think these babies should let us in anywhere.” She flicked on the switch of the laminator and patiently waited for it to heat up. “By all accounts, the Iron Order are the sort of egotistical bunch that won’t expect us to come to them. They’re used to being hunters, not the hunted.” 
 
    “Still,” Joe said dubiously, “I can’t help but think it’s all a little bit sketchy, you know, fake passes and everything. I mean, this is the twenty-first century.” 
 
    “It’s the twenty-first century in the contemporary world,” Aida said, “but magicians have always lagged behind the times in that regard. If you ask any magician worth his salt whether he’d rather read his spell book under the clear, bright light of an LED or the flickering eye-straining light of a couple of tapered candles, guess which one he’s going to go for?” 
 
    “Yeah, but Vasmo said himself that the Iron Order, even though they detest all things mundane, have adopted a lot of their technologies and thinking in an attempt to stay under the radar and ingratiate themselves with the mundane politicians and government,” Joe pointed out. “Surely, when it comes to security, they’ll at least invest in some cameras or something…” 
 
    His voice tailed away. Aida was shaking her head. 
 
    “There’ll be no cameras, no motion sensors, none of that tricky stuff at the Grand Session,” Aida assured him in her most confident voice. “You forget, a lot of that computer chip-reliant stuff just doesn’t work around heavy concentrations of thaumaturgical energy—magic.” 
 
    Joe made a face that let her know that she might (definitely) have a point. 
 
    “From what my dad has been telling me, there might typically be expected to be some chrono-lock barriers, maybe some intruder wards, a veil of protection or two, some shielding incantations,” Aida continued, talking like Joe might have the foggiest as to what she was referring to, although he thought he got the gist. “But think about it. Think what the Iron Order are planning to do. Dad seems to think that chances are they would have had some hand in the security arrangements, which means they’ll probably only have erected the façade of the security arrangements.” 
 
    “They have people on the inside?” Joe asked. 
 
    Aida gave him a look that expressed her amazement at his naivety. 
 
    “I mean think about it, Joe,” she said. “They are the biggest threats. They’re essentially looking out for themselves. They can make it look like the safeguards are tighter than a duck’s bumhole whilst making sure their people have free rein to do what they need to do under the Houses of Parliament.” 
 
    Joe thought about it, and he decided that he couldn’t fault the young woman’s logic. Then, he chuckled. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything to crack-up about any of it,” Aida said mildly. 
 
    “What? No, it’s not that,” Joe said. “It’s just… Tighter than a duck’s bumhole. That’s a good one.” 
 
    Aida rolled her tawny eyes. 
 
    “And I suppose that if they leave some holes open to themselves, then they’re also leaving some holes open to us, too,” Joe mused. 
 
    Aida pointed her finger like a gun at him and said, “Correct.” 
 
    Joe handed the fake pass back to Aida and said, “Well, if you think this will be enough to get us out of a tight corner. If you’re sure—” 
 
    “I am sure,” Aida said. She winked at him and turned back to her work. “Now get out of here and stop distracting me. Don’t you have something more important to do than watch me work?” 
 
    Bizarrely, Joe found himself coloring at these words. He mumbled something incoherent, turned, walked into the frame of the door, uttered a soft curse as he rubbed his shoulder, and then exited the bedroom. 
 
    He couldn’t have been certain, but he rather thought that Aida was giggling to herself as he left. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Monsieur Joe, you have not touched your omelette au champignon. Is there something the matter?” Durango asked in his gravelly voice, jerking Joe from his revelry. 
 
    It was two days out from the evening that had been scheduled for the convening of the Grand Session, and Joe was sitting alone at the breakfast table, looking out at the long lawn that sloped away towards the River Thames. A mist was curling around the extremely verdant stretch of bank that backed straight onto the grounds of the manor that the Curators called their base. The dung from the magical menagerie was really doing wonders for the local plant life. It wasn’t going to be long before that thirty-meter stretch resembled the Congo. 
 
    “Hmm?” Joe said distractedly. 
 
    “I said you have not touched your mushroom omelet, monsieur,” the gargoyle chef told him, a little reproachfully. 
 
    Joe didn’t wonder at the gourmand’s perturbation. To his memory, Joe had never turned away a plate of his food or hesitated for more than a moment when it was set in front of him. 
 
    “You are preoccupied?” the French gargoyle asked. 
 
    Joe rubbed his eyes and took a slurp of coffee. It was a good brew, one of Durango’s own blends, the secret of which he said he would take to his grave. “You could say that,” he said. 
 
    Durango removed his chef’s toke and scratched his bald plate with his long claws. The sound was like someone scratching a handful of nails over a building block. “I know what you need, Monsieur Joe,” he said. “For nerves, a little brandy is always the answer.” 
 
    Before Joe could say that he was fine, Durango had bustled off, his leathery wings flapping behind him as he pushed through the doors and into the main kitchen. 
 
    Joe stared back out of the conservatory glass. It was about as beautiful an autumn morning in London as it was possible to get. Not a breath of wind, with a salmon pink blush off to the east, the Thames as flat as a millpond, and the air almost tangibly crisp. 
 
    However, he had awoken that morning and had instantly felt the fluttering of nerves gathering in his stomach. The anticipation of what was to come in the next couple of days was building in him like a mischievous troop of butterflies that seemed determined to put on a show of acrobatics within his guts. 
 
    Even surrounded by the luxurious trappings of the manor at Metanoia, he couldn’t help but contemplate the unpredictable twists and potentially lethal turns that most likely awaited them when the big day struck. 
 
    His mind kept returning to the countless possibilities of mishaps and blunders that could befall them all like a tongue probing at a sore tooth. It was like Grim had said, about fate or destiny potentially being like a theatrical number. Would they stumble over their words? Would they fall off the tightrope? Would they actually manage, against all odds, to hit their cues bang-on? Only time would tell. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and another fortifying swig of coffee, he resolved to put on a brave face, for in the end he knew that the show must go on, nerves and all. 
 
    “This is bigger than us. This is bigger than all of us,” he told himself. 
 
    It was stating the obvious. Of course, it was bloody well bigger than all of them. It was Guy Fawkes 2.0 with a magical twist: the demolition of the Houses of Parliament whilst it was stuffed to the brim with the most powerful and influential mundane and extramundane movers and shakers in the country. 
 
    Joe probably couldn’t have made it any bigger had he been given a quiet room and half an hour to try and do so. 
 
    Durango scuttled back into the conservatory and set down a crystal brandy glass in front of Joe. 
 
    “Armagnac,” he said. “Mary Duffau Napoleon. Très bonne breuvage. It will put the hairs upon your chest, monsieur.” 
 
    Joe didn’t much feel like shooting back hard spirits at seven o’clock in the morning, but he also knew how futile it was to argue with the gargoyle over anything that you consumed via your mouth. So, he picked up the glass and knocked back the contents in one go. He braced himself for the eye-watering burning that usually accompanied such imbibing of spirits, but he found that the armagnac was actually very smooth. There was a pleasant, vanilla taste to it, which he quite enjoyed. 
 
    “Very good,” he agreed as the brandy warmed his stomach. 
 
    The gargoyle bobbed his head, managing to imply in that short gesture that of course it was good, only an ass who was completely ignorant in culinary matters would think otherwise. 
 
    “Now, monsieur,” Durango said, leaning against the back of a chair, “what is wrong? You look nervous.” 
 
    “I am nervous, Durango,” Joe admitted. “I suppose you know what we’re setting out to do?” 
 
    Durango nodded his boulder of a head again. “Oui. You are standing on the precipice of a daring mission,” he said, picking up the glass and looking at it thoughtfully. “It is not surprising that you feel the grip of nerves tightening around you.” 
 
    “Tell me, Durango. You’ve known Vasmo a long time,” Joe said. “Has he ever set out on such a life-threatening kind of mission as this before?” 
 
    Durango considered this. “No,” he said. “Not to my knowledge. Not on purpose.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Joe said brightly. “I feel a bit less self-conscious now about how I feel more than a little bit scared.” 
 
    “You are scared because you are sane,” the gargoyle told him. “Only the insane aren’t scared in such passes. Sanity and fear, they are inextricably entwined, non?” 
 
    “Well, I think you have a point there,” Joe admitted. “I mean, after all, what normal person wouldn’t be at least a little apprehensive when faced with perilous endeavors, any kind of perilous endeavors?” 
 
    “Quite so, quite so,” the gargoyle said. “Another drink?” 
 
    Joe puffed out his cheeks and looked out over the beautiful river. “I think I’d better,” he said. “I think I’m going to need it.” 
 
    With a wry smile and a nod, Durango left him again. 
 
    Joe drank more coffee, the flavor of which blended rather nicely with the brandy still coating his teeth and tongue. He exhaled a long breath and tried to embrace the knot of nerves in his stomach. 
 
    It’s good to be nervous, he thought. You can use that. Use that to keep you sharp.  
 
    Still, knowing that only the sane would be slightly scared about having the audacity to embark on such a perilous mission as they were was of scant comfort to Joe. 
 
    “Yeah,” he muttered to himself as he heard Lucius slouch into the kitchen, say good morning to Durango, and ask who the devil was on the grog for breakfast, “but the brandy will help with that.” 
 
    The rest of Metanoia Drive’s inhabitants trickled down to the breakfast room in dribs and drabs. Each of them exchanged a good morning, but mostly there was silence as people woke up and mentally prepared themselves for whatever the day had ahead of them. Toast was munched, coffee was slurped, but very little in the way of actual chat was exchanged. Instead, there was just that companionable quiet that pervades houses where the inhabitants are absolutely at their ease with one another. 
 
    There was no need for awkward chit-chat. Each of them was absorbed with their own early morning thoughts, and Joe imagined, more than likely, that all their early morning thoughts were revolving around the same thing. 
 
    The coming mission to the Houses of Parliament and the Grand Session. 
 
    Joe had started on his mushroom omelet and, on finding it up to Durango’s usual high standard, was already halfway through it when Vasmo appeared in the room. He was dressed in his usual Japanese kimono-style magician’s robes and tailed by Jasper. The two had clearly been jabbering away to one another on their way down, but they split when they reached the table and took up residence at either end. 
 
    Vasmo sat down and absentmindedly reached for the bottle of armagnac that Durango had left on the table. Joe’s mouth was full of egg and mushroom, and so he wasn’t able to warn the old man as he poured himself a very generous measure into one of the crystal-cut glasses and sucked it down in one. 
 
    Joe held his breath. 
 
    Vasmo swallowed, looked at the glass in his hand, and then let out a wheezy exclamation. 
 
    “By Jove,” he said, looking at the bottle of amber liquid, whose label was facing away from him. “They put some pep into the apple juice these days, don’t they?” 
 
    Joe caught Aida’s eye, and she quickly buried her face in her napkin. 
 
    “Now,” Vasmo said, filling his glass almost to the brim with armagnac and taking a sip. “I have something to tell you all.” 
 
    All the faces bar Jasper’s looked up from their plates. 
 
    “It is about our little excursion into central London in the coming days,” the old magician continued. He sipped from his glass and smacked his lips. “My goodness, but this stuff really does put the beans in you. I must remember to start with a glass and a half every morning,” he muttered, blinking rapidly. 
 
    He gave himself a little shake and then returned his attention to the table at large. Joe kept his eyes averted. He didn’t trust himself to keep a straight face. 
 
    “It is my intention to head off to meet with the Occult Conclave today,” Vasmo said. 
 
    “The Conclave?” Aida asked, frowning. “But what have they got to do with—” 
 
    Vasmo held up a hand. “Jasper and I have been talking,” he said, “and we have decided that it is prudent for us to go to the Conclave and ask for backup. There is simply too much riding on the results of this mission for it to be left entirely up to us if at all possible. The Occult Conclave has been wantonly left out of the Grand Session ceremonies. A few of our number were invited but it was obvious to those who sit at the head of the Conclave that it was a conciliatory gesture.” 
 
    “Whoever is organizing the Grand Session must have ties to the Iron Order,” Jasper said, speaking thickly through a mouthful of mango and yogurt. “It’s clear that they don’t want any Occult Conclave intervention there, not if it can be helped. Many of the older members of the Conclave have taken this as a slight and have made it clear that they wish to wash their hands of the whole affair—exactly what the Iron Order want, or so I’d be inclined to hypothesize.” 
 
    “If you think this, if you think that their pride has been too deeply wounded for them to stir themselves to help, then why are you bothering to go to them at all?” Joe asked Vasmo. 
 
    “Because this is not only about a slight on our honor,” Vasmo said testily. “Normally, if the Occult Conclave were not invited to some grand, majestic dinner function and meeting, even if they had nothing pertinent to add to the proceedings, they would simply throw an even grander dinner party themselves out of spite. However, it would seem that the very future of the United Kingdom’s political stability—magical and mundane—is balancing on the scales. I must try and convince the Conclave to at least have some mages standing by in case things should go south.” 
 
    “But the Conclave move around,” Lucius pointed out. “It’s part of their standard security protocol, not to mention it allows them to keep an eye on where the best inns are. They might not be anywhere near London.” 
 
    “They’re not,” Vasmo said. “Currently, they’re in session on the Isle of Arran.” 
 
    “But that’s in Scotland,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Commendable geography knowledge, Mr. Umbra. And, yes, it is,” Vasmo replied. “And that is why I’ll be leaving for there as soon as I finish breakfast.” 
 
    He busied himself with buttering a crumpet and then reaching for the marmite. He took a bite and chewed contemplatively. 
 
    Joe looked significantly at the glass that was in the old mage’s other withered hand. It was already empty again, and Vasmo was reaching once more for the ‘apple juice’. 
 
    “You’re not driving, are you?” Joe said. 
 
    “Of course not,” Vasmo said, waving his hand. “Don’t be ridiculous, young Ramsey, it’s far too great a slog. I’ll be taking a glyphgate to Glasgow, and from there, I’ll be using an aethereal vein to get to the Isle of Arran. Jasper and I have checked the old maps, and there seems to be an aethereal vein running from East Kilbride over the Firth of Clyde all the way to Blackwaterfoot. From there it should be a short stroll to where the Conclave are meeting.” 
 
    Joe would have liked to know what a glyphgate and an aethereal vein were, but it was obvious there were more pressing questions to ask. 
 
    “Will you be back in time for our little expedition?” he asked. 
 
    Vasmo’s face became grave, the ruddy flush that the armagnac had given him fading a little. 
 
    “I will try to make it back,” he told them, his gaze moving around the table from one face to the next. “If I’m not, you’re to leave for the Houses of Parliament without me. I’ll meet you there as soon as I am able. Once I’m done convincing the Conclave to help—or so I hope.” 
 
    The venerable magician pushed his chair back and got to his feet. Joe noticed that he had to put his hand out on the table to steady himself. He looked down in wonder at the bottle of armagnac. 
 
    “A dickens of a bit of apple juice,” he said to himself, blinking rapidly. He made to leave but stopped himself before he’d gone a couple of strides. He snapped his fingers. “Where is that grimoire?” he said to Joe. 
 
    Grim floated up from under the table like a dog that’d heard its name called and thought it was going to go for a walk. 
 
    “You called, gaffer?” Grim said. 
 
    Vasmo reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of wrinkled parchment. He held it out to the grimoire. “An ancient map of the Houses of Parliament,” he proclaimed solemnly. “Ingest this and you’ll be able to guide whoever goes with you through the underground catacombs beneath the hallowed site.” 
 
    Grim floated forward, flopped open, and Vasmo slipped the old sheet of parchment in between his pages. With a snap, the grimoire closed again. There was a muted flash of golden light from between his covers as he assimilated the map. Then he gave a bookish burp. 
 
    “Cor, that was old,” Grim said. “A bit stale, but it’s on board now, gaffer. Never fear.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you need us to do while you’re gone?” Joe asked. “Other than the usual mammoth amount of excrement removal from downstairs in the menagerie and the light slavery that is part and parcel of being a mage’s apprentice?” 
 
    Vasmo gave Joe a look. 
 
    “I’m just pulling your leg, gaffer,” Joe said quickly. “Just doing my best to try and  maintain some semblance of levity at this breakfast meeting.” 
 
    “And how is that going for you, Mr. Ramsey?” Vasmo asked, raising one eyebrow—though the brandy resulted in it not being the eyebrow he intended, Joe thought. 
 
    “Increasingly difficult, gaffer,” Joe admitted. 
 
    It might have been the unexpected ‘apple juice’ that the old man had been imbibing, but Joe almost thought that there might have been a smile playing around the corners of the usually taciturn and puckered mouth. 
 
    Although that’s always tricky to discern under the magician’s prodigious chin pelt... 
 
    Still swaying ever so slightly but keeping his eyes fixed and clear on Joe as if he was weighing him up in some criteria—scales known only to himself—Vasmo reached into yet another one of the innumerable pockets that apparently festooned his Japanese-style kimono. 
 
    Even now, after having passed through however many crazy adventures with Vasmo and Grim, Aida, and Lucius, Joe still sometimes found it jarring when the contemporary—what he might have used to be tempted to refer as the ‘normal’ world—clashed with that of the magical in unexpected ways. 
 
    This was one such occasion. 
 
    On reaching into one of his voluminous sleeves, Joe might have expected Vasmo to produce another furled scroll of aged and crackling parchment. So it was with somewhat of a minor shock when his hand came back out from the depths of the mysterious kimono and was revealed to be holding… 
 
    Nothing? Joe thought. 
 
    “Bugger, I must have put it somewhere else,” Vasmo grumbled. He scratched his flyaway hair. “Ah!” He snapped his fingers and reached around his throat to where Momo was nestled, wrapped around the old wizard’s neck like the most wondrous scarf you ever did see; a segment of night sky that had been stripped from the firmament somehow. “Ah, here it is,” Vasmo said. “I knew I’d put it somewhere safe.” 
 
    He was holding a Post-it, one of those little sticky pieces of pink paper that business executives and receptionists the world over liked to festoon their computer screens with in order to appear like they were busy and productive. 
 
    “I do have something for you to do as a matter of fact,” the old mage said solemnly. 
 
    “I’m all ears,” Joe said. 
 
    Grim chuckled. 
 
    Joe looked up at him. “What?” he said. 
 
    “Nothing, sorry,” Grim said. “I was just… Well, I was just imagining what it might be like if you really were, you know, all ears. Gross and weird most likely and a blackhole for cotton buds.” 
 
    Joe rolled his eyes and turned back to Vasmo. “What is it you need us to do, gaffer?” he asked. 
 
    “What is it that you were brought here to do in the first place, Mr. Ramsey?” Vasmo replied. 
 
    This question wrong-footed Joe so much that it took him a moment to understand what the old man was talking about. 
 
    What I was brought here to…? 
 
    He thought back to the first day that he had met the wizard, when he had been sent—or summoned as he had often thought it—to Fallen Knight Way and this whole crazy life of his had begun. 
 
    “You mean as an apprentice?” he asked. 
 
    Vasmo raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “To help you with the menagerie?” Joe tried again. 
 
    Vasmo nodded once. “Correct, Mr. Ramsey,” he said, trying and failing to suppress a belch that sounded as if it came up from the very depths of his digestive tract and would have withered any vegetation unlucky enough to have been within its blast radius. “Our relationship began because I was in need of an apprentice—another set of hands to help me in my work. Specifically, that is to say, in pairing up magical creatures with likely mages and establishing the connections of bond-mates between them.” 
 
    Joe nodded to show that he was following along with this recent history lesson. 
 
    The venerable old mage waved his papery hands around him. “All of this madness and inconvenience that has taken place in the time since we began our partnership,” he said, “it’s all very interesting and diverting, I grant you, but it is not the chief reason that I feel like I exist on this planet.” 
 
    “No,” Joe agreed, hoping to hurry things along a little. 
 
    “No. And in saying that, I think it behooves me to check your ego and say that the wheels do not stop turning in this little enterprise of mine—of ours—just because we find ourselves butting up against one of the greatest political and magical threats to face this country since any living mage—” 
 
    “Bar a few staggeringly old and doddering relics in the Conclave, who experimented with the stretching of the mortal self a touch too much when they were lads,” Jasper added quickly. 
 
    “Yes, thank you, old top,” Vasmo agreed. “Just because we find ourselves butting up against one of the greatest political and magical threats to face this country since most living mages can remember, we have to remember that supernatural creatures care little for the trials and tribulations of man, whether they be mundane or magical.” 
 
    Joe pointed at the little piece of pink paper that was now stuck to the back of the wizard’s elbow. As Vasmo looked around himself searching for the little adhesive note, Joe asked, “So this was something to do with the menagerie? Is there some creature that you need dropping off at a potential bond-mate’s house or something?” 
 
    Vasmo shook his head and in doing so managed to dislodge the note so that it floated down to the table. He snatched it up as if it was a sparrow or a butterfly that he was afraid might flutter off again and handed it over to Joe. 
 
    “A good guess but not entirely accurate,” he said. “We have a problem creature. I require some of you to take care of this for me while I’m away.” 
 
    Before Joe could scrutinize the little piece of paper, Vasmo snapped his fingers so that Joe’s gaze returned to his face, drawn there almost by magic. 
 
    Vasmo looked around the rest of the table. “There is only one mission that I require you to follow during this stipulation,” he said gravely. 
 
    “Ah, do you mean there’s only one stipulation you require us to follow during this mission?” Aida corrected. 
 
    Vasmo paused. “That’s what I said,” he replied curtly. 
 
    Aida nodded and smiled down at the tablecloth. 
 
    Vasmo gave worked his jaw. “Jasper and I have conversed, and we are both in agreement on this point,” he said, with the care of a man whose tongue has become suddenly puckish. “And so, I would like no time-wasting or lengthy, protracted, and frankly rather boring protestations. The decision is made, and the orders have been, quite literally, written out on this small mildly adhesive and offensively bright piece of paper. I need you to follow them. That is the way of apprentices. Agreed?” 
 
    “Knowing it was to them that he spoke, Aida, Lucius, and Joe all nodded and murmured their agreements. 
 
    “Joe and Lucius, you and you alone, along with your bond-mates of course, will be going on this track and retrieval assignment,” Vasmo said. “Aida, you will be staying here.” 
 
    Aida opened her mouth to protest despite the agreement she had just made, but her father, Jasper, slapped his hand gently down on the table and gave her an unusually stern look. “You will not disobey or disagree with this order, Aida,” he said. “Just as my going on with you to the Houses of Parliament is too great a risk, so far as putting all of our eggs in the Iron Order’s basket goes, so too is your going on this menagerie assignment pointlessly risky.” 
 
    To Joe’s astonishment, Aida slowly closed her mouth. She didn’t look happy, but nor did she kick up a fuss. She nodded curtly once and turned her attention back to Vasmo, who had put both his hands down on the table. It might have meant to be an imposing gesture, but Joe had a feeling it was more to steady the growing sway in the wizard’s posture. 
 
    “Lucius, Joe, all the pertinent information that I have available to me is written down on that piece of paper,” he said. 
 
    Joe looked down at the sticky note in his hands. 
 
    “It’s… It’s a very small piece of paper, gaffer,” he commented. 
 
    “Yes, it is. Miss Spicer tells me it is for the sake of conveniece, though I admit I fail to see what is so damned convenient about a bit of paper you can only fit two damned sentences on and blinds a man with its garish coloration into the bargain.” 
 
    “I was alluding to the fact that there’s probably not much to go on, if you’re writing instructions on a bit of paper this size,” Joe explained. 
 
    “Ah. Yes, well, I don’t have a lot to go on, truth be told. Rumors, a little bit of hearsay, a pinch of fact—I hope,” Vasmo said. “That is by the by, though. When it comes to hunting, tracking, and capturing mythical creatures, oftentimes a magician has little or nothing to go on. He must use his wits.” He gave Joe a long look. “Such as they are, Mr. Ramsey.” 
 
    From over his shoulder, Grim said in a stage whisper, “I think he might be having a not-too-subtle jab at your perspicacity, Joe.” 
 
    Joe, without taking his eyes off Vasmo, swatted at Grim. The grimoire dodged nimbly out of range. 
 
    “The creature itself, if it is what I think it is,” Vasmo said, “should not be a problem. It’s a tunnel sprite, I think, and such beasts are not particularly vicious or bloodthirsty. However, the finding of it, the running down, and the snaring of such a tricky little creature is time consuming, and time is one thing that I do not have.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of a tunnel sprite before,” Joe said. 
 
    “You have a grimoire at your disposal, and if that fails,” Vasmo said, “an entire library of records, dossiers, histories, and ledgers. Make use of them but be brief. I need you down in the derelict tunnels of the Post Office Railway as soon as can be. I want this sprite captured and in the menagerie before we set out on our mission. We have a duty to the community don’t you know.” 
 
    “Uh, Vasmo, gaffer, sir,” Lucius said, speaking the first words he had uttered that morning at breakfast. “Is this not all rather superfluous to the overall grand scheme of things?” 
 
    Vasmo shot the well-spoken, classically educated young man, a sharp look. “The care of magical creatures has long been my domain, Master Umbra,” he said, and there was nothing tipsy, soft, or unsure in his tone. “As I mentioned, magical creatures and mythical beasts care nothing for the hardships and unhappinesses that the human race seems incapable of not inflicting on one another. We still have a responsibility to such creatures, a sacred trust if you will, to look after them and make sure they don’t come to harm if we can help it. We can help this tunnel sprite. So, get to it. Understood?” 
 
    Joe and Lucius exchanged glances, then looked back at Vasmo and nodded. 
 
    “You can count on us, gaffer,” Joe said. 
 
    Lucius set down his knife and fork with exaggerated care and let out a long breath that resulted in a soft raspberry noise coming out from between his lips. He looked around with a slight embarrassment on his austere face. 
 
    “I won't lie,” he said, “but I feel a little bit nervous. I have butterflies, don’t you know.” 
 
    Vasmo subjected the entire table to one of his rare X-ray stares. In that moment, the doddering, old, arcane busybody was gone, and in his place was the shrewd, razor-sharp mage who had proved himself such an adversary for the Iron Order, as well as Lilli Spicer, over the years. 
 
    “Ah, but remember, my friends, sometimes the key to a successful dangerous mission is to have just the right amount of fear coursing through your veins,” he said, his gaze coming to rest on Lucius. 
 
    Grim made a scoffing noise that was fairly brimming over with machismo, but Vasmo cut him off with an impatient wave of his hand. 
 
    “No, that’s right, I tell you,” the old wizard snapped. “A pinch of fear is like a dash of spice in an otherwise bland stew. It adds flavor, zest, and a keenness to your senses that can’t be achieved through mere nonchalance. You might stick your nose up at this assignment, Grim, or you might if you had a nose, but I think the timing is excellent. It will give Joe and Lucius a chance to acclimatize to the new items I took from Bobby’s lair.” 
 
    “More importantly, maybe, it’ll give me a chance to get some real-world experience with Tala,” Joe said. 
 
    “You are right, Joe, and so too is Vasmo,” piped up Jasper. The other old man’s face was shining with enthusiasm like one about to give a lecture. “You see, fear is a marvelous motivator. It sharpens the mind, heightens the senses, and keeps one on their toes. The psychological key to this endeavor will be for us to harness our fears and turn them into fuel for our mission so that we may rise above our enemies. Just like Tottenham will rise above the likes of Liverpool and Man City this season and—” 
 
    His words were cut off by his daughter shoving a bread roll into his mouth. 
 
    Vasmo, who had poured himself another cheeky tot of armagnac, wagged his finger at his friend sitting at the other end of the table. 
 
    “Quite right,” he said, swallowing the spirit. “Quite right, Jasper, my old bean. There was a mundane politician once if I recall—a rather portly chap who used to wear a large hat and smoke long cigars. He was famous for it….” 
 
    “Winston Churchill?” Joe supplied. 
 
    “That’s the boy,” Vasmo agreed. “Yes. He was quoted as saying that fear is a reaction, courage is a decision. Keep that in the forefronts of your minds when you embark on this endeavor. And remember that you are doing this not just for the good of yourselves but the good of all magic kind.” 
 
    There was a very heavy pause as each of them around the table considered this. 
 
    “So,” Grim said brightly, “no pressure, then.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It says here…” Joe said, looking for the fourth time down the cut-out newspaper article that Lilli Spicer had handed to him just before he and Lucius left the house. “It says here that, and I quote, ‘one of the security guards that was tasked by the council to patrol the abandoned Post Office Railway line whilst it was closed for renovations told the Mail that he had the distinct impression that a sense of unease permeated the old abandoned line.’” 
 
    “Ooh-er,” Grim said from the confines of the satchel that was slung over Joe’s shoulder. “A sense of unease. That’s just par for the course these days, isn’t it, mate?” 
 
    Joe’s eyes roved down the article, although he knew the gist of it already. 
 
    “The Mail goes on to say that there have been a number of newspaper articles and letters to the editor of this paper, as well as other London-based publications, detailing strange occurrences that have been happening within the city’s underground transport system.” he continued. “Commuters on the lines adjacent to the old post office line whisper tales of vanishing belongings, eerie noises echoing through dimly lit tunnels, and sudden electrical failures that plunge subway cars into inky darkness, yada, yada, yada.” 
 
    “Good grief, newspapers, they haven’t changed much in their terminology, have they?” Grim said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Well, I mean, come on. Commuters ‘whispering tales of vanishing belongings’ just makes it sound so eldritch, doesn’t it? Almost Victorian. Like the tales of ’orrible—always ’orrible and never horrible—murder stories you used to read about or hear about at train stations back in the day.” 
 
    “In their defense—and I can’t believe I’m blaspheming and saying that with regards to a tabloid rag—but all of this is eldritch, technically speaking, Grim,” Lucius pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s just so crass wording it like that, don’t you lads reckon?” the grimoire said.  
 
    “And what did Lilli’s note underneath the article say?” Lucius asked as they walked down the road towards the Mount Pleasant Mail Centre, located in Clerkenwell. 
 
    “There’s just a few little scribblings about what drew Vasmo’s attention to the fact that there might be a tunnel sprite down there,” Joe said. “She jotted down that the disturbances at first were dismissed as the colorful imaginings of people who had heard urban legends about creatures living down in the abandoned mail tunnels, but they began to form a pattern that Vasmo couldn’t ignore.” 
 
    “Any specifics?” Lucius asked. 
 
    Joe shrugged and folded the clipping away into the back pocket of his jeans. “All the weird stuff that happened on the lines adjacent to the old post office line, the gaffer reckons, could be directly attributed back to the post office line itself,” he said. “There were mysteriously malfunctioning signals that were leading to delays and disruptions during rush hours, passengers reported seeing fleeting shadows in the tunnels, and station staff recounted inexplicable incidents with missing maintenance tools and the like.” 
 
    “Yep, that sounds pretty sprite-like to me,” Grim said in a muffled voice from the satchel as he bumped along at Joe’s side. “Sprites, in a word, are mischievous. In another couple of words, they might be said to be pains in the arses, too.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’re speaking as one from experience,” Lucius quipped. 
 
    “Ha ha,” Grim said dryly. “The wit is strong in this one.” 
 
    “A Star Wars reference?” Joe asked. 
 
    The satchel jolted in a fair approximation of a shrug. 
 
    “I’ve been boning up on my pop culture, what of it?” Grim said. “There are only so many times that I can tell one of you lot that you’ve the smarts of King John of England or all the compassion of King Dionysius I of Syracuse only to be met with a blank look. Sometimes a grimoire needs to expand his knowledge so that he can be sure his subtle digs at a human’s inadequacies hit home.” 
 
    “I just can’t believe that I hadn’t ever heard of the post office railway until today,” Joe said. “I mean, I’m about as proud of Londoner as it’s possible to be without getting a T-shirt stating the fact, and not even Uncle Steve told me anything about the mail rail until this morning.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s pretty interesting,” Lucius said enthusiastically. 
 
    Joe smiled to himself. Whenever his fellow apprentice mage spoke on a subject that had particularly piqued his interest he fell back a little bit into his old supercilious, slightly haughty manner of speaking. 
 
    “I mean, it’s fairly unknown, considering that it operated from 1927 to 2003,” Lucius said. 
 
    “I had a look in the library, and I couldn’t find any information on it,” Joe said. “Where did you hear about it?” 
 
    “Google,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Ah,” Joe replied. “I had all but forgotten about the interweb since being at Metanoia Drive.” 
 
    “It was built to alleviate congestion on the city’s streets,” Lucius explained. “To expedite the mail delivery, you know. The railway featured a network of tunnels that spanned nearly six and a half miles. The tunnels are only seven feet in diameter, apparently. Just big enough to accommodate the narrow-gauge trains and mail containers.” 
 
    “Great,” Joe said, without much enthusiasm. “That means it’s going to be pretty tight looking for that sprite down there.” 
 
    Lucius nodded. “Yes, I had thought of that. A little claustrophobic,” he admitted. “But, on the other hand, it means that once we manage to locate it, at least we won’t have too much trouble running it down. That’s my hope anyway. So far as I’ve been able to find out, the mail rail was more or less a closed loop.” He sniffed and glanced sideways at Joe. “Well, less of a loop and more of a labyrinthine world of dimly lit passageways punctuated by occasional platforms where postmen and engineers could load and unload mail sacks at breakneck speed,” he added quickly. 
 
    The two young men turned onto the quite supernaturally named, but otherwise quite mundane, Phoenix Place and continued walking down towards where they knew the Postal Museum to be and where, according to Lilly, the hidden entrance to the mail rail was. 
 
    “It played a pretty crucial role during World War II,” Lucius said as they approached the building. 
 
    “It did?” Joe asked. 
 
    Lucius nodded, his forehead puckered in thought as he recollected what he must have read on the internet. 
 
    “It remained operational even during the height of the Blitz, ensuring the timely delivery of letters and parcels,” he said. “It remained a well-kept secret for much of its existence, known only to postal workers and a select few.” 
 
    “That’s kind of cool that London still has some lesser-known secrets like that. I’m surprised the London Council didn’t decide to repurpose it as a tourist attraction, though,” Joe said. “They’re normally pretty good at squeezing a pound out of those sorts of things.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing,” Lucius said, “they did back in 2017. However, I think it’s recently been closed. For repairs or refurbishment or something.” 
 
    “Hence why the tunnel sprite would have moved in,” Grim added. “It must have been lurking in one of the other lines, realised that the mail rail had shut down for maintenance or whatever, and decided to move into the nice empty tunnel.” 
 
    “Well, whatever the reason,” Joe said, “it’s our job to turf it out again.” 
 
    Lucius nodded and shot the cuffs of his sleeves, which Joe took to be the privately educated version of squaring your shoulders. 
 
    The heart of their hasty preparation had come from a collection of thin, ancient tomes on minor and more elusive magical creatures that they had found in the library and the invaluable guidance offered by Grim, who had come across a couple of tunnel sprites in his time, although he admitted they hadn’t really left much of an impression on him in terms of magical creature coolness. 
 
    “I never heard one of them killing anyone,” Grim said, sounding slightly disappointed, when Joe asked him from the umpteenth time whether he was sure he couldn’t recall anything about the little creatures. 
 
    “I, for one, am going to take that as a plus,” Lucius said. 
 
    A squeak from within the rucksack he carried over his shoulder told Joe that Lucius’ jackalope bond-mate, Thorn, was in agreement with him. 
 
    As they searched for the secret entrance to the mail rail, Joe confessed something to the others. 
 
    “You know, I did have the rather cynical thought that this could be an elaborate decoy by the Iron Order,” he said. 
 
    Lucius stopped tapping the brickwork of the alleyway that had, up until they’d scaled it, been fenced off with a graffiti-covered construction sign. “What do you mean?” he asked slowly. 
 
    “I mean, whoever’s playing the role of ringleader in the Iron Order’s little circus,” Joe said, “what if they know all about Vasmo, which, you know, wouldn’t be impossible for them to do. What if they know that he’s going to be the sort of mage who sticks to his guns and looks out even for the littlest, misplaced, magical creature? What if they’re banking on that, and they’re laying a trap, either to distract or ambush him or us?” 
 
    Lucius licked his lips, looked at the sky, and then looked back at Joe. “You know,” he said, “I really wish you hadn’t said that just before we were about to enter the mail rail. It’s the sort of thing a man needs to time to digest, ideally.” 
 
    “What makes you think that we’re about to enter the mail rail?” Joe said. “We haven’t even found the entrance yet.” 
 
    In answer to this, Lucius tapped a brick in the wall. The brickwork between two perfectly placed dumpsters moved aside like a Rubik’s cube unraveling outwards. It revealed a gloomy space, inside of which Joe saw that there was a sort of brickwork escalator moving down and around in a looping cubic pattern that befuddled the eye. 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “Yeah, I see. In hindsight, maybe I could have waited until we were in the midst of the ambush to bring it up.” 
 
    “Or until we’d successfully completed the mission,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Yeah, or that,” Grim added. He floated over to pat Lucius on the back with his front cover. “Optimism. I like it, kid.” 
 
    Joe stepped towards the opening that Lucius had just created in the wall. He looked at the other young man and then glanced at the sky. In the strip of cloudy grey that he could make out between the alley walls, he saw a faint and far-off bird shape. Tala, his thunderbird bond-mate, was circling high overhead. Joe sent her a telepathic message of sorts, saying that they were going in. He received a warm feeling in reply that told him that the thunderbird was acknowledging this and would be there for him to draw power from when necessary. 
 
    Joe looked back at Lucius. “Get ready to get Thorn out as soon as we get out of sight of the mundane passersby,” he said to the other young man. 
 
    Lucius nodded. 
 
    “And on that cheery note,” Joe said in a bright voice, “let’s take a walk in the dark.” 
 
    “What could possibly go wrong?” Lucius drawled.
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    They descended into the darkness. The strange brick escalator carried them downwards with a smoothness that could only be attributed to magic. There was the occasional grinding of stone on stone as they went round an impossible switchback corner, but apart from that, everything was silent. The door behind them closed as soon as they had descended some ten or twelve feet down the escalator. 
 
    Along with the links that they shared with their bond-mates, Joe and Lucius were armed with the ring that Vasmo had given Joe and the shield generator that he had given Lucius. Apart from that, in terms of equipment, all that each of them carried in their bags were a couple of heavy-duty flashlights, which they busted out as soon as they reached the bottom of the magical escalator. 
 
    It was a good thing that Joe had thought to bring the flashlights. It was as dark as only the subterranean places of a city could be. The beams of their torches cut through the gloom like stabbing white fingers—so bright and sharp as to be almost solid. 
 
    The entrance to the post office railway tunnels was a weathered, iron-clad doorway set into a grimy brick wall. It opened with a long, drawn-out creak that set Joe’s teeth on edge. 
 
    “Oh, now we’re talking,” Grim said enthusiastically. 
 
    Joe had freed him from the confines of the satchel, and Grim now floated at his right shoulder. An unzipping sound as they paused told Joe that Lucius had freed Thorn from the backpack, too. 
 
    The air was heavy with a musty, earthy, damp scent, and the echoes of their footsteps reverberated through the narrow passageway. 
 
    “How long has this been closed up?” Joe asked Lucius in a hushed voice. 
 
    “I couldn’t say,” Lucius said, “but it looks like a bit of a while, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “A bit of a while? You want to watch out, Lucius. You’ve been hanging out with Grim and I too much. You’re losing your grasp on the King’s English.” 
 
    “And that’s all for the better, me old mucker,” Grim quipped. 
 
    The tunnels stretched out before them. Their flashlights were powerful and the batteries in them fresh, but still, they could only penetrate the gloom so long as the tunnel went in a straight line, and it quickly became apparent that a straight line was not one of the male rail’s fortes. 
 
    Whatever tunnel they were in, the tiled surfaces were cracked and faded, the once vibrant colors muted with time. The tracks had obviously been kept in good nick. They were free of rust, but Joe saw they were covered in dust now. There were a few wooden crates and a bit of discarded building equipment lying nearby as they headed off down the tunnel. A lot of cobwebs were in evidence, though why any spiders had bothered to set up shop down there, Joe wasn’t sure. Surely there couldn’t be very many insects for them to feed on. 
 
    “All we need now,” Grim said, after they had been walking for ten minutes or so, “is the faint and ominous drip, drip, drip of water.” 
 
    Five minutes later, Joe grinned in the dark behind the beam from his flashlight. 
 
    “And your wish is the mail rail’s command, master,” he said in his best genie impersonation. 
 
    “What are you on about, mate?” Grim asked him. 
 
    Joe put a hand out so that Lucius stopped walking. The dripping sound of some water leak came to their ears. 
 
    “Yep,” Grim said in the appreciative voice of an arbiter of taste. “That’s just the sort of atmospheric touch you want on a gig like this.” 
 
    They continued onwards, and the tunnels twisted and turned. When Joe switched off his flashlight and motioned for Lucius to do the same, they were plunged into inky blackness. It was the sort of velvet dark that pressed on the eyeballs with a weight of its own. Even with the lights on in a particularly straight stretch of tunnel, the tunnel itself still stretched into sable blackness at either end. 
 
    “Spooky,” the grimoire said. 
 
    “Shut up, Grim,” Joe replied. 
 
    As the minutes ticked by, Joe and Lucius became aware that they were not alone in this subterranean realm. 
 
    You can feel it, can’t you, kid?” Grim said. 
 
    Thorn thumped his feet on the ground in acknowledgment. 
 
    “I can feel it,” Joe agreed. 
 
    It was Lucius who first spotted the signs of the tunnel sprite’s presence. His keen eye, guided perhaps by the link he shared with the jackalope, caught a glimpse of something small and fleeting, darting in and out of the shadows. He motioned to Joe with an inarticulate cry, who turned his own flashlight in the direction Lucius indicated. 
 
    There, nestled in a niche between two cracked tiles, was a delicate silvery feather. It gleamed like moonlight against the dark, grimy backdrop of the tunnel. 
 
    “Is that a sign, do you think? Or is that just evidence of a pigeon that’s thicker than your usual pigeon and has gotten lost down here?” Joe asked. 
 
    Lucius looked closely at the feather but did not touch it. Dimly, Joe noted that this was good magical menagerie practice: if ever there’s a creature you’re not one hundred percent sure of, act as if any part of them might dissolve your finger at a touch—because, in the case of the first recorded encounter with a blightborn, it just might just be the case. 
 
    “No, I think that’s a good sign,” Grim said, matter-of-factly. “The tunnel sprite is, after all, a creature that resembles a winged, almost rodent-like beast. Its body is no larger than a human hand, remember, covered in soft ash-grey fur.” 
 
    Joe nodded, although, in truth, he had only seen a single pencil sketching of the creature they were after. Even in that, though, he had been taken by the large expressive eyes that the artist had captured. 
 
    “And look down there,” Grim said, floating down to a spot some five feet away. 
 
    There was a fifty pence coin shining on the ground. 
 
    “That’s our tunnel sprite’s, do you think?” Joe asked. “I did read that it had sort of magpie-like tendencies when it came to shiny trinkets.” 
 
    “That’s spot on, young Ramsicle,” Grim said in his best Vasmo impression. 
 
    “You’re getting bloody good at that,” Joe murmured. 
 
    “I know. It’s driving the gaffer up the wall,” Grim said. “Now, pull up your socks, lads. I think we’re on the right trail.” 
 
    As they ventured deeper, keeping their footfalls as soft as possible, the trail of glittering odds and ends became more pronounced. There were more shiny coins, fragments of jewelry, and the occasional polished stone or random bit of cafe-nicked cutlery. They appeared like breadcrumbs leading them farther into the web of tunnels. 
 
    “It’s not very good at keeping ahold of its bounty, is it?” Joe pointed out under his breath. 
 
    “Well, you know, it’s a bit trickier when you don’t have pockets,” Grim pointed out. “Take that from one that knows.” 
 
    Joe had to concede that there was probably some truth in this.  
 
    “You can carry stuff,” Lucius said. “Technically speaking you’re carrying Vasmo’s blueprint of the Houses of Parli—” 
 
    “Shh,” Grim warned severely. “You never know who might be listening. And I was talking about pockets, not pocket dimensions.” 
 
    Joe, Lucius, Grim, and Thorn followed the trail with a growing sense of anticipation. Each glint and gleam that they picked out with their flashlights, they thought and hoped would draw them closer to the elusive trickster’s lair, hiding somewhere in the depths of the abandoned post office railway tunnels. 
 
    Eventually, the team of four reached a junction where multiple tunnels converged, forming a crossroads in the labyrinthine network of the mail rail. They paused to hand around a water bottle that Lucius had been carrying in his backpack. 
 
    “I wonder if this is near the centre of the seven-mile loop,” Joe whispered. 
 
    “Could be,” Lucius said. “I’m not sure of the track layout.” 
 
    Joe took a swig and handed it back to his friend. After he had wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve, he said, “I’ve been thinking a little bit, and I believe I’ve come up with a bit of a plan.” 
 
    “A bit of a plan,” Lucius said with a half-grin as he knelt to scratch Thorn behind the antlers. “Sounds promising.” 
 
    “More than we usually have,” Grim said. 
 
    “What does this plan concern?” Lucius asked. 
 
    “How we can snare this tunnel sprite without traipsing all over the place looking for it,” Joe replied. “I’m hoping it’ll save us some time and energy.”  
 
    Lucius took a couple of deep swallows of water, capped the bottle, and stowed it back in his pack. “Okay,” he said. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Don’t sound too excited,” Joe said dryly. 
 
    “I’ve learned to manage my expectations so far as your plans are concerned, Ramsey,” Lucius said back. 
 
    Joe gave him a friendly punch on the arm. “All right, here it is,” he said. “I reckon we lay a trap here at the crossroads. It provides the tunnel sprite with multiple paths to explore and increases our chances of an encounter with it.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Lucius admitted. “And I assume you’re talking about a trap of some kind?” 
 
    Joe searched around with his flashlight, and it landed on a discarded spanner. The spanner was an old tool coated in rust. Its surface was marred with a lot of use. It was, all in all, totally unremarkable. He handed it to Lucius, who took it, with a questioning look on his face. 
 
    “I need you and Thorn to coat this thing and make it look like a diamond. I need it flawless, Lucius,” Joe said. 
 
    “Why is that exactly,” Lucius asked. 
 
    “Because this is our bait,” Joe explained. “This is going to be our big shiny thing with which we’re going to try and lure the supernatural little gatherer with.” 
 
    “Ah,” Lucius said, his eyes lighting up with understanding in the gloom. He looked down at Thorn who was standing loyally at his ankle. “Reckon we can do it, Thorn?” he said. 
 
    The jackalope thumped its large rear foot once in answer. 
 
    “That’d be an affirmative,” Lucius told Joe. 
 
    “Great. Make it over the top and gaudy,” Joe said. “We want this spanner to look like the kind of item that you might find in Floyd Mayweather’s jewelry drawer.” 
 
    Lucius looked at him steadily. “I have no idea who the person you speak of is,” he said in a level voice, “but I think I get the thrust of what you’re saying.” 
 
    Lucius knelt next to the little jackalope, and together the two strove to make the spanner into something miraculous-looking. The result, when their ice magic was concluded, was nothing short of breathtaking. The ordinary tool had been transformed into a dazzling crystal confection. It was the kind of thing that would have had any bank robber or jewel thief worth their salt licking their lips and rubbing their hands together over. 
 
    “That’s perfect, guys,” Joe said admiringly. 
 
    He played his flashlight over the newly crafted ice crystal spanner. The play of refracted light within the ice prism created a mesmerizing kaleidoscope of colors. It was a sight that would tempt any creature with an affinity for shiny objects. 
 
    Lucius placed their bait in the middle of the cross section of tunnels. Then the two humans and their bond-mates took up their positions, hidden in the thick shadows, flashlights off, awaiting the tunnel sprite’s arrival. 
 
    “Now we just have to hope that the little bugger doesn’t come traipsing down one of the tunnels we’re hiding in,” Grim said telepathically. 
 
    Joe gave a soft grunt of agreement, checking and re-checking his link with Tala. 
 
    Happily, a bond-mate’s connection with their human counterpart was not affected, in the manner of radio signals for instance, by concrete and earth. The only thing that really affected it was distance and, more pertinently, trust. 
 
    With bated breath, the two young men clicked off their torches, plunging the junction into darkness, save for the slight inner luminance that the radiant crystal of ice kept burning forth. 
 
    That’s a nice touch, Joe thought as he waited, crouched. Tres tawdry bling. Just the sort of thing coveted by a tunnel night let’s hope. 
 
    “Either that or we’re going to attract every footballer’s wife in the neighborhood,” Grim quipped. “Emirates Stadium isn’t too far away.” 
 
    The minutes passed by in a seeming eternity in that hushed subterranean place. The very tunnel seemed to hold its breath and grow tighter and tighter as the seconds trickled by. 
 
    Then, finally, eventually, in the distance, Joe thought he heard a faint whispering sound. A soft, lilting, almost melody that sent shivers down his spine. 
 
    It’s the tunnel sprite, he thought. 
 
    “Duh,” Grim said through the telepathic link they shared. 
 
    Joe sensed the creature emerge from the deeper darkness of the tunnel directly in front of his hiding place. He couldn’t see it, of course, but he could hear it moving. He could feel the hairs suddenly stand to attention on the back of his neck like nosy neighbors craning up to try and see around the back of his head. 
 
    The beastie had stopped letting loose its strange little quavering cry as it moved towards the bait lying in the middle of the cross section of tunnels. 
 
    “There it is,” Grim said in his mind. 
 
    “Duh,” Joe replied. 
 
    It was the tunnel sprite’s large luminous eyes reflecting the light from the ice crystal that Joe saw first. As it moved tentatively forward, fluttering along like a pied wagtail, he saw the almost translucent feathery wings flitting nervously behind it. 
 
    The ice prism’s brilliance seemed to have captured the tunnel sprite’s complete attention like an insubstantial rabbit caught in occult headlights. Its curiosity and desire for the shining treasure was obviously proving too enticing to resist. 
 
    The creature came forward cautiously. Its tiny claws clicked softly on the cold, hard ground as it walked a little way alongside one of the rails. 
 
    Joe, sensing that the opportune moment had arrived, clicked on his flashlight. A split-second later, Lucius followed suit. 
 
    He only had a few seconds to play with, he knew—if that. 
 
    Joe summoned forth some of Tala’s fulmimancy. He raised his hands, and a nexus of thin tendrils of copper light raced out, branching and crackling through the air from his outstretched fingers. They made a tinkling sound as they lanced out from his digits. 
 
    His plan had been to ensnare the little creature within a cage of storm magic. He had then reckoned on closing the cage on it to stun it and then calling the job a done deal. 
 
    However, the rodent-like flying creature, as cute and feathery and small as it appeared, was also nimble and quick. It proved to be a master of evasion. With a graceful twist of its little ratty body, it dodged the storm magic with offensive ease. It slipped back away into the darkness, leaving both Joe and Lucius momentarily stunned by the display of its elusive agility. 
 
    Joe blinked purple lines out of his vision, left there by the brightness of the fulmimancy in that dark place. 
 
    “Bollocks!” Lucius said. 
 
    “Language, Mr. Umbra,” Joe said before he could stop himself. 
 
    “I thought we had it,” Lucius said, thumping his thigh in frustration. 
 
    “Come on,” Joe said. “The chase is far from over.” 
 
    They went back to basics. Lucius sent Thorn on ahead, and it was only thanks to the jackalope that the rest of the quartet were able to keep up with their elusive quarry. 
 
    Joe used his ring to boost ahead a couple of times, but he could never cut the magic in time to catch the tunnel sprite without running the risk of accidentally crushing the little beast. With the stop-start nature of such a pursuit, Joe also knew that he would soon be knackered out. 
 
    And getting physically exhausted down here would not a be a smart move, he thought. 
 
    The tunnel sprite’s tiny form flitted along in front of them just out of reach, zooming along the comparatively short circuit of the mail rail. It darted around curves and disappeared into shadowy recesses, only to pop out a moment later, but it always stayed on the main post line’s old track. 
 
    “It thinks it’s a game,” Joe thought as he puffed along, arms pumping, all but sprinting after their quarry. 
 
    “They’re simple creatures,” Grim said, levitating easily along behind. “But that doesn’t mean they’re daft, mate.” 
 
    The tunnel sprite led them through narrow passages and over a couple of precarious ledges, testing their resolve with each twist and turn. Much of the time, the two young men were forced to run through the tight tunnels in an awkward crouch. This did nothing for their moods or postures. 
 
    “I hope we get medical insurance,” Lucius grunted as he wiped his sweaty hair from his eyes. 
 
    Joe barked a bitter laugh. “Insurance? I doubt the gaffer even knows the meaning of the word.” 
 
    As it turned out, the tunnel sprite’s undoing was its size and stamina. The little creature just couldn’t keep up with the relentless chasing of the humans, the jackalope, and the grimoire that were coming after it. Joe might have felt sorry for it had it not been for the fact that he had been run fairly ragged himself. 
 
    In due course, the tired little critter took a wrong turning and ended up in a dead-end service tunnel. 
 
    Joe and Lucius skidded to a halt at the mouth of the dead-end tunnel, spreading out to block it, which wasn’t hard, breathing heavily. Grim hit Joe in the back of the head as he came to an abrupt stop—quite by accident, he assured him later. 
 
    The tunnel sprite’s luminous eyes locked onto the two men that had been chasing it with a mixture of fear and resolve. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Joe said, with his hands held out in a placating gesture. “It’s okay, we just want to help you, little guy. We’re just here to take you somewhere safe, okay?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s buying it,” Grim said, ever helpful. 
 
    The tunnel sprite fluttered its delicate wings nervously. Its tiny furry form shimmered almost like a mirage in the wavering beams of the torches held by the two men: smoke grey feathers, with fur tipped black. 
 
    Joe took a couple of tentative steps towards the tunnel sprite, drawing level with Thorn, who had come to a halt about fifteen yards away from the fluttering creature. 
 
    “I don’t want to scare it,” Joe said quietly over his shoulder. “I don’t want to freak it out and stress it.” 
 
    “In that case,” Lucius said, “as ruthless as it might appear, I think the best thing we can do is knock it out or stun it and get it back to the menagerie as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Joe was inclined to agree. Momentary meanness for overall kindness. 
 
    He nodded slowly, keeping his eyes fixed on the creature, willing the tunnel sprite to pick up on the fact that he truly meant it no harm and that he was there to do it good in the long run. 
 
    “On the count of three then,” Joe said in a low voice as he positioned himself lower, crouching down on his haunches to appear smaller and less threatening to the tunnel sprite. In doing this, he not only accomplished his goal at becoming less of a threat, but he also gave Lucius more of a clear line of fire as he was standing behind him. 
 
    “I know we seem to go through this every time,” Grim said, “but are we going on one, two, three and then releasing magic? Or are we going one, two and then releasing magic?” 
 
    “I’d like to go with the second option,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Fine,” Joe said, making sure to keep his voice calm. “One, two and then release magic. Agreed?” 
 
    “Agreed,” Lucius said. 
 
    “We should really just agree on a set format,” Grim started to say, but Joe waved him into silence. 
 
    “That can wait for an organized tea and biscuit meeting back at Metanoia Place,” he said sarcastically. “We can do it nice and official with a show of hands.” 
 
    “Or a casting of tokens,” Grim said. 
 
    Joe rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, fair enough,” the grimoire said, catching the look. “Carry on, mate.” 
 
    “If I distract and stun him in a way,” Joe said quietly to Lucius, “do you think you’re going to be able to knock him out with some sort of freeze ray and keep him in stasis until we thaw him out back at home?” 
 
    Lucius considered this, looking at Thorn. “I think we can manage. I’ve been refining my technique in the library.” 
 
    “Have you just?” Joe said with a wry smile. 
 
    Lucius shot in one of his old looks that Joe had come accustomed to when they had first met one another. 
 
    “Don’t push your luck, Ramsey,” he said with his old Etonian accent. 
 
    “Sorry, Your Majesty,” Joe said. “Okay, let’s hit it with our flashlight square in the eyes to dazzle it. And I’ll give it a little bit of Tala’s storm magic, and then you deliver the coup de grace. We’ll get it in that backpack and home and release it back into its new enclosure before it even knows what’s hit it.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Lucius said. 
 
    “One, two…” 
 
    The great pupils of the little creature’s huge eyes, which were obviously made big to accommodate its dark environments, contracted as the two beams from the flashlights shone directly into them. It fluttered agitatedly in place, heading up towards the ceiling, but Joe released a series of small electric bubbles that popped around the tunnel sprite’s body, sending it first this way and then that. 
 
    While it was confused and disorientated, Lucius hurried forward, knelt in a crouch, and thrust up his arms. With Thorn’s help, he let loose a misty jet of ice magic. 
 
    Initially, the verglasency mist sprayed up the wall of the dead-end tunnel, but then it caught the tunnel sprite and instantly froze it in place. 
 
    Thorn, the jackalope, darted forward as the tunnel sprite fell out of the air. The jackalope managed to catch it neatly, bounding up to meet the falling tunnel sprite and catching it in its antlers. 
 
    After all the running around down there in the dark, it was all over in a few seconds. 
 
    Joe let out a sigh of relief. “We did it,” he said. 
 
    Lucius let out a laugh of relief. “Was there ever any doubt?” he said. 
 
    Joe caught eyes with him, and the pair of them broke into a long peal of laughter. 
 
    “Maybe just a smidgen,” Joe said, “but let’s not tell anyone that.” 
 
    “As far as Aida Zingaro is concerned,” Lucius said, “it all went according to plan.” 
 
    “We might have to make a mention to her that we actually had a plan,” Grim pointed out. 
 
    “That is an excellent call,” Joe said. “And let’s make a point of telling her that we had that plan well ahead of time before the final confrontation.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Lucius said. 
 
    Thorn came over to Lucius, and ever so carefully, Lucius took the stunned and frozen tunnel sprite in his hands. He wrapped it in a blanket and carefully secured it in his backpack. 
 
    “She's never going to believe us, you know,” Joe said. 
 
    “Believe what?” Lucius asked as he zipped up the backpack and put it over his shoulders, smoothly and without jerking it. 
 
    “That we had a plan or that we implemented it well ahead of schedule,” Joe said. 
 
    Lucius shrugged. 
 
    “Hey, all we can do is try our luck,” Grim said. 
 
    “You make it sound as if that’s not the tactic we usually employ,” Lucius said dryly. 
 
    Together, the two friends and their bond-mates retraced their steps and headed back towards the surface. As they went, Joe reflected on how thankful he was that this particular mission had turned out to be all that Vasmo had expected it to be on the surface: a simple capture and rehoming job. 
 
    Still, it might have been comparatively easy, but at least it taught me—and, more relevantly, reminded Lucius—that we can rely on ourselves and one another, he thought as they trudged along, their footsteps echoing off the claustrophobic surrounds. And that might count for a lot over the next day or so. 
 
    “You don’t reckon we used up our monthly quota of luck on this job, do you?” Grim said as they moved along. The question almost echoed Joe’s thoughts, and he thought it far from likely that it was a coincidence. 
 
    Lucius made a decent attempt at scoffing but only managed to start coughing on the fusty air. 
 
    “Man,” Joe said fervently, thinking of what was to come. “I bloody well hope not.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The day of the Grand Session dawned, and Vasmo had still not returned. The rest of the company had gone to bed early the previous night, and they were up correspondingly early that morning. They were scheduled to leave Metanoia Manor at around three o’clock. 
 
    Near enough the crack of sunrise to make no difference, Joe was up and checking on the newly accommodated tunnel sprite. Grim hung sleepily in the air above the drake enclosure, fanning his pages over the residual heat coming off the slumbering mythical reptile and seeping out from the mouth of its cave. 
 
    It was a good way to postpone the worry and doubt that Joe knew would soon be assailing him. For once, Grim appeared to respect his mood, sticking to his own mind and foregoing with his usual wisecracks. 
 
    Having anticipated success, Lilli had set up a nice, dark enclosure for the tunnel sprite. Joe checked on the little creature as well as he could without disturbing its slumber and, on seeing it was fine, headed up to the main house. 
 
    Without organizing it in any way, the company accumulated in the main dining room, almost dead-on noon. They had been using the room and its central table as a sort of base of operations. There were maps laid out, public transportation schedules, and structural notes on the Houses of Parliament, as well as some of the surrounding buildings. 
 
    A day spent by Jasper in the British Library had yielded a collection of quite helpful underground maps, including sewerage and power lines and, of course, the old underground routes. 
 
    All of them had spent many hours scoping out the mission area as extensively as they could. Realistically though—and in spite of everything that he had ever learned via the movies or novels—Joe found it very hard to photographically recall every single part of the Palace of Westminster itself. 
 
    It was a good thing, really, that they had Grim with his inbuilt mapping system now to guide them. 
 
    “So,” Joe said, leaning forward with both hands on the shiny wooden surface of the table, “as we all realize from the lack of explosions and unexpected power outages, the gaffer is still not back in residence.” 
 
    No one said anything, but uneasy looks were swapped around the table. It was clear to everyone, without saying a word, that, as cantankerous as the old boy could be, it was going to be a sore blow not having him along. He might have been many things, but Vasmo was not unskilled when it came to utilizing his lambency. He had proved his worth on multiple occasions when Joe, Lilli, and the others had been hard pressed to survive whatever scenario they found themselves in. 
 
    “Well,” Aida said, “he told us to crack on without him, didn’t he?” 
 
    Jasper, who was standing next to his daughter, nodded solemnly. “He did indeed,” he said. 
 
    “In that case, I suppose we’d best go over the plan one more time,” Lucius suggested. 
 
    Joe nodded. “I think that’s a good idea, mate,” he said. “We all know it inside out by now, but one last time going over it can’t hurt. Better to be over-prepared than under.” 
 
    “Now, it goes without saying that I hope none of you leave without your hex-vests,” Lilli Spicer said. “They’ll be a little bit bulky under our shirts, but what with it being a pretty brisk day, I think our coats will disguise the fact that we’re wearing them.” 
 
    Hex-vests were a magical defensive item that looked, more or less, like the sort of heavy-hitting, badass, bulletproof combat vests that the likes of Terry Crews and Sly Stallone might wear in an action film, usually without anything else underneath. However, unlike their mundane counterparts, hex-vests were, as the name suggested, a defensive item used by magic-users to protect themselves against enemy curses and the like. 
 
    The armor plates in the hex-vests, rather than being manufactured from Kevlar, were actually interwoven and layered sheets constructed from shed basilisk skin—or so Vasmo had told Joe. Those sheets were coarcted with defensive incantations and then sewn into specially designed, thin pockets, which were then covered in a veneer of minotaur saliva, before being covered in one more layer of defensive jiggery-pokery. 
 
    They were good, according to the ever rational and no-nonsense Lilli Spicer, for general protection against run-of-the-mill enemy spells, turning most non-poisonous fangs, barbs, and claws, and also mitigating good old blunt-force trauma. 
 
    “We will, Lil,” Joe assured the dwarven maid. 
 
    “I’m sure you won’t forget,” Lilli said, “but just in case, I’ve laid each of yours out on your beds. Joe, that magic belt of yours I’ve put out on your dressing table, too. Don’t forget to whack it on.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lilli,” Joe said, feeling a little bit mothered but grateful all the same. 
 
    The belt allowed Joe to channel more energy, more magic, through the bond that he shared with his magical creatures without risking fusion. Extremely helpful, seeing as that was precisely the power that he made and use of and that made him such a formidable adversary. 
 
    “Lucius, love,” Lilli continued, “I’ve set out and polished the riot staff that you brought home with you after our last little mix out with those Iron Order buggers. I wasn’t sure, now that you’re bonded with Thorn, whether you would want to take it with you. It might be slightly too hard to conceal, but I thought I’d put it out for you anyway.” 
 
    “Thank you very much, Miss Spicer,” Lucius said cordially, “but I think I’m going to rely on Thorn and Thorn only this evening.” 
 
    Lilli nodded her head approvingly. 
 
    Joe clapped his hands together once. “Okay,” he said, “we all know the drill. We’ll be going through security by pretending we’re press. There’s going to be a hell of a lot of journalists there, so hopefully our dodgy badges—” 
 
    “Oi,” Aida said. 
 
    “Sorry,” Joe said with a small grin. “I mean, hopefully our exquisitely crafted and absolutely undetectable fake badges shouldn’t be picked up in the general melee that a scrum of journalists vying for interviews, pictures, and free drinks turns into.” 
 
    Jasper let out a soft chuckle. “If there’s one thing us magicians are guilty of, it’s having one heck of a collective ego on us all. The mundane and extra mundane politicians will want as many journalists there as possible to document the event, whilst the Iron Order will want them there for an entirely different purpose.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lucius asked. 
 
    “Wiping out much of the media will be helpful in their cause, I imagine,” Joe said. “It’ll allow them to fill the positions left behind with their own loyal people and make churning out the propaganda afterwards all the easier.” 
 
    Jasper nodded. “You’re right, Joe,” he said. 
 
    “I’d never really considered that,” Lucius said, “but if they’re able to take the narrative bull by the horns after this incident—” 
 
    “They’ll be able to turn the lie that they fabricate into the truth” Joe finished. “Like anything, all you need to do is shout about it long and loud enough until people start believing you, and then the truth is what you say it is.” 
 
    “Quite so,” Jasper agreed. 
 
    “It’s pretty simple after getting in,” Aida continued. “Once we’re inside St Stephen’s, we’ll follow the map inside of Grim to find the interior staircase that’ll take us down to the vault.” 
 
    “Chances are the Iron Order are going to have agents stationed down there,” Joe said. “So, it’ll be up to us to take them down before we disable the crystallite charges.” 
 
    “And save the day!” Grim said in a melodramatic tone. 
 
    Joe tapped himself on the head. “Touch wood,” he said. 
 
    “I really do wish you’d let me come,” Jasper Zingaro said. 
 
    Joe shook his head. “It’s too risky, Mr. Zingaro,” he said. “Your face is too recognizable to too many people. You’re the leader in your field, one of the most brilliant inventors of your time, and the bond-mate of one of the world’s rarest magical creatures. Besides, it’s one thing for this all to go wrong and for us to be captured, but if they capture you…” 
 
    “Then the Iron Order will have both brilliant Zingaro minds within their clutches,” Aida said. “And that’s something that we just don’t want and can’t afford.” 
 
    Joe could see in the man’s dark eyes that his head and his heart were at war. He didn’t envy him. Joe didn’t have kids, obviously, but he didn’t take much to imagine the kind of inner turmoil the older man might have been going through. 
 
    Joe fancied that parenthood, fatherhood in this case, must be one hell of a delicate dance between protection and autonomy. It was a place where a father had to find an almost impossibly elusive balance. A place where, day by day, a man or woman learned to release the grip on their own apprehension, allowing the fledgling wings of their child to stretch and taste the perilous winds of the world. Such profound trust, Joe could only imagine, came with its own unique form of heartache and liberation—a paradox of love woven from the threads of faith. 
 
    Eventually, though, and with an obvious effort, Aida lay her hand on her dad’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. 
 
    “Dad,” she said, “we’ll be all right, and you know this tactic is the one that makes sense. Besides, having you stay here will mean that if Vasmo turns up you’ll be able to tell precisely when we left.” 
 
    Jasper puffed out his cheeks and rubbed his eyes. “So be it,” he said. 
 
    They went over the maps and plans one more time and then drifted off to their rooms to get changed. They were all to be dressed in smart casual clothing—the sort of clothing that middle-class journalists would wear whilst they were on a job. 
 
    Under his plaid shirt and blazer, as they had already discussed, Joe wore his hex-vest. The magical belt was tied around his waist, looking for all the world like a slightly flashier standard belt. 
 
    Joe, Lilli, Aida, and Lucius all carried a selection of various powders and pills on their person, secreted away in pockets that Lilli had cunningly sewn into their shirts, into their collars, and into the seams of their jackets and coats. They were all nicely concealed but easy enough to get to if things got heated by simply pulling a couple of stitches free here or there. 
 
    Joe was ready to go by one-thirty. That gave him an hour and a half to kill, and the time dragged slowly. He thought that was funny. Part of him was dreading starting on this mission—there was an awful lot hanging on it—and yet normally when you weren’t looking forward to something, the time seemed to fly by. 
 
    This was the converse effect. It was almost as if the universe was making the seconds and minutes drag by so that he was left to wonder and mull over all the myriad things that could go wrong for as long as possible. 
 
    Eventually, though, it was quarter to three. The team had gathered. They were all suited and booted. Tala, the thunderbird, was perched on Joe’s shoulder. Thorn was being carried in the arms of Lucius. Malkin sat casually on Aida’s shoulder with his tail twined around her neck. Grim was hovering nearby. Even the grimoire was unnaturally quiet. 
 
    “Are you confident that the invisibility hex that your old man put on the chariot will work?” Joe asked. 
 
    Aida gave him a long, slow look. 
 
    “Yeah, stupid question,” Joe admitted. 
 
    “Yeah, stupid question,” Aida agreed. “He has a reputation as one of the great inventors and minds of our time for a reason, you know.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Joe said. 
 
    After exchanging farewells with Jasper, they trooped outside. Joe placed the small chariot model in the middle of the rear patio that overlooked the river. Being autumn, the sun was already well into its decline, heading enthusiastically for the invisible western horizon that lay beyond Hounslow Heath and Heathrow Airport. 
 
    “Okay,” Joe said, “there seems to be nothing else to say. Let’s climb aboard, let’s get to the Houses of Parliament, and let’s do this thing.” 
 
    “And if no one could die, I know Vasmo would be really happy about that,” Grim piped up. 
 
    “Yeah, cheers for that, Grim,” Joe said. "Good solid pep talk as per usual.” 
 
    “Any time,” the grimoire said magnanimously. 
 
    “Aida, if you’d be so kind as to spin us a track,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida stepped forward with her phone. “I’ve got just the tune,” she said. 
 
    She pressed the button and placed a Bluetooth speaker on a small table that stood nearby. There was a pause and then ACDC’s Thunderstruck blared out into the quiet of the upper-class afternoon. 
 
    Immediately, the chariot began to swell, grow, and take on shape. After only a few seconds, it had reached its full size. The horses appeared between the yokes, coming together like solidifying fog. Once more, they were rock and roll horses, but this time, instead of having manes that were mohawks, the coloration on their faces was almost like that of the make-up that Kiss wore during the 1980s power ballad days. 
 
    As Angus Young launched into one of his guitar solos, Joe climbed onto the back of the chariot and gestured for the others to join him. Lilli and Lucius squeezed on, and Aida got onto the back, pressed a button that her father had somehow retrofitted into the chariot, and the entire vehicle suddenly went quite transparent. 
 
    It was a pretty unnerving feeling, but seeing as his nerves had already stretched to breaking point, Joe didn’t really worry too much. It still felt solid under his feet. That was the main thing. He took the reins in hand. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “Let's ride.” 
 
    And he stamped down on the forward arrow, pressing his foot hard into the now-invisible floor in the same manner he might tread on the accelerator of a car if he was leaving a bank heist. 
 
    The chariot shot heavenwards. Aida let out a little shriek as she grabbed hold of the handrail. 
 
    “It’s a good thing I’ve got my hair pulled back in a braid!” she yelled over the rushing wind. “Otherwise, this journey would have me looking like I’d been dragged through a hedge backwards!” 
 
    “Yeah, nothing like being killed on a bad hair day, I imagine,” Grim said softly into Joe’s ear. 
 
    Joe didn’t reply. His mind was fixed on the job ahead of them. 
 
    The chariot shot over Fulham, heading towards Chelsea and onwards towards Westminster, where the world-famous Neo-Gothic masterpiece of the Palace of Westminster waited for them. 
 
    The journey was only eight and a half miles as the chariot flew, and they were there before they knew it. They alighted in the Victoria Tower Garden South, a green oasis in the city that housed various memorials and monuments, including the Buxton Memorial Fountain and a statue commemorating Emmeline Pankhurst—a tribute to the suffragette movement. 
 
    Nestled alongside the Houses of Parliament and the picturesque River Thames, the park boasted meticulously tended lawns, shaded by a canopy of trees, and dotted with inviting benches. It was an open green space and covered in red, yellow, and golden autumn leaves, which were kicked up when the chariot landed.  
 
    However, after they had paused and looked around, they saw that their landing had been miraculously unmarked. 
 
    “I guess all eyes are on the Palace of Westminster tonight, huh?” Aida said. 
 
    Joe nodded. “I think you’re right.” 
 
    They waited for the chariot to decrease in size and then Joe slipped it into his pocket as they made their way across the grass heading towards Abingdon Street—a road that was once part of the route for horse-drawn trams in the late 19th century.  
 
    As they walked briskly towards the west side of Westminster Hall, towards St Stephen’s Hall, where those attending the Grand Session had been invited to enter, the quartet of mages did their best to alleviate their wind-swept appearances. 
 
    As they strode, casually but quickly, towards the entrance door, Joe looked up at the Palace of Westminster and marveled at it. He had seen it so often, yet it never ceased to dazzle him. It stood proudly on the banks of the River Thames, a regal symbol of British power and pomp. 
 
    Built in the days of yore by skilled craftsmen, the architectural marvel had taken shape under the watchful eye of William II—also known as William Rufus—a monarch with an eye for splendor and an, apparently, bottomless wallet. The palace, with its intricate Gothic details and towering spires, was an awe-inspiring sight that had left many visitors breathless. 
 
    Joe had been inside on a few occasions, mostly with his old school. He recalled how the halls and chambers had been adorned with tapestries and priceless artworks, the many rooms echoing with the whispers of centuries gone by. 
 
    Being a typical British schoolboy at the time, though, what had interested him more were the myriad nooks, crannies, dark corners, and alcoves there had been in the place. It had been a veritable plethora of places from which to fire spitballs at unwary and innocent members of the public and drive teachers mad by hiding from them, as well as, on one particularly noteworthy occasion, snogging Lucy Harris, who Joe had happened to share a thirteenth birthday with, behind a suit of armor. 
 
    “Just a thirteenth birthday?” Grim asked, butting into Joe’s recollections with all the light-footedness and delicacy of a hurricane visiting a confetti factory.  
 
    “What?” Joe asked. 
 
    “You just shared a thirteenth birthday with this Lucy Harris person?” 
 
    “Well, no, I shared all my other birthdays with her, too,” Joe replied exasperatedly. “It was just that that one in particular chiseled itself into the muniments of my mind. It was my first kiss.” 
 
    “Hmm. Interesting. I wonder if it did much chiseling for Miss Harris,” Grim mused.    
 
    Even as part of the most cynical and hard to please crowd—that is to say a group of English schoolchildren—Joe had always been impressed, even as a youngster, by the palace. By the way it made a statement about the might and majesty of the British Crown. The thing that he liked most about the building was how it showed off the sheer audacity of the visionaries who’d conceived such a masterpiece. When set against the skyscrapers and high-rise apartment blocks of modern London, Joe had to admire the balls of the architects who had come up with the design and the legions of artisans who had toiled to bring it to life. 
 
    “I have to say,” Grim said quietly from the depths of the satchel that was hung around Joe’s shoulders, “even seeing as much as I’ve seen in this life of mine, I’m always fairly impressed by the numbers associated with this gaff.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Joe said out the corner of his mouth as he brushed his hair back with his fingers. 
 
    “Well, it took thirty years to build. That’s a fair whack of time in human terms, isn’t it?” Grim said. “Then there’s the fact that the place has got over a thousand windows and more than two thousand exquisite oil paintings—if that’s how you get your jollies.” 
 
    “Seems excessive,” Joe murmured, not really listening. 
 
    “They reckon it’s got over eleven hundred separate spaces, from what I recall, from opulent staterooms to cozy reading nooks,” Grim said. “Lots of places for overfed and overpaid politicians to doze away their afternoons.” 
 
    “Worth saving then, do you think?” Lucius said ironically. 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose we may as well,” Grim said. “It’s not like we’ve got much else on, is it?” 
 
    At the door, they were stopped by some hulking security trolls. It being a forte of sorts for her, Aida took the lead. Fluttering her eyelashes outrageously and coupling that with her natural charm and charisma, not to mention flashing the press passes, they were soon ushered inside, along with a bunch of other journos. 
 
    “Trolls are always more of a statement than a true preventative security measure,” Lilli noted from behind her hand as she pretended to itch her nose. “Strikes me that the Iron Order is banking on any party who’s not supposed to be in here getting obliterated in due course. Trolls are flashy, but they’re fooled easily.” 
 
    “How about them, though?” Joe asked quietly. 
 
    There were robed security mages inside, ornately carved riot staffs hanging from their belts. Joe made a point of keeping his face down so that they wouldn't recognize him. He recalled suddenly that he was a wanted man. That seemed a lot more of a pressing issue here than it had done back at Metanoia Drive. 
 
    “Don’t worry, kid,” Grim said from the privacy of his own head. “They’ll have more on their plate than you to worry about tonight.” 
 
    There were trays of canopies hovering over the heads of the gathered journalists, but the four friends had neither the time nor the stomach to take advantage of this. Somewhere in the depths of the palace, a gong boomed, letting out a long, deep note of liquid bronze that seemed to shimmer in the air. 
 
    With the grunts and crude gestures that made security personnel such a byword for hospitality, the chattering journalists were ushered through to the press gallery. Sound and camera people of the mundane variety were already in there, checking their equipment. They had obviously been brought in through another entry, otherwise Joe was sure they would have been chattering more about the floating plates of food in the other room than they would have been about the MPs that were bound to file into the chamber below at any moment. 
 
    Another gong sounded. This one closer. It had a slightly higher register of note. Less like bronze, more like silver. The great doors in the chamber below, with its leather-covered bench seating, swung sedately open. Joe craned over the balcony and then turned back to his friends. 
 
    “Here they come,” he whispered. 
 
    “That’s our cue,” Lilli murmured. 
 
    Joe nodded. “It’s time we found the catacombs.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t as easy as all that, of course. There were no signs pointing to the secret catacombs of Westminster Abbey. The group of four had to surreptitiously sneak their way out of the packed room of journalists and cameramen, which was not so very hard as they were all jostling for the best positions. 
 
    As soon as they stepped back through the doors they had been ushered into, they found themselves back in the large hall in which the enchanted trays carrying the canapes and glasses of champagne had been bobbing around in. It was empty now, the trays having floated off somewhere—presumably a kitchen nearby. 
 
    There were some clearly identified toilets across the other side of the hall, which Joe found comforting. Not only because the butterflies zipping around his insides would occasionally press into his bladder, but also because it meant that the guards would expect members of the press to occasionally pop out to make use of the facilities. Judging by how some of the more haggard and cynical-looking hacks had been putting the good stuff away almost by the jug that could be fairly often.  
 
    There were guards milling around at one end. They were chatting to one another with the slovenly relaxed attitudes of security personnel who do not expect to be called upon in the foreseeable future. 
 
    Watching them, Joe was reminded, with a sharp pang, of the way he and Uncle Steve used to doss about during their lunch breaks when they were fitting, replacing, or maintaining air-cons and the like. 
 
    I sure hope I get to see that guy again.   
 
    A few cigarettes were being handed around, and a general call was going out for who was going to go and fetch the coffee from down the road. 
 
    “This way,” Joe said in a low voice. “Don’t sneak. Act like you’ve got the right to go anywhere.” 
 
    Joe, motioning for the others to follow him, quickly led them through an adjacent door. He was not sure which direction they should be going in yet, but he just wanted to get out of the line of sight of the guards. Lucius closed the heavy wooden door softly behind them, and they turned around. 
 
    “Ah,” Aida said. “I should have known that this sort of room would be next to where all these journalists are accumulating. My father always said: ‘Where you find journalists, you’ll find alcohol to pickle them in.’” 
 
    They were in a room paneled with dark wood and lit by a couple of impressive chandeliers. A long bar, topped with a pristine white linen cloth, ran along one side of the room. The walls were covered with dark oil paintings depicting men and women with various noble and severe expressions on their faces that made them all look as if they had rather sharp sticks wedged up their backsides. 
 
    “You never see anyone giving a thumbs-up, waving, or doing anything that a normal person might actually do in any of these kinds of paintings, do you?” Joe said quietly. 
 
    “Why is that?” Lucius asked, after he had paused to press his ear to the door for a few seconds. 
 
    “I guess because it wouldn’t cultivate the correct upper-class vibe of wealthy condescension, I imagine,” Joe said. 
 
    “No, I mean, why is this the sort of room you’d expect to find next to where the press is located,” Lucius asked Aida. 
 
    “You know, I’m not really sure,” Aida said. “And I’m not really sure that my father knew. I think it has something to do with all the awful stuff and all the lies that they have to hear on the day to day. That’s what I imagine anyway.” 
 
    Joe was only half listening as he fumbled at the clasps of the leather satchel that he had slung over his shoulder. The satchel that Grim was hiding in. 
 
    “Back before I left the mines,” Lilli Spicer said thoughtfully, “I used to know a dwarf who worked for Subterranean Weekly—the dwarvish equivalent of the Daily Mail. On the whole, despite what pop culture has given rise to as far as their reputation for quaffing ale goes, us dwarves don’t drink very much. What with our statures, it doesn’t take much for us to get into some serious states, let me tell you, duckies.” 
 
    “Can’t be very safe either, considering the type of work most dwarves do,” Aida pointed out. 
 
    “It is a bit of a hazard, you understand, working down in the mines,” Lilli agreed. “Trying to prop a shaft after you’ve spotted a promising mineral seam is a dangerous business for all concerned if you’re even just a little squiffy. But this dwarf scribe, he used to love a drop. I remember, he used to like good old English rum. Used to drink the stuff by the half pint.” 
 
    “You can’t drink rum by the half pint!” Joe said, pausing in his battle with one of the satchel buckles that was giving him trouble. 
 
    “That’s what we used to tell him when he got started,” Lilli said casually. “But would he listen?” 
 
    “He must have gotten into some pretty volatile states of being,” Aida said. 
 
    “Oh, yes, dear, he used to turn all right. A glass of rum for that dwarven hack was like a blast of full moon for those of the lycanthropic tendency. Transformed him from a mild-mannered, red-nosed rotund fellow into a complete maniac.” 
 
    Joe grunted as he managed to free the troublesome buckle. 
 
    “You know the sort of thing, love,” Lilli continued. “Running around the miner’s bar at the end of the evening trying to sink his teeth into other dwarfs, cackling, and saying ‘Now, you’re an alcoholic, laddie!’ if he managed to get his chompers into them.” 
 
    Aida was looking at Lilli with her eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Then he’d scurry off into the night,” Lilli said, with a little shake of her head and a reminiscent smile. “He’d wake up the next morning just covered in Unlucky Fried Chicken wrappers. Sometimes with a half-eaten deer in his bed.” 
 
    “That can’t be true,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Oh, you’d be surprised at how strong dwarves can be when our blood is up, young man,” Lilli said, her tone even and unreadable. 
 
    “I was talking more about rum being an English invention,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Nah, the English didn’t invent rum,” Grim said, floating up out of the satchel that he was now free of. “I mean, the origins of rum can be traced right back to the Caribbean, yeah, specifically the sugarcane plantations of the West Indies. But it wasn’t the Brits who made it.” 
 
    “You were there, were you?” Joe asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    Grim pivoted in the air and ruffled his pages in an approximation of a modest shrug. “Just before I caught a boat over to France and was sold to that mad bird who ate all the butter I was telling you about,” he said. 
 
    Aida shot Joe a quizzical look, but he waved it away. “A long, greasy story,” he said. 
 
    “I mean, they might have owned or been, you know, lording it up over Barbados and Jamaica, where it was typically assumed rum was first knocked up in the seventeenth century, at the time,” Grim said. “There was a lot of dosh to be made at the time in sugar, you know? And one of the byproducts of sugar production is molasses. Some clever buggers realized that you could distill and ferment the molasses and knock up a bit of alcohol from it. No doubt some enterprising British buggers seized the liquid innovation. They would have seen the potential in such a thing, wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “Guys?” Aida said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Joe asked, unable to help himself. 
 
    “Well,” Grim said, “booze is a good way to keep a human down without them thinking you’re keeping them down, ain’t it? It’ll keep them down and keep them compliant even while they’re thinking you’re doing them a favor. In my experience, you can tell a lot about a culture’s head honchos just by looking at the kinds of drugs they’re happy to make legal and tax.” 
 
    “Guys?” Aida repeated. “Guys, don’t we have something we need to be doing?” 
 
    “That’s why rum quickly gained popularity amongst the sailors and became associated with the British Royal Navy, innit?” Grim blathered on. 
 
    “It is?” Lucius said. 
 
    “Guys, there’s someone coming, for goodness sake!” Aida hissed. 
 
    The others halted in their talk. Too late, Joe realized that the nerves associated with the severity of the thing they were setting out to do had got the better of them, sneaking up and overwhelming them and manifesting themselves as a contagious bout of group verbal diarrhea. 
 
    At once, they could hear—feel—slow, heavy footsteps moving in their direction. 
 
    “Troll,” Grim said. 
 
    “What do we do?” Lucius asked, his eyes wide. “This is going to be too embarrassing to bear if we get thrown out on our ears before we even get started!” 
 
    “Relax!” Joe whispered sharply. “Let me think!” 
 
    It was rather amazing how panic and the looming specter of disaster could be quite the intellectual whetstone. With impending doom hanging over them, Joe’s mind’s gears clashed and whirred and ground together, racing to concoct a scheme that would make Machiavelli look like Homer Simpson. 
 
    “Grim, slip into my jacket!” Joe hissed as the footsteps lumbered closer. 
 
    “What are you on about, mate?” Grim said. 
 
    “Just slip into my jacket and carry on with your interesting but, admittedly, ill-timed and lengthy explanation on rum,” Joe said hurriedly. “I’ll keep my back to the door and pretend to be the one speaking. The rest of you gather round as if what I’m saying is actually interesting.” 
 
    “Hey, I wouldn’t say it was dull,” the grimoire griped. “It was a very exciting, bloodthirsty, and morally-unencumbered time to be—” 
 
    “Just give your lecture,” Joe said quickly. “I’ll act like I’m giving the lecture, and then Aida—” 
 
    “Will do what I do,” Aida said smoothly. 
 
    “Right,” Joe said. “And everyone try and keep your bond-mates out of sight!” 
 
    The footsteps came to a halt, the doorknob rattled, and the door swung inwards. 
 
    “They rationed the stuff out for goodness sake!” Grim said, taking up where he had left off. “The rum, I mean, of course, and it gained a reputation as a traditional naval spirit—whatever the hell that means.” 
 
    As Grim spoke from his hidden position in Joe’s jacket, Joe, with his back to the door, waved his arms around as if expostulating some theory or other. 
 
    “What it effectively did, to my mind, is give the higher-ups a way to control their men,” Grim went on. “If they were getting uppity like, they just carted out the barrel of grog and got them nice and sloshed.” 
 
    “Oi,” said a pebbly voice.  
 
    “They’d get hammered, tricked into thinking their captains or what-have-you were throwing them a little party,” Grim went on, a little louder. “Then, the next couple of days they’d be so hungover, they’d do whatever the captains wanted.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” the pebbly voice said, “but what in the ruddy ’ell do you think—” 
 
    “You’re excused my good troll,” Aida said, narrowing her sparkling blue eyes at the troll who was, Joe guessed from her gaze, standing somewhere over his left shoulder. “But only this once. Interrupt Professor Redbush again and I’ll be having words with whoever is in charge of security.” 
 
    Joe wasn’t sure whether this security troll would recognize his face, but he wasn’t about to run the risk and blow the operation. Instead, he put his hands on his hips in the manner of someone who was being hard put upon and was close to losing their rag altogether. 
 
    “The nerve of the bugger,” Grim muttered, and Joe shook his head to himself. 
 
    Joe heard a sound like a couple of cinderblocks being rubbed together and surmised that this was the noise made when a troll shuffled its feet. 
 
    “Right, well, yeah,” the troll said, and Joe could almost hear the engines of its mind struggling to get up to operating speed as they sought to deal with this problem, “but it’s just, no one’s supposed to be in ’ere until all them ’umans making all them flowery speeches in the big wooden room ’ave finished, see, and—” 
 
    “Yes, we know,” Aida said, devastatingly scathing. “The professor here was just filling us in on something we need to tell our man out there about the multifaceted trajectory of rum trade within the annals of the British Empire, and how one cannot help but mull over the intricate socio-economic dynamics that burgeoned during that epoch.” 
 
    A rumbling sound made Joe think that the troll was going to try and point out that this could probably be done in a place that wasn’t there, but Aida was having none of it. 
 
    “He was just about to tell us, I believe, how it will behoove our representative out there to scrutinize the nexus between transcontinental maritime commerce and the pivotal role of distilled spirits therein, contextualizing it within the broader tapestry of colonialism and the geopolitics of the high seas,” Aida said, still looking daggers at the troll. “Isn’t that right, Professor.” 
 
    “Wha— Oh yeah, bang on,” Grim said quickly.  
 
    Joe held up his hands and shook his head again. 
 
    “Okay… Well… Maybe, if you like, you can ’urry up?” the troll said, without much hope. 
 
    “We’d be done now if you hadn’t interrupted,” came Aida’s whiplike response. “But now I fear that Professor Redbush will have to start again. Leave us, please!” 
 
    With a very shingly grumble, the troll thudded out and closed the door behind them. They listened to him go. 
 
    Lucius let out a long breath and looked admiringly at Aida. “That was incredible!” he said. “Where did all the transcontinental maritime commerce and the pivotal role of distilled spirits etcetera come from?” 
 
    Aida shook her head and let out a small laugh of relief. “You know,” she said, “I think I just blacked out for a moment.” 
 
    “More importantly, where did Professor Redbush come from?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I just… I was thinking about that slimy bastard that we’re here to find,” Aida said. 
 
    “Gross,” Joe quipped. 
 
    “You know, all joking aside, the triangulation of mercantilism, naval supremacy, and—“ Grim started to say. 
 
    “All right, all right, all right. Enough with the history lesson,” Joe said, pulling Grim out of the front of his jacket. “How about we get this show on the road? I feel like there are bound to be more guards on these outer perimeters than there are deeper in. We should try and insinuate ourselves into the catacombs as soon as possible. Get out of the public spaces.” 
 
    “Ooh, insinuate,” Grim repeated in an admiring voice. “Very fancy.” 
 
    Joe shot him a look, unsure if he was taking the mick. 
 
    “All right, all right,” Grim said. “No need to give me the stink eye.” 
 
    He rifled through his own pages and came to a halt. “Okie dokie,” he said. He hummed as if he was thinking to himself. “All right, all right. Okay, follow me.” 
 
    They moved through the Palace of Westminster in a sort of awkward, silent procession. The grimoire, as their GPS brought to life, led the way, and Joe followed on behind. Directly behind him strode Aida. Lilli stumped along next, and, last but not least, was Lucius. The patter of Thorn's little feet on the ground, along with the steady thump of the others’ boots, were the only sounds. 
 
    Both Lucius and Aida had managed to smuggle their magical creatures in with them. Both the little demon monkey and the jackalope had been easy enough to conceal under their heavy winter coats. Now the two supernatural beasts were free and acting as another couple of pairs of eyes. 
 
    There had been no obvious way that Joe could see that he would be able to smuggle in his thunderbird, Tala, with them on this mission. However, the thunderbird had taken to the air as soon as they had landed the chariot in the park and was now perched somewhere above them, hidden out of sight. Just another bird on the roofs of the Palace of Westminster, blending in with the more well-to-do and politically-minded members of London’s two million or so feral pigeon population. 
 
    Although they were divided by who knew how many levels and floors, as well as by a lead-covered roof, Joe could still feel the thunderbird up there somewhere, connected to him by that strange, unique, inexplicable bond that bound creature and magician. 
 
    It was surprisingly difficult not to look like you were sneaking around a place when you were, in fact, sneaking around a place. Joe reckoned that went double for a place that was so obviously off limits to most people as the Palace of Westminster was that day. He had to consciously unbend himself from a thieving stoop and walk upright as they went along. The others did the same. 
 
    “It’ll buy us a couple of seconds if we accidentally stumble across any guards,” Joe explained when he told Lucius to stop moving around like the Grinch at Christmas. “As I mentioned beforehand, if you look like you are meant to be somewhere, chances are you’re going to be allowed a couple of extra seconds to either explain yourself or get closer to a guard.” 
 
    Lucius nodded. “And that,” the other young man said, “might prove to be vital.” 
 
    As the group of adventurers walked along, a sense of awe and trepidation enveloped them. The very air felt heavy with the weight of history as if the very walls were impregnated with tales of power and murder, double dealings and intrigue, that stretched back to the days of the palace’s building. 
 
    Grim guided them with an unerring confidence thanks to the map that had been supplied to them by the absent Vasmo and that he had digested. He led them down dimly lit corridors that stretched out before them, lined with centuries-old cut stone, wooden frescoes. and adorned with ornate carvings of beasts and birds. 
 
    They were soon in part of Westminster Palace that the public never really saw. Their footsteps echoed softly, reverberating through the labyrinthine passages. Joe had never thought that the seat of English political power would so obviously be divided into two parts: one mundane, the other extra mundane. 
 
    Of course, I didn’t, he told himself. I only found out that magic existed a few months ago. Why would I have ever thought that this hub of English political power would also be the hub for magical power? 
 
    “Amazing how it’s so obviously delineated, isn’t it?” Lucius said, seeming to tap into Joe’s very thoughts. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Joe asked as they moved cautiously along. 
 
    “Well, I just mean that it’s obvious when you cross over from the mundane to the extra mundane, isn’t it?” Lucius said. 
 
    Joe gave him a quizzical look. 
 
    “Just the lighting, for instance,” Lucius pointed out. 
 
    Joe looked around them and saw that Lucius was right. Whereas before, the corridors and rooms they passed through had been lit by the soft ambient glow of electric lights turned down low, now the walls were covered in flickering torchlight that cast eerie shadows in the more dimly lit or windowless rooms. 
 
    “That’s got to be a fire hazard,” Joe commented as they passed a sconce in which a wavering torch was held. 
 
    “As Vasmo always says, mate,” Grim said, “being a mage is a fire hazard.” 
 
    The iron brackets that held the torches, as well as the torches themselves, which looked as if they could burn indefinitely, lent the scene an almost phony quality to Joe’s eyes. He felt like he was walking through the really elaborate set of a fantasy movie. The uneven wavering light of the undulating flames made shadows dance along the grand walls and sent them pooling into the corners of the rooms and halls they occasionally padded through, giving an illusion of movement to the static portraits and tapestries that adorned them. 
 
    Much of the hallways that Grim led them down were covered in richly woven carpets, and this was good, for it muffled the group’s footsteps. 
 
    It was not that he had had a plethora of experience in such matters, but the layout as far as security went was more or less as Joe had thought it might be. The bulk of the guards and security personnel had been stationed on the very exterior of the Grand Sessions meeting rooms, all around the main chambers of the Houses of Parliament. This was for practical purposes, of course—if any sort of attack or move was made on the Grand Session while they were convening, it would doubtless be on the personnel themselves. However, it was also a simple way to show anyone who was on the fence about making a move or doing something naughty that trying to cause a raucous would be a stupid and, most likely, short-lived plan. 
 
    This is a strong place, the layout of the security had said. This is an impregnable place. We have guards out here, and we have more guards beyond them. Cause trouble at your peril. 
 
    However, this was not the case. As soon as Grim had led them away from where the Grand Session was having their ego-stroking get-together, where all the politicians were standing around yelling at one another and making whatever case they had come to make, the magical security became laxer. 
 
    In fact, it was almost non-existent to the point that if Joe had not been suspicious before, he would have been suspicious now. 
 
    “That will be the doing of the Iron Order,” Lilli said when Joe mentioned this to the others. “Just as Vasmo thought, and just as Aida’s father seconded.” 
 
    Aida nodded. 
 
    “Yep, it looks like they’re trying to keep as clear a path as possible for whatever they’re doing,” Joe noted. “If they manage to get their hooks into the hidden grimoire, they’re going to want to extract it as quickly as possible.” 
 
    The company managed to dodge a couple of sloppy patrols without engaging. After about ten minutes of steady going, though, they came to an intersection where four hallways converged. Standing in the middle of this crossroads, a couple of them leaning casually against the walls, were four guards accompanied by their magical creatures. As he was leading the way, it was Grim who spotted them first. He ducked silently back into cover after bobbing out an inch or so, colliding with Joe’s forehead. 
 
    “What is it?” Joe asked him in a hissing whisper. 
 
    “Guards,” Grim said. “Unavoidable ones. Not your usual hired security either. They look like Paranormal Agents to me. They’ve got stink lines coming off their auras.” 
 
    Joe raised an eyebrow at the floating book. 
 
    “I’m being facetious,” Grim said. 
 
    Joe moved silently up to the corner of the wall and peeked around it. The three men and one woman did indeed look like Paranormal Agents as Joe knew them. They wore the spotless, perfectly tailored kimonos and trouser combo that Paranormal Agents Snow and Spade had worn. They were also all rocking the scarily, brilliantly polished knee-high boots that always reminded Joe of something the Third Reich might have worn had their uniforms been designed by Elton John’s wardrobe stylist. He had come to quietly loathe those stupid boots. 
 
    “Yep, those are Paranormal Agents,” he said to the others in a voice that was barely more than a whisper. “You can tell by the questionable footwear alone. And it doesn’t look like they're going anywhere.” 
 
    “What creatures are they packing?” Aida asked. 
 
    Joe made a face. “I didn’t really get a good enough look at them,” he said. “I think one might have been a harpy, though. Looked like a large eagle standing on the ground, but its face was reminiscent more of a human than it was a bird.” 
 
    “Sounds like a harpy to me,” Lilli said. “One of the little so-and-sos is probably an inflamency practitioner.” 
 
    “There was another one that just looked like a large black dog,” Joe said. 
 
    “Could be a barghest,” Grim noted. “If it is, they’re known as being loyal and fierce guardians. Probably it’ll stick with its bond-mate. We should try and take it out first. I hear they can be vicious.” 
 
    “What are they doing?” Lilli asked. 
 
    “Nothing much,” Joe said. “Just standing around.” He turned to Grim. “Which way do we need to go once we get to the intersection?” he asked him. 
 
    Grim paused, tilting down slightly, giving the impression of a book in deep cogitation. “We take the next right, and then it’s dead straight until we come to our first set of stairs,” he said. “They should lead us down a few levels and then—” 
 
    Joe held up a hand. “First thing’s first,” he said. “Let’s take care of this lot. The corridor is fairly tight, so we don’t all want to be rushing towards them at once. We’ll get in each other’s way. Lucius, you hang at the back. You’ve got the somnolentia dust like all of us do. If you see one of them distracted, hit him in the face with a handful.” 
 
    Lucius nodded. The relationship that Joe and he shared had come a long way since they had met at Fallen Knights Walk. If Joe had given him a suggestion that was more an order back then, the young black-haired man would have kicked off and thrown a wobbler. Now, he knew that what Joe suggested made sense, and they were in this together, and to survive it, to get through it smoothly, they were going to have to work as a team and not let pride get in the way in any form. 
 
    “Got it,” he said. 
 
    He looked down at Thorn, who was standing by his foot. “Thorn, my little friend,” Lucius said, “you get in there and make them pay before they even know what’s going on if you can. I know how that furry little chest of yours contains an angry little heart.” 
 
    Thorn thumped one foot on the ground softly and twitched her nose in the affirmative. 
 
    Joe raised his hands, three fingers extended. Slowly, he lowered them. 
 
    Three…  
 
    Two…  
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    To be fair to them, the Paranormal Agent guards reacted a lot more quickly than Joe might have anticipated they would when he, Lilli, Lucius, and Aida all emerged from around the corner and started charging towards them. 
 
    Joe was in the lead, not out of any cliched sense of heroic duty but because he knew he could act as a human shield against any spells that were fired towards the group from their foes. This contingency of his happened to be a good one, as a water spell, a bit of undamency, was fired straight at him from the lead guard who was quick to push himself away from the wall he had been leaning on. 
 
    The man’s eyes glowed an aquamarine color behind the severe spectacles he wore, and a globe of water formed in front of him. This divided into four smaller globes that shot towards Joe’s chest. He absorbed them all, but each one knocked him backwards until the fourth smacked him into the wall. While he was able to absorb the magic, with difficulty if he was honest, the physical blows he could not quite deflect. The hex-vest soaked up a lot of the damage, but he still found himself propelled backwards, half sliding down the wooden wall. 
 
    At the same time, the large black dog that he had made a note of bounded towards Lilli. The little maid dwarf didn’t let the ferocious occult animal check her stride in the least. The pearl necklace, which was her magical bond mate, Joc the bogeyman, made flesh, glowed briefly. 
 
    An almost cartoonish giant hammer manifested itself in the air, swung sideways, and crashed the black hound into the wall. It fell with a yelp. 
 
    Aida followed up with an unrefined burst of raging wind magic, which forced the remaining enemies backwards a few steps. It ripped the paintings off the walls and sent them spinning at their foes. They managed to dodge most of them, but one of the men, a bulky man with a gleaming bald patch, took a picture to the head in the prescribed manner. That is to say, his noggin went clean through the canvas, and he found his arms pinned to his side by the gaudy gold frame. 
 
    “Holy crap, that actually happens in real life!” Joe said, pushing himself back to standing. Despite the severity of the situation they were in, he couldn’t help but be delighted at that.  
 
    Making the most of this group disarray, Joe regurgitated the water magic that he had taken on from the surprised Paranormal Agent and fired it back. He let it loose in a hail of fist-sized watery ball bearings that plowed with the force of riot gun rounds into the quartet of enemy mages. They grunted and groaned as the missiles struck home, splashing water into their faces and up the walls. One of them caught the man trapped by the picture frame in the head and left him with an instant egg-shaped welt. 
 
    Joe then called upon the bond he shared with the thunderbird. Little tendrils of crackling lightning lanced out from his arched fingertips. As everyone knew, electricity and water didn’t mix. Although, now that he came to think about it, perhaps they did mix well enough, so long as you weren’t on the receiving end of them. 
 
    Three of the Paranormal Agents had been liberally soaked by the watery ball bearings Joe had fired at them. Thus, it was that they became quite good conductors for the fulmimancy, the lightning and storm magic, that grounded itself in their general area a moment later. 
 
    By sheer chance it was the three men that were caught up in their electrical spell. They jerked and twitched as they momentarily lost control of their muscles. The poor idiot still trying to free himself from the ruined painting, who apparently had taken the brunt of Joe’s spell, actually soiled himself and collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    What with the reversal of her fellow Paranormal Agent’s undamency spell, the attack of lightning, and, last but not least, the sight of one of her own soiling themselves, it was perhaps no surprise that the female Paranormal Agent was distracted somewhat. 
 
    She turned her head and unintentionally presented a wonderful side-on target. Thorn darted forward and launched herself in a double-footed kick. The jackalope’s big feet connected with the woman’s temple and sent her flying backwards. She hit the floor hard, skidded some distance, and lay still. 
 
    It was all over in a few more seconds. Aida used her zephyrency to drag one of the men down the hall towards her as if his ankle had been snagged with an invisible lasso. 
 
    Lilli conjured up a simple platform under one of the remaining prone Paranormal Agent guards and smashed him unceremoniously up into the ceiling once, twice, three times. The betokency spell dissipated, and the man fell limply to the carpet in a shower of plaster dust. 
 
    The man who had crapped his trousers was sent to slumberland by a handful of the sleeping powder that had taken care of one of his fellow guards at the ghoul club, thrown into his face by Lucius at point blank range. 
 
    Aida took care of the final man by conjuring a clever little spell that deprived his mouth and nose of oxygen until he passed out. She then reached into her pocket and pulled out a pinch of somnolentia dust herself, which she sprinkled over the man’s face to put him into an even deeper, unconscious state. 
 
    The bond mates of each of the Paranormal Agents had disappeared the moment the conscious link between them and their masters had been severed with the shutdown of each of their brains. 
 
    Making sure that the coast was clear in all directions, the companions then pulled the four unconscious bodies into a spare room nearby. It was a dark office, which looked like it had not been dusted or used for a long time. They closed the door behind them, and Joe used some more fulmimancy to send a superheated electric charge into the metal door handle. It melted, warping the locking mechanism and sealing the men and women inside. 
 
    “Blimey, that was a smooth bit of—" Grim began to say, but Joe cut him off. 
 
    “There’s no time for that,” he said. “We can pat each other on the back over tea and biscuits when all this is over.” 
 
    “More likely over coffee and madeleines,” Lucius said breathlessly, brushing plaster dust off his shoulder. 
 
    “Which way now, Grim?” Joe said. 
 
    Grim consulted his memory—or whatever passed through a memory with a book. 
 
    “This way,” he said. 
 
    They carried on and found the staircase that Grim had previously mentioned. As they descended, they were greeted by ornate doors that led off into various corridors beyond, but Grim made them continue going downwards. 
 
    “No, not this one. Not this one,” he said over and over again as they wound their way ever downwards. 
 
    As they delved deeper into the basements of this seldom-seen part of Westminster Palace, the adventurers encountered a world that seemed to have been frozen in time. Relics and forgotten artifacts from over a hundred years before had seemingly been left around the place. They weren’t large objects. Just little things that drew attention to the fact that this building had been standing for almost two centuries. 
 
    An inkwell with ancient ink crusted in the little pot and a yellow, brittle quill lying carelessly next to it sat on a side table they passed as if someone had set it down and would be back to finish writing their shopping list at any moment. Dilapidated antique furniture, some of it covered in dust sheets, stood forgotten and lonely. An obviously well out-of-date hat and cloak hung from the back of a door. 
 
    “It’s like walking through a living museum,” Joe muttered. 
 
    “Like they locked this part of the place up at the end of the eighteenth century and went out for a really extended lunch,” Aida added.  
 
    The air also grew colder as they moved farther and deeper into the bowels of the palace. With each step, they delved deeper into the heart of Westminster. Joe could almost feel the time tangibly trickling through their fingers. He hoped they didn’t have much farther to go until they reached their goal—whatever that might be. 
 
    His thoughts about what they might encounter farther along this mysterious road were broken into when Aida gave a little gasp of discomfort. 
 
    “What’s up?” Joe asked, turning around and tensing up on instinct. 
 
    “Nothing, nothing,” Aida said. “It’s just my tattoos. They’re itching something chronic.” 
 
    “That’s good, isn’t it?” Joe said. “It means we’re heading in the right direction.” 
 
    Aida gave him one of her slanted, wry grins. One of those ones that seemed to do funny things to Joe’s insides. “Yeah,” she said, “we’re heading in the right direction.” 
 
    But the right direction for what? 
 
    They practically walked into the next pair of guards. 
 
    Luckily, Joe thought fast, and while Grim was delivering a meaty uppercut with the edge of his binding to one of the woman’s jaws, Joe had pressed two fingers into the other female agent’s neck and delivered a jolt of fulmimancy channeled straight from Tala. 
 
    The woman let out a little sigh, more as if she was knackered and was going for a nice sleep than she’d just been electrocuted into unconsciousness. 
 
    The brownie that had been sitting on her shoulder disappeared in a burst of greasy gray smoke. 
 
    Grim’s blow to the chin of the other woman had knocked her on her butt, and she looked up dazedly as the grimoire performed a lazy—and, Joe thought, rather unnecessarily theatrical—loop the loop and came down hard on the top of her head. Her eyes crossed, and she fell back, completely out of it. Lucius hurried forward to hit her with another dose of the sleeping powder. 
 
    “Okay, we go down one more set of stairs and then take the exit on the right. No, wait, the left,” Grim said. “Sorry, I was looking at it upside down.” 
 
    “How can you be looking at the map upside down when it’s inside of you?” Joe said as they padded softly down the stairs. 
 
    “I could probably explain it to you,” Grim said, “but I can’t understand it for you, mate.” 
 
    By the time they reached the bottom of the long switchback staircase that Grim had indicated they should take, Joe was getting extremely definite dungeon-y vibes. The walls had taken on a somewhat dank quality. The torches were guttering in a draft that Joe could feel tugging at his hair. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder at the others. None of them looked overly disconcerted by this, but Aida touched one of the walls and frowned slightly, rubbing her finger and thumb together. 
 
    “What’s up?” Joe said. 
 
    “Well,” she said, “I just wouldn’t expect a place like the Palace of Westminster to have been allowed to fall into anything even approaching a state of disrepair. And we’re not exactly right under the river like we were at Bobby’s. It’s very wet down here. Why?” 
 
    “Aida has a point,” Lucius said. “Something about this doesn't strike me as right.” 
 
    Joe looked over at Lilli. She shrugged. “Keeping things clean and tidy is my bread and butter, love,” she said. “Goes without saying that I don’t like any of this. It’s a bit untidy.” 
 
    Joe snorted. 
 
    “Through here,” Grim said. The floating grimoire inclined his bookish body in the direction of the heavy-set iron-bound door that they found themselves face to face with. 
 
    Joe pushed down on the handle and heaved his shoulder against the two-inch-thick wood. The door felt like it was stuck in the jamb, and he had to push using his thighs before he felt the wood give a little bit, and then the door creaked open. 
 
    “What the…?” Joe said, stepping cautiously backwards on impulse. 
 
    A sluggish wash of water came out through the opening. It didn’t rush out, not like it had in Bobby’s underground lair when Joe had accidentally breached the Thames. But still, it was unexpected enough to bring the company up short. 
 
    “Do we go on?” Joe asked the group. 
 
    Aida rolled her shoulders and moved her head uncomfortably this way and that. She looked like someone who had an awful itch right in the middle of their shoulder blades that they couldn’t reach. 
 
    “We go on,” she said through gritted teeth, and Joe knew that the tattoo that covered her entire back was egging her onwards, guiding her. 
 
    Joe wasn’t dumb enough to try and argue with a young woman who wasn’t just looking to save this part of London from a glassy, sandy annihilation but also to find and save her mother. 
 
    Aida sensed his hesitation. She gave him a humorless smile. “I’d like to remind you, Joe Ramsey, that there are known to be only two ways known to man to argue with a woman, and neither one of them works.”  
 
    “We go on then,” Joe said simply. 
 
    He pushed the door open as much as he could and edged through it. There were a good couple of inches of water in the hallway beyond. Underfoot, it was still carpeted, but the carpet was completely soaked, and Joe could feel it squelching and giving uncomfortably under his boots. 
 
    “What the heck is going on down here?” Joe said aloud. His voice rang a little in the empty stone corridor that stretched away. There were less torches down here, too, as if a set director had artfully extinguished them every now and again. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Joe said under his breath. 
 
    Grim turned in the air. “Of course you don’t like this,” the talking book said. “What’s there to like about it, mate?” 
 
    “I just mean I’m getting that uncomfortable feeling, you know?” Joe said. 
 
    “Might be that porridge you had for breakfast,” Grim said. “Why you humans insist on filling your insides with a culinary item that is commensurate with wallpaper glue, I will never understand. And you’ve been doing it for bloody ages, too.” 
 
    “No, I’m talking about the hairs on the back of my neck sticking up sort of uncomfortable feeling.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Yeah, I got a little shiver down my spine myself, now that you mention it,” Grim admitted. “Still, what are our options? To go back?” 
 
    “No,” Joe said. “To go back is just to admit defeat.” 
 
    He locked gazers with Aida. She looked completely resolute, and Joe knew that even if he had suggested they tuck tail and run, she would go on without them. 
 
    They carried on, moving deeper into the depths of Westminster Palace. It was a bizarre feeling sloshing through the ankle-deep water. It was almost as if they were in a marsh. But when they looked up, the beautiful gothic ceiling still vaulted overhead, and along the walls, pictures and tapestries still hung. As they moved ever onward, following the twin guiding lights that were Grim’s interior ink and Aida’s exterior ink, the goth-Viking woman became more and more uncomfortable. She was fidgeting, and Malkin actually dropped from her shoulder so he could rub at her back as if to alleviate the burning itch of the supernatural tattoo. 
 
    “We’re getting close,” she mumbled over and over again. “We’re getting very close. Be ready. Stay ready.” 
 
    Joe didn’t need her warnings, nor did any of the others, he reckoned. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, love,” Lilli said to Aida, patting her reassuringly on the small of the back, which was about as high as a dwarf could comfortably reach on a human. “I’m on tenterhooks as it is. The moment we see anything…” Her voice trailed away as she drew her stubby finger across her throat. 
 
    “I’ve never understood that,” whispered Lucius. 
 
    “Understood what?” Joe asked, his eyes straining as they stared into the gloom ahead of him. 
 
    “Tenterhooks,” Lucius said. “What does that even mean? What’s a ‘tenterhook’ when it’s at home?” 
 
    “Am I the only one around here who knows anything worth knowing?” Grim groused good-naturedly. 
 
    “That is extremely debatable,” Aida said, wincing as her tattoo gave her a twinge. 
 
    “Tenterhooks were small hooks or nails that were used to stretch and secure cloth or leather on a tenter—a wooden frame,” the grimoire said. “Everyone knows that, don’t they?” 
 
    “No,” Joe said. 
 
    “The process of stretching the fabric on the tenter is called 'tenting’, right?” Grim explained patiently. “Tenterhooks are placed along the edges of the fabric, and the fabric is pulled taut and attached to the hooks, ensuring that it remains stretched and flat during the drying or finishing process, you see?” 
 
    The unique silence that often fell after Grim had delivered one of his unforeseen lessons in history and/or the English language fell over the company. 
 
    “That is actually a really powerful bit of imagery, now that you mention it,” Lucius said grudgingly. 
 
    “Very taut sounding,” Joe agreed. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s just a shame that no one these days knows what a bloody tenterhook is,” Grim said. “Still, there’s something that might win you a point in a pub quiz. You’re welcome.” 
 
    They had just sloshed around a corner when Joe raised a hand to pull them up short. 
 
    “What is it?” Lucius said. He was nervously stroking Thorn’s head. He had picked up the jackalope so that it wouldn’t get soaked from wading through the water that would have been chest-high on it. 
 
    “I thought I heard something,” Joe said. 
 
    “Did you see anything, ducky?” Lilli asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    “No,” Joe said slowly “Or maybe…  Maybe just a ripple.” 
 
    “Can’t be anything too gigantic hiding in two inches of water,” Grim commented. 
 
    They stood in silence. The light from the sporadically placed torches ran like liquid gold through the water that covered the floor. Ahead of them the corridor stretched. The end of it was lost in the murk. 
 
    “Okay,” Joe said slowly. “It must have just been my I imagin—” 
 
    And that was when then something grabbed Joe by the ankle and flung him headlong down the hall. He whacked his head into the corner of the grimoire, who was floating just ahead of him and then splashed face-down into the shallow water. 
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    Joe came up gasping like a landed fish, his head full of stars. 
 
    “Joe, are you alright, ducky?” Lilli asked. Her voice seemed to enter his ears and make it to his brain at dial-up speeds. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Joe felt a hand—Lilli’s hand—grab him by the scruff of the neck and pull him into a sitting position. Joe spat water and looked wildly around him. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” he said. 
 
    “What was—” Lilli asked. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Joe said. “What the hell grabbed my leg?” 
 
    “Grabbed your leg?” the little maid asked, looking bewildered. 
 
    Joe couldn’t understand why this was taking so long to penetrate Lilli’s brain. 
 
    “I thought some spell had taken hold of you,” she said. “Some proximity protection charm that Grim must have floated over.” 
 
    “No, I definitely felt something grab my ankle,” Joe said, looking back down the corridor. 
 
    Aida and Lucius were standing stock still, where Joe had been standing only a moment before, some ten meters farther back down the hallway. 
 
    “Joe, maybe you just need a second to un-addle your brain, love,” Lilli suggested. “Some security spells can do that to a noggin, I think—” 
 
    “There’s something else in here with us, Lil,” Joe said hurriedly, trying to clear his vision from the purple dancing moats. He wiped water from his eyes. “I’m telling you, there’s something in here.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that could be, deary,” Lilli said. “I didn’t see a blessed thing. One minute you were hunky-dory, the next you were sailing through the air like you had decided to do your best impression of a flea. Here, have one of these.” 
 
    She fished around in the front pocket of her maid’s apron. Her hand came back out. In between her forefinger and thumb, she was holding a capsule of deep red powder. An analeptic powder cap. 
 
    Joe took it from her and put it into his mouth, swallowing it dry. Immediately, the headache that had been splitting his skull into from the impact of his fall eased. 
 
    “You’re sure you didn’t see anything weird?” Joe asked. 
 
    Lilli shook her head. “I didn’t see a thing…” Her voice trailed away. 
 
    “Ah, crap!” Grim said. 
 
    The stretch of shallow water that lay between Lilli, Grim, and Joe and the still stationary Aida and Lucius had started to bubble and roil. Within a second, it had risen impossibly, defying gravity, and had formed a whirling vortex in the middle of the hallway, filling the entire space from wall to wall, from floor to ceiling. 
 
    “I thought things were seeming a little bit too easy,” Joe said in a resigned voice. 
 
    He hauled himself to his feet and sent out a tendril of thought, making sure that he was still able to draw on the fulmimancy magic that his bond with Tala linked him to. He was, although the bridge felt more precarious than it had done since he had formed it with the thunderbird. He guessed that was because so much stone divided him and the supernatural fowl perched somewhere up on the roof. 
 
    “Aida, Lucius, can you reach us?” he shouted at the vortex, raising his voice to be heard through the thin wall of water, which had the same quality to it as whorled glass. 
 
    Joe could see Aida shouting something at him, but he couldn’t make out the words. He doubted very much whether she or Lucius would have been able to hear his question. 
 
    “Damn it,” Joe said. “I think we’re sealed off from them. Do we risk trying to run through this vortex?” 
 
    “You first, kid,” Grim said. 
 
    Joe was on the cusp of shooting back a biting retort at the grimoire when a change in the vortex arrested the comment on his lip. It became less like a TV screen showing a whirling maelstrom and more like a window with a storm raging behind it, complete with rain pattering on the glass. 
 
    Joe raised both his hands and conjured a roiling, rolling ball of undulating cloud matter, laced with electricity, in between his palms and shot it right at the magical water barrier. 
 
    It crashed into it and dissipated, without any obvious effect. Some of the fulmimancy was deflected and hit the ceiling, blowing chunks out of it. 
 
    “Ow!” said a voice as the spell dispersed across the surface of the watery window. “That bloody well stung.” 
 
    In spite of the burbling, bubbling harmonics, the voice was immediately recognizable. Joe exchanged a confused look with Lilli and then looked back at the water that blocked them from reaching the other two members of their party. 
 
    “Bobby?” Joe said tentatively. “Bobby the bomb maker? Is that you?” 
 
    There was a soft, chuckling, chattering noise like a stream cascading down over sharp rocks. Laughter. And not the pleasant-sounding kind. 
 
    Then, a figure formed out of the watery partition. It was man-shaped, that much was certain, but had all the detail of a figure shaped out of clay or Play-Doh. 
 
    Joe narrowed his eyes, but even as he watched, the figure took on detail. The watery membrane, which Joe could only think of the skin, creased and crinkled, sharp lines appearing in it. Soon the formless, featureless skin, which had had all the exciting characteristics of the surface of some frog spawn, had turned into what was most assuredly a three-piece suit. Not only that, but it had taken on color. It was a pale, washed-out color as if the aquatic humanoid model had been given a quick slosh over with some very diluted paint. However, once this process had been fulfilled, there was absolutely no doubt in Joe’s mind. 
 
    It was Bobby. Bobby the bloody bomb maker. 
 
    “Hey, Bobby,” Joe said brightly. “Is it just me or do you look thinner?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Grim piped up. “Have you lost weight since last we met, mate?” 
 
    Bobby’s strangely translucent face glowered at them. He did not look impressed. 
 
    “You bastards,” he said, with real cockney feeling. 
 
    “Not very amiable,” Joe observed to Lilli. 
 
    “You absolute bastards,” the watery Bobby said. “I thought you lot would turn up here. I thought you’d chance it, you ruddy do-gooders. And how glad I am that I was right.” 
 
    “Even a broken clock is right twice a day, Bob,” Grim said. 
 
    “I’ve got a bone to pick with you lot,” Bobby snarled. His fake eye, even in this more fluid form of his, continued to move just a touch after his real one. “And after I’m through with you, bones are going to be all that’s bloody well left.” 
 
    “I’m sensing that you’re mad with us, Bobby,” Joe said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sensing some definite hostility, mate,” Grim said. 
 
    “This is about your giant under-river man cave, isn’t it, Bobby?” Joe said, nodding slowly with a theatrically pained expression on his face. “Yeah, look, that didn’t go quite as we planned. It was awkward.” 
 
    “But, hey, that’s why you take out lair insurance, isn’t it, Bobski?” Grim said. 
 
    “You did have lair insurance, didn’t you, Bobby?” Joe asked. 
 
    Bobby let out a roar of rage and thumped his fist down into the water. A mirroring fist, as big as he was, rose out of the water in front of Joe. It went to clobber him with such force that it would have turned his ribcage into a mass of bone splinters, but Joe had been expecting it. He had started winding the man—if he still was a man—with just this in mind: to see his capabilities. 
 
    He soaked up the undamency and fired it straight back at Bobby in the form of a trident. The spear hit Bobby in the chest in a spray of mist and disappeared. Ripples spread from the point of impact, flowing out through each of the bomb-maker’s limbs and across his face so that it wavered in a disconcerting manner. He grunted but showed no outward sign of damage. 
 
    Joe blinked. 
 
    Bobby looked down, raised a hand, and touched his sternum at the point where the trident had hit him. Then he looked up at Joe. He was grinning. 
 
    “That’s the funny thing about water, son,” he said in a low growl. “It’s very absorbent. Not an adjective you’d typically associate with the liquid stuff. It’s usually the other way around if you catch my drift.” 
 
    “Nice water pun there,” Joe said. 
 
    Bobby’s grin went a touch wider. 
 
    “Very… deep,” Joe said. 
 
    Next to him, Lilli groaned. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Bobby?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I told you, boy,” Bobby replied. “I’m here for my pound of flesh.” 
 
    “Looks like you could do with more than a pound,” Joe quipped, gesturing at the man’s hydrous form. 
 
    “I must say, Bobby Love,” Lilli interjected at this point, as Bobby opened his mouth to utter what was probably going to be a rather nasty retort, “this new soma of yours is somewhat in keeping with the rest of you now. It’s quite fitting, really.” 
 
    “What’re you on about, dwarf?” Bobby spat at her. 
 
    “I’m just saying that your morals have always been somewhat fluid,” Lilli said. “And now, so’s your body.” 
 
    While Bobby worked his jaw angrily, Joe tapped Lilli on the shoulder. “Soma?” he asked.  
 
    “It’s the fancy word for the body,” Lilli explained, “only distinct from the soul, mind, or psyche, sort of thing. A Greek word, I think. Or something foreign.” 
 
    Joe shot her a surprised look. 
 
    “What?” the dwarf said. “I might be a maid by trade, but I work in a wizard’s house. You pick a few things up here and there. Plus, I ain’t thick, dearie.” 
 
    “So, you’re here for revenge?” Grim said. “How very run-of-the-mill.” 
 
    “Well, a man’s got his pride, don’t he?” Bobby said. “Besides, after you lot paid me a visit, it isn’t like I’ve exactly got a home to go back to.” 
 
    “Yeah, but surely when the insurance company coughs up your lair insurance—” Joe started to say. 
 
    Bobby snarled and jabbed a ring-covered finger in Joe’s direction. “There ain’t no ruddy lair insurance, you little shit!” 
 
    Joe smiled. “Temper, temper, Bobby,” he said. “Still, I forgive you. I can see why you’re all worked up. No wonder you want a little bit of vengeance. Retribution has always struck me as a simple man’s aspirin for the soul.” 
 
    “Why, you cheeky little…” Bobby started to growl. 
 
    Joe held up his hand. “But seriously, man, what are you doing here? When we met before, you prided yourself on being a businessman.” 
 
    “And so I am,” Bobby said, shooting a watery cuff. 
 
    “Well,” Joe replied, “this strikes me as being a bit more personal than business, Bobby.” 
 
    “Yes, come on, dear,” Lilli said. “Tell your Auntie Lilli all about your problems. Why are you being so fractious? You’re alive. You’ve got your health, don’t you?” 
 
    The watery window behind Bobby suddenly seethed. Joe guessed that the barrier he had erected was paralleling the man’s emotions on some level. 
 
    “Alive? Pah!” Bobby spat. “I might have survived our little confrontation, but it wasn’t without cost. I was forced to draw on my magical creature excessively to escape the collapse. I went back for a few personal items while Gertie legged it. Cut it a little fine.” 
 
    “You're talking about that big old blob, are you?” Grim said dismissively. 
 
    “That blob was my hydrolith, and, yeah, I am,” Bobby said. 
 
    “Ah, see, that’s fundamentally what’s wrong with you, Bob,” Grim replied sadly, “saying your bond-mate is your hydrolith. It’s not your hydrolith. The hydrolith belongs to itself. It’s bonded to you, just as you’re bonded to it.” 
 
    The floating Grimoire made a show of tilting himself up and down to take in Bobby’s fresh new form. “Bonded a lot closer than is normal by the looks of it, too,” he said. 
 
    “Well spotted, genius,” Bobby ground out. “So, yeah, now after drawing on the hydrolith excessively, I’m little more than a bloody sentient pool of bloody water thanks to you. Gertie wasn’t very impressed, let me tell you. She ran off and left me, the old shrew.” 
 
    “Now, I'll be the first one to admit that I‘m not an expert when it comes to human biology and all the rest of it,” Grim said. “But, I mean, she’s a red-blooded woman, mate. I imagine that being all made of water as you are now, it’s pretty hard to keep the old… I mean, so far as the whole business of tumescence goes…  What I’m getting at is that water is not known for its firm and solid qualities, is it?” 
 
    Bobby’s face was a picture of unadulterated ire and chagrin. If he had been capable of taking on excess color, Joe imagined that his face would have been red as a beet. He seemed to swell with anger. Then Joe realized he wasn’t just seeming to swell, he actually was swelling, growing larger, getting pumped up, his physical form being fed by the whirling window of water behind him. 
 
    “Why you little piece of—“ he started to say. 
 
    “Flubber!” Joe blurted out suddenly. 
 
    “What?” Bobby said. 
 
    “Flubber,” Joe repeated, turning to Grim. “That’s what the hydrolith reminded me of. Do you remember, Grim? I was telling you when we got back home that it reminded me of something, and I just couldn’t put a name on it. It was driving me mad. Now I’ve got it. Looking at Bobby getting all riled up, it came back to me. Flubber.” 
 
    “Flubber?” Grim said. 
 
    “Yeah, did you not ever see that movie?” Joe asked. “Robin Williams at his best. I can’t remember when it came out, but—” 
 
    “Would you two idiots shut up!” roared Bobby. “I can’t hear myself think.” 
 
    “Sorry, Bob,” Joe said placatingly. “You were saying something about being here for your pound of fish?” 
 
    “Pound of flesh,” Lilli corrected Joe. 
 
    “Right,” Joe said. “Sorry, pound of flesh. Carry on.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Bobby said, trying to gather himself amidst all the inane banter that was flying back and forth. “I came ’ere because I was hoping you’d try your luck thwarting what the Iron Order has got in store for all the toffs upstairs. Vasmo always was a goody two shoes, even when we was meant to be rebels back in the day. I wanted to give you what you had coming to you.” 
 
    Bobby shot Joe, Grim, and Lilli one of his old-time gangster looks. It was the sort of look that seemed to apologize for him being the sort of cheeky cockney chappy that’d kill someone to get ahead. ‘It’s only business, like, no hard feelings, eh?’ that look said. 
 
    “Plus, I was hoping that that Jasper Zingaro geezer would be tempted to come here and find his missus,” Bobby went on in a casual aside. “I had a mind to relieve him of that spark fox of his. Worth a pretty penny, that critter, and the possibilities…” 
 
    “Well, you’re out of luck on that score, ducky,” Lilli said grimly, fixing Bobby with a very unfriendly eye. “I’m surprised you didn’t know this, but even though the spark fox is the key to making those crystallite charges, the little fellow’s just as like to set them off once they’ve been made as anything else. It was one of the reasons why our dear Mr. Zingaro decided to stay at home despite every sinew and cell in his body wanting him to come here to look for his wife.” 
 
    Bobby’s face became thoughtful. “Well, ain’t that a bugger?” he said. “Still, I guess I can always track him down and swing by for a visit after I’ve dealt with you lot.” 
 
    “I thought we’d get round to that point,” Joe said, shaking his head sadly. “Therein lies the rub, as they say.” 
 
    “What’s that boy?” Bobby barked. 
 
    “Well, I’m just saying we have no intention of letting you do anything to us. We’ve got a job to do,” Joe said. 
 
    “Ah, jobs,” Bobby said, wagging his engorged finger in Joe’s face. “Jobs. That’s where you’re going wrong, son. Jobs are for blinkered fools who can’t see the bigger picture. For those that are stuck in a cycle of mediocrity, playing by someone else’s rules like puppets on a string.” 
 
    “I think you’re confusing a moral obligation with gainful employment,” Joe pointed out. “Don’t feel bad about it, though. I can see why a corkscrew of a man like you might get stuck on something like that.” 
 
    “What’s the difference, son? Working for someone, doing things for someone else. It’s a mug’s game. You don’t need some poncy boss or someone who thinks they’re better than you dictating your every mood. All men are free, but it’s the ones that realize this that are set apart. Like me.” 
 
    Joe rolled his eyes. “All right, Bobby,” he said. “Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy your blue-collar gutter philosophy, but how about we get this show on the road? I want to get back to my friends.” And Joe gestured past Bobby’s semi-transparent shoulder to where Lucius and Aida were on the other side of the barrier that Bobby had erected. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about them, son,” Bobby said nastily. “Once you’re dead and buried, I’ll deal with them in the same way.” 
 
    A taut silence stretched. Out of the corner of his eye, Joe saw Lilli’s pearl necklace begin to glow as she made sure of her connection with Joc. There was a weighty pause—a moment where time seemed to slow and Joe’s inward breath seemed to last a lifetime. 
 
    “Hold on,” Grim said, breaking the tension. “What does this muppet want a pound the fish for again?” 
 
    As if he’d been stung by a hornet right on his last nerve, Bobby launched himself forward with a roar of rage. 
 
    It became immediately apparent to Joe that fighting and defeating Bobby in his new aqueous form was going to take a deal more thinking about than it would have been had he still been a man of flesh and blood. 
 
    All those who were bonded with magical creatures knew that there was an inherent danger within that link. That danger was that if the magician drew too heavily upon the intrinsic magic of the creature he was bonded to, there was a chance, more than a fair chance, that he would start taking on characteristics and physical traits of that creature. 
 
    Joe had seen this firsthand when he and his companions had faced off against the Iron Order for the first time and had come face to face with the psychotic, but quite well-mannered, Mr. Reaver. 
 
    Reaver had been bonded to some sort of snake-like creature, and in the chaotic fight that had ensued, after they had exchanged pleasantries and bravado with one another, Reaver had turned into what was more or less a sort of snake man—a naga. 
 
    It looked to Joe like the same sort of thing that happened here with Bobby and his hydrolith. It was apparent, though, that Bobby had drawn on so much of the hydrolith’s power while he had been making whatever chancy escaped from his lair he had been forced to make, that he had become a hydrolith himself, to all intents and purposes. 
 
    The hydrolith had been a subtly scary-looking creature of elemental water—a massive sentient blob that had undulated and flowed with an otherworldly grace. Joe and his friends had only seen it on the periphery of their conversation with Bobby for a few moments, but the way the translucent creature had shimmered and glowed with an eerie blue light had stuck in his memory. It had tendrils and streams of water constantly shifting and swirling within its amorphous body. 
 
    So, it was with Bobby now. 
 
    He came at them, powered not by legs, which had blended together, but more by a singular trunk of water that shot his enlarged body forward. He came at Joe first, with his arms outstretched. It looked to Joe as if he was forgoing with any kind of magical attack and meant just to try and pummel him or rip him apart. 
 
    This was problematic for Joe. It was problematic for most people, he imagined, but it was specifically annoying for him. In all the other hostile magical encounters that he had been involved in, his enemies had always tried to shoot him with some sort of spell, fire some sort of hex at him, or generally kill him with a bit of magic. 
 
    Whilst not ideal, Joe was at least able to absorb their magic and then throw it back at them—usually to their extreme consternation. However, as Bobby surged down the corridor towards him, he realized that if he was hit by this very angry, very solid-looking water man, the chances were that he wasn’t going to be able to absorb the physical blow, and he was going to be plowed through the nearest wall at a skull-cracking rate of knots. 
 
    Joe hesitated. 
 
    Luckily for him, many years spent in the employ of Vasmo, and dealing with all the spontaneous fires and explosions that such an employment entailed, Lilli Spicer reacted in a splintered second. 
 
    Using her almost limitless betokency, Lilli materialized a gigantic circular saw blade in the air, lying horizontal. It wasn’t a mechanized affair or anything like that. It was just a simple jagged-edged circle that was spinning through the air. 
 
    With the momentum that was carrying him along, Bobby hit it at about waist height and was severed cleanly in half. His lower trunk collapsed while the top half of his body cartwheeled through the air and splashed down into the inch-high water that flooded the corridor. He disappeared. 
 
    “That won’t be the last of him,” Joe said. “Like a human-ish whack-a-mole, forever bobbing up when you think you’ve finally pounded him into oblivion.” 
 
    A moment later, he was proved right. Bobby rose again from the water, shaking his head. 
 
    “That ruddy well smarted,” he said, fixing Lilli with a glare that you could have used to grill hot dogs on. 
 
    Behind him, Joe could see Aida and Lucius firing their wind and ice magic at the wall of water that separated them from himself and Lilli. 
 
    “How to defeat someone… a creature that can’t be killed by physical violence,” Joe thought aloud. 
 
    Everything has a weakness, kid, Grim replied via their telepathic link. 
 
    Joe knelt and stuck his hand into the water that covered the floor, drawing on his thunderbirds’ fulmimancy yet again. He released a surge of the magic, the electrical storm energy charging forward dead-on in the way that he directed it. Conducted by the water, it struck Bobby and lit him up like a blue Christmas tree light. He froze in place, jerking and twitching, his bulbous watery eyes expanding almost to bursting point. 
 
    The electrified storm energy didn’t stop at the target, though. It carried on and hit the barrier. As fortune would have it, Lucius had just frozen the water barrier with a nice sludgy spray of his verglasency power. Frozen solid by his companions ice magic and buffeted by the wind magic that Aida had bent upon the barrier, Joe’s storm magic completed the trifecta. 
 
    The barrier burst apart. Shards of glittering ice flew every which way. A spray of water that was propelled by Aida’s wind magic misted Joe and Lilli’s face. Grim was sent fluttering backwards. 
 
    Not wanting to electrocute his friends by accident, Joe dropped the spell he had been using to disable Bobby. Instantly, the man-cum-hydrolith reanimated. Joe wasn’t surprised to see that he didn’t look very happy. This time he made a jerking movement with his hand at Lilli and Joe. Joe frowned and then, turning on an instinct, he saw a tidal wave of water filling the corridor heading towards them. 
 
    He pulled Lilli out of the way, sending her tumbling to land with a splash between him and Bobby, and then flung his arms wide as the tidal wave hit him. Absorbing all that magic at once would have been a test normally—more than a test. It would have, perhaps broken him, but luckily, Joe was wearing the belt that allowed him to soak up more magic than he would have usually been able to. 
 
    Bereft of its power, the tidal wave petered out, sloshing against his knees, and Joe turned and regurgitated the undamency that he had taken on. He knew that firing it at a Bobby would be pointless, and so he funneled it into a corkscrewing torrent of frothing white foam that punched into the ceiling and sent it cascading down on top of Bobby. 
 
    Bobby didn’t bother trying to move. He simply allowed himself to vanish under the collapsing ceiling but reformed a moment later. He raised a hand that had suddenly been engorged to giant size. The massive watery fingers scraped the ceiling, sending more plaster dust down. It looked big enough to swat Joe like a fly. 
 
    Lilli ran forward with a glimmering all-silver sword that she had crafted from her betokency. She slashed this way and that at Bobby’s watery guts but to no avail. The blade scythed through him without effect. The hydrolythic man didn’t even bother looking at her. All his attention was on Joe. 
 
    Joe braced himself, not knowing whether he was going to be able to absorb the crushing blow that was bound to fall on him. 
 
    “Ideas, Grim?” he shot at the grimoire. 
 
    “I’m thinking,” the book said. 
 
    The hand came down and froze. Lucius was behind Bobby, his arms raised. His eyes were glowing an opalescent white. He had used his verglasency to freeze the hand as it came down. 
 
    Whipping her sword up, Lilli shattered the arm at the elbow. 
 
    Bobby let out a bellow of mixed rage and frustration and pain. His other arm formed into a pistoning pillar of water and smacked into Lilli. She was wearing a hex-vest under her maid’s attire but still grunted as she was hit amidships and sent hurtling down the corridor. 
 
    Joe managed to catch her in his arms, fielding her like a rugby ball, and the two of them fell backwards in a spray of water. 
 
    Bobby advanced like some bizarre, mutated anaconda-man, momentarily ignoring Aida and Lucius, who were behind him. Joe wondered at this lack of foresight. If it was him, if he had been in Bobby’s position, he would have taken care of Lucius first. Clearly, the young man with the penchant for ice magic was the biggest threat here, but Bobby was seeing red, and apparently, he could see nothing else past it. 
 
    He took on more water so that the water level along the corridor dropped by a quarter of an inch, making himself bigger, meaner, stronger. Bioluminescent light pulsed through the man’s body and arms like blood through veins. His shattered arm reformed, and he raised both arms above his head. Another pulse of blue light and both hands turned into the heads of sledgehammers. 
 
    Joe fired off a lightning bolt because, well, he was out of ideas and a lightning bolt was always a lightning bolt. One of those things that was always worth a shot when a man was in a tight corner. 
 
    The storm energy passed into the watery form and actually dispersed out the other side, knocking Lucius over with a cry. 
 
    Maybe not always worth a shot, then, Joe thought. 
 
    Aida was doing her best to use her wind magic to suck Bobby backwards, but all that was happening was that flecks and streams of water were being sent flying behind him, making him look as if he was driving in an open-top car and his hair was flicking around. 
 
    “I was a hard bastard to take down before,” Bobby said, a murderous gaiety coloring each and every syllable as he gestured at his fake eye. “But now… Now I’m nigh on impossible to kill.” 
 
    Almost absentmindedly, he sent a couple of tendrils of water whiplashing out from his back. They knocked Aida and Lucius back off their feet in twin sprays of water. 
 
    “You and that old fool Vasmo were wrong to come knocking at my door, son,” Bobby said. That Pecksniffian should’ve remembered you should never uncork what you can’t contain.” 
 
    He raised his hammer fists high. 
 
    Can’t contain… Can’t contain…  
 
    The words seem to echo in Joe’s mind. 
 
    Can’t contain… contain… contain… 
 
    That’s it! 
 
    Joe jerked his head to the side where Lilli was getting to her feet, wiping her hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “Lilli!” he shouted urgently. “Bottle this idiot!” 
 
    Bobby paused and narrowed his eyes. Joe thought it was because he disliked being called an idiot rather than because he’d cottoned on to what Joe meant. 
 
    Lilli frowned, but then understanding bloomed across her homely features. 
 
    Joe’s back was to Bobby, but he saw the shadow fall as the twin water hammers came down to crush the life out of him. 
 
    Lilli’s pearl necklace glowed bright silver. 
 
    Joe tensed himself for a blow. The skin on his back prickling and… 
 
    The blow never came. 
 
    He turned slowly around. 
 
    A massive sphere of betokency filled almost the entire hallway. Inside it, pressed against the concave surface by the pressure of the water filling the globe, was Bobby’s face. He looked both surprised and livid, which was no surprise at all, really, considering he’d just found himself trapped in the mother of all bubbles. 
 
    “Joe, I can’t hold this for long,” Lilli said through gritted teeth. 
 
    That was okay, though. Joe knew what to do. The simple plan unraveled in his head as if it had been there all along. 
 
    “Lucius,” he cried, “give old Bobby the ice cube treatment, will you?” 
 
    Lucius was sopping wet, but he had not lost his composure. He raised a hand, his eyes once more turning that milky white color. An unrefined blast of the verglasency shot from his palm. It hit the rear of the sphere that Lilli had created and instantly began to freeze it into a globe. 
 
    A bubble bloomed from Bobby’s lips. Joe rather thought the vengeful old bastard was screaming, “NO!” 
 
    Joe waved at him. 
 
    Within five seconds, Bobby’s aqueous mess had been turned into the biggest circular ice cube in the world. Lucius let his verglasency rip until the strain of it dropped him to his knees. His head lolled forward, his arm drooped, and Aida rushed forward to stop him plunging headfirst into the waterlogged carpet. 
 
    Once Aida had given him a thumbs-up to show that Lucius was going to be okay and had started rummaging in her pocket, presumably for a capsule of vimpounce, Joe looked up at the frozen spherical version of Bobby, making sure that he wasn’t about to burst back into life again. Then he turned to Grim. 
 
    “How long do you think this plonker will stay frozen for?” he asked. 
 
    Grim blew a thoughtful raspberry, and his pages fluttered. “Well, I mean mass equals density times volume, doesn’t it?” he said thoughtfully as if this answered everything. 
 
    “And…?” Joe said. 
 
    “And old Bobby there is probably taking up about eight cubic meters worth of room, the fat bugger,” Grim said. “Take into account that the density of ice is about nine hundred and seventeen kilograms per meter cubed. Times that by the number of cubic meters. That’s… what, 7.3 tons?” 
 
    Joe said nothing. He knew what Grim was like when he got in these kinds of moods. 
 
    “That’s 7.3 million grams give or take, innit?” Grim continued, turning gently in midair. “Now, the amount of heat required to raise the temperature of an ordinary ice cube from its initial temperature—say minus ten degrees Celsius—to its melting point at zero degrees is…” His pages ruffled this way and that. “Well, let’s just say that with the size that our frozen psychotic nut is, let’s give it 152.8 million joules of heat to melt him, which would give us approximately…” 
 
    “Good grief, man, we all know you know a few things and have been around the block etcetera,” Joe said impatiently, “but can you just give us a rough—?” 
 
    “Three days?” Grim said. 
 
    “Three days?” Joe said. 
 
    “Yep, three days.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it just have been easier to just say that?” Joe asked wearily. 
 
    “Easier? Yeah. As impressive? Nah.” 
 
    Joe wrung some water out of his sleeve. 
 
    “That’s what I reckon, anyway,” Grim said. 
 
    “Lovely,” Lilli said. 
 
    “Of course, I could be wrong, but, basically, it’s more than enough time to do what we came here to do or die in the attempt,” the grimoire added cheerfully. 
 
    “Excellent!” Aida said drily, helping Lucius to his feet. “Let’s carry on then, shall we?” 
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    It only took a few twists and turns for them to leave Bobby behind. Once they had done so, the water that had covered the site of his ambush soon diminished, and before long, they were squelching along on once expensive and now very ruined carpet. 
 
    “You know,” Grim said in a quiet voice as they traipsed along, “I’ve got to say I’m a little bit disappointed in you lot.” 
 
    Joe looked up at the grimoire floating serenely along just in front of him, almost level with Aida who was stalking ahead. 
 
    “Huh?” he said. 
 
    “I say, what do you mean by that?” Lucius said, a touch of heat entering his voice. “I think we acquitted ourselves rather well back there.” 
 
    “Oh, I ain’t talking about the fighting,” Grim said flippantly. “That was all right. Nah, I was just a bit miffed about the lack of water puns and one-liners that were used back there.” 
 
    They squelched along in silence for a few more paces, and then Lucius said, “I know you’re joking, and I recognize you’re using a factitious brand of humor to alleviate a thoroughly tense situation, but, at the same time, part of me thinks that you’re not joking and that you really are concerned about something so ridiculously trivial.” 
 
    “Ridiculously trivial?” Grim said, sounding offended. “There’s nothing trivial about keeping morale up, is there, you silly git?” 
 
    Lucius looked like he was seriously considering the question. “Well, no,” he said carefully. 
 
    “No is right,” Grim agreed. “And what could be a better way than keeping up morale, whilst simultaneously giving your enemy a psychological kick in the soft and dangly bits, than busting out a sweet one-liner as you deliver him a juicy one? Answer me that.” 
 
    “Well, I mean to say,” Lucius said in his crisp Etonian accent, “there was rather a lot going on, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, but still,” Grim said. “No one even told Bobby that he was in deep water, or that he was out of his depth trying to face us down.” 
 
    Aida was ahead of Joe and was apparently in her own little trail-following world, being tugged along by whatever physiological prompts her tattoos were giving her. But she snorted at that all the same. 
 
    “That’s actually not bad,” she said. “Although maybe we could have bypassed the whole fight to the death thing by warning him early on what happened to people who make waves?” 
 
    Joe and Lilli groaned together, but Grim clapped his covers together in a bookish round of applause. 
 
    “Very good! See, that’s what we’re after,” he said. “Some Italian centurion once said to me that it was imperative that a soldier took every available chance to eat and sleep when he was at war. I concur with this, even though I do neither, but I also think it’s just as vital to have a laugh whenever you can, too.”  
 
    “Or maybe we could have appealed to his ego,” Lilli said, her mind clearly having been locked in the bathroom on a train bound for Punsville. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Joe asked, bracing himself. 
 
    “Well, we could have told him that he’s only a drop in the ocean compared to the other great events that are going on,” Lilli suggested. 
 
    Joe groaned again. 
 
    “Oh, come on, that was fantastic, Miss Spicer!” Grim said. 
 
    “Or should that be fin-tastic?” Lucius tried. 
 
    Aida laughed and looked at Lucius over her shoulder, giving him a smile. 
 
    “That was borderline, Umbra,” she said, her green eyes glittering with mirth. 
 
    “Fine”, Joe blurted in a resigned voice. “I suppose, after I soaked up that first attack of his, I could have said to him something like, ‘Now, now, Bobby, is that all you’ve got, don’t be koi.’” 
 
    The others looked at him blankly. 
 
    “Are you sure you know what a pun is, mate?” Grim asked in a stage whisper. 
 
    Joe bristled. “You know, koi, as in koi carp?” he explained. “Coy and koi?” 
 
    “Oh!” Grim said, “Oh right. Yes. Got you. Yes. Rubbish, but yes, I understand.” 
 
    Joe rolled his eyes. 
 
    “But I think that would have flown over old Bobby’s head to be honest, Joe,” Grim said. 
 
    Both Aida’s tattoos and the inbuilt GPS that Grim had been hardwired with after eating the map supplied to them by Vasmo led them onwards. 
 
    After going through a few other doors, it soon became apparent that even when the Palace of Westminster was built back in the day, the corridors the company found themselves traversing would have been well off the beaten track. They were old. Just how old Joe couldn’t say. But Grim seemed suitably impressed, and for a book that had been knocking around and annoying people when the pyramids were being built, that was saying something. 
 
    They found themselves walking down a narrow corridor that stretched out before them. The arching ceilings, coupled with the fact that the hallway was barely wide enough to emit two people at a time, created both a sense of grandeur and claustrophobia. 
 
    “Look,” Lucius whispered as they passed a barely discernible doorway set within the seamless expanse of the rock wall of the passage. There were ancient symbols etched around the doorframe, and they shimmered with a faint magical aura under all the dust. 
 
    “I wonder what’s—" Lucius began, but Aida cut him off sternly. 
 
    “That’s not what we’re here for, and that’s not the way the tattoos are pulling me,” she said firmly. 
 
    Lucius subsided into silence, but Joe saw him cast a couple of covetous glances at similar doorways they passed. 
 
    “We’re close,” Aida said, after a few more moments. 
 
    “To your mother?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Yes, I hope so,” Aida replied, “but, in fact, it’s the grimoire that’s drawing me. I’m just hoping my mum is with it.” 
 
    “I second that,” Grim said unexpectedly. “I feel it too.” 
 
    There was something close to awe in his voice, a modulation that Joe very seldom heard enter the cocky book’s speech. 
 
    “I’m close to another one of my kind for the first time in… jeez… since Prosper knows when,” Grim said. 
 
    Joe had quietly been expecting that when they reached the end of the path they were navigating they would be confronted by, perhaps, a set of massive, intricately carved doors. Maybe, with some ancient runes pulsating with power. Maybe, with some kind of riddle that had to be bypassed in order to gain access. 
 
    What he hadn't been expecting at the end of the corridor was to find himself nose to nose with just a door. Just a bog-standard door with a couple of knot holes in it and a vaguely wobbly-looking handle with a rough patina of mossy green rust. 
 
    “You're sure this is the door?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I don’t see any other doors around here, do you?” Aida said. 
 
    Joe reached out a hand to try the doorknob, but Aida’s hand shot out and grabbed him by the forearm. 
 
    “Wait! What’re you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Opening the door,” Joe said. He waggled his fingers. “This is how I always do it. Except sometimes when I’m carrying a plate and a hot drink. Then I might try it with an elbow, but—” 
 
    Aida looked at him, and Joe shut up and put his hand down. 
 
    Aida reached into her pocket and pulled out the pair of magical spectacles that Vasmo had given her. She slipped them onto her nose and then peered at the door closely, getting her nose to within a couple of inches of the wood. She scanned the entire surface, not just the lock, and when she was done, she took the spectacles off and put them back in her pocket. 
 
    “Well?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said. “Nothing hidden anyway. No spells or traps that I can see. Nothing.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing, right?” Lucius said. 
 
    “I suppose,” Aida said in a low voice, “but it also means one other thing.” 
 
    Joe nodded. “The Iron Order are on the other side, aren’t they?” he said. 
 
    “Most likely,” Grim said cheerfully. “They probably wouldn’t want to reactivate any security spells, not when they might have to make a quick exit. Bombs make people funny like that.” 
 
    Joe found himself fiddling with the Pegasus ring on his finger. He was still yet to use it, still yet to tap into the power that could so easily deplete him of his physical strength. Of course, he and all the others had reserves of vimpounce powder caps, but that came with its own trade-offs. 
 
    Joe glanced up at the grimoire that was hovering just over his shoulder. Then he looked over at Aida. “Are we doing this?” he asked her and her alone. 
 
    “I can’t guarantee what is behind that door,” Aida said, her voice low but still loud enough to carry to the ears of the rest of the party. “But I think we all know that we have to go through and find out.” 
 
    “I hope we can take whoever’s through there,” Lucius said, not quite under his breath. 
 
    “You never know until you try,” Grim said. 
 
    “I think that’s the sort of sentiment people usually reserve for when they’re trying to talk their toddlers into trying broccoli for the first time,” Joe pointed out. 
 
    “You get what I’m trying to say, though,” Grim said in a lackadaisical manner. 
 
    “Yeah,” Joe said, reaching for the handle and twisting it. “I get what you’re trying to say.” 
 
    The door swung open completely silently, and the group of four mages trooped through, accompanied by their magical creatures. They stepped as silently as they were able to, moving cautiously, walking as if they were treading over eggshells, which, in a metaphorical sense, Joe thought they were. 
 
    To their collective surprise, the first thing the group was confronted by was a set of stairs. 
 
    “It’s going upwards,” Joe said. It was a rather pointless remark as they could all see it was so, but he was feeling a touch jittery. 
 
    “Your human power of deduction never ceases to amaze me,” Grim said dryly. 
 
    “Come on,” Aida said. 
 
    The staircase was all stone, as dank as the corridor they had just walked down, and wound upwards in a claustrophobia-inducingly tight spiral. All Joe could hear for a good minute was the sound of his and his friends’ labored breathing and their scuffing steps on the cold stone. 
 
    Eventually, though, he held up his hand. The party came to a halt. 
 
    “I can hear voices,” he whispered. 
 
    The others paused in their ascent and listened. The murmur of voices from ahead of them was indeed discernible. Joe held his finger to his lips and motioned for them all to follow. 
 
    They emerged abruptly from the staircase and found themselves in a huge, wide-open hall. The Neo-Gothic design of the place was immediately recognizable as the same sort of architectural representation that made Westminster Palace so famous on the tourist trail. 
 
    The subterranean dankness had been abruptly banished. The whole space was bathed in the warm glow of ornate chandeliers that weren’t hanging but floating in the middle of the air. The vaulted ceilings soared high, high above, adorned with intricate, ribbed arches that stretched like the skeletal wings of some dead dragon high above them. It was hard to make an accurate assessment how high, what with the bright candlelight of the chandeliers shining down, but the ceilings themselves must have been several floors above. 
 
    Elaborate tapestries hung from the walls. Vast things that must have been the size of a ship’s sailcloth. They depicted scenes from ancient lore, monsters and mages coming together in harmony and in battle. These tapestries were free from the aged grime of the other artworks they had seen on their way there. 
 
    Joe found that he was holding his breath. Slowly, he let it out. The whole hall felt like it should have been filled with a hushed reverence—the sort of quiet that usually pervaded old museums and the more fantastical variety of European libraries. 
 
    However, it was not totally quiet. The voices that he had heard echoed and whispered, bouncing off the towering stone columns that lined the expansive space, each of them intricately carved with mythical creatures, foliage, and motifs that seemed to breathe even more life into the cold stone and frigid, still air. 
 
    At the back of the hall, at the opposite end to where Joe and his companions now stood mute, an elevated dais dominated the scene. At the top of this dais, mounted into the wall itself, was an enormous, ancient-looking vault door. 
 
    “Well, bugger my binding with a banana,” Grim said softly. “Isn’t this a novel development?” 
 
    “Was that a pun?” Lucius said in tones barely above a whisper. “At a time like this?” 
 
    “Not bad, eh?” Grim replied. 
 
    The towering vault door must have been four times as high as a man, and it had an oily sheen to it as if it was forged from a blend of ancient metals and enchanted elements. Joe knew next to nothing about bank security or anything like that, but something about the door spoke to him of an unparalleled craftsmanship of a bygone era. The sheer size of the door alone was enough to inspire a sense of reverence as if it were a portal guarding some treasure or place beyond mortal comprehension. 
 
    “That’s really something,” Joe heard Lucius breathe. 
 
    But it was not the monumental door itself that captured Joe’s gaze like a pot of jam captures a wayward fly. It was the enormous rendering of a monstrous, lifelike gargoyle that loomed out of the metal. At least it seemed to loom. The effect of the workmanship, the skill of the magician or magicians who had wrought it, meant that the gargoyle appeared to be pressing its face and its clawed forelegs out from the metal of the heavy door. It reminded Joe of Han Solo straining outwards from his carbonite prison. 
 
    Sculpted with meticulous detail, the gargoyle’s metal visage presented both a menace and a challenge. Sinewy muscles appeared to ripple beneath its metallic skin. Such was the realism that Joe wouldn’t have been at all surprised—though he would have been pretty gutted—if the thing had taken a breath. It had been depicted in mid-roar so that its fangs were very much in evidence. 
 
    “Look at its eyes,” whispered Lucius. 
 
    Joe already was. The strange oily sheen of the metal seemed to accumulate in the two football-sized eyes so that they shimmered with a spectrum of hues that hinted at the arcane forces the door probably held at bay. 
 
    “Tell me you’re the portal that leads to incredible treasures without telling me you’re the portal that leads to incredible treasures,” Aida said in a hushed voice. 
 
    Joe was about to say how he was glad that Durango was not there to see it when he heard Aida take a short, sharp, indrawn breath next to him. 
 
    “Mum!” he heard her say. 
 
    Joe managed to drag his gaze away from the imposing gargoyle vault door. His eyes flicked downwards, and he saw the dozen or so black-attired figures scurrying around the bottom of the vault door. 
 
    Everything about them screamed ‘bad guys’.  
 
    There were ladders and ropes in evidence, but no one was using them. Most of the Paranormal Agents—for that’s undoubtedly who they were—were gathered around a small podium. Set aside from this cluster of enemies, Joe observed a woman hanging about six inches off the ground and trapped inside what appeared to be some sort of occult force field. Joe couldn’t make out much of the woman from the distance they were at, but the flowing raven hair that fell about her shoulders was clue enough. 
 
    “Mrs. Zingaro,” he said under his breath. “Thank you for being here.” 
 
    He had quietly been cogitating what they’d do if they found the grimoire without Aida’s mother in tow. 
 
    It looked to Joe like Seraphina Zingaro was wearing trousers tucked into high boots, a loose billowy shirt, and a leather coat overall. The leather coat appeared to have myriad pockets—no doubt an essential addition to any garment worn by the serious and hardened inventor. 
 
    Joe’s eyes scanned the crowd of Paranormal Agents. They looked to be fussing around a couple of points on the vault with the air of a bunch of people who were painstakingly checking and double-checking something very important. 
 
    And I doubt that very important thing is something that we’re going to like, Joe thought. 
 
    He was just thinking how they were going to spring Aida’s mother from her bonds when his eyes suddenly alighted on another familiar figure. His lips drew back in a grimace. 
 
    “Leofric Firebrand,” he said under his breath. 
 
    “Old Copper Bollocks himself,” Grim added. 
 
    Joe nodded. He would have recognized that bright orange, beautifully coiffed hair anywhere. 
 
    Preferably on an episode of Cops, he thought, where they show you the mugshot of the perp after they’ve caught them. 
 
    The man was standing with his hands tucked casually into the pockets of his expensive black peacoat and was observing the goings-on that were taking place around him with the air of a man perfectly in control. 
 
    Not for long, Joe swore to himself. 
 
    Joe watched as one of the Paranormal Agents, at the instigation of Firebrand, expertly scaled one of the ropes hanging down from the top of the vault door and checked something at one of the hinges. 
 
    Joe’s heart skipped a beat. He had just noticed the coruscating glitter at the two hinges. 
 
    “Crystallite charges,” he groaned, the bottom dropping out of his guts. “They’ve rigged up two of the things.” 
 
    “They’re going to breach the vault door and then make my mother show them where the grimoire is,” Aida said stonily, dread shading her words. 
 
    Joe’s eyes moved back to Leofric Firebrand, who was standing amidst the cluster of other Paranormal Agents. From their place in the shadows of the tunnel they had just stepped from, Joe could clearly see there was a thin smile on the smarmy git’s face. 
 
    “Must be where they’re setting the charges off from,” he theorized. “Let’s—” 
 
    He was going to say ‘let’s think about this’. Before the words had a chance to form on his lips, however, Aida was already moving, running forward, heading towards her mother and Leofric Firebrand and his goons. 
 
    “I suppose we’ll be employing that oldest of age-old tactics, ducky,” Lilli said, grabbing Joe by the arm as she hurried past him and towing him along. 
 
    “What’s that again?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Wing it!” the dwarf told him. 
 
    They were about twenty strides away from the Iron Order crew when one of their foes turned at the sound of the footsteps coming towards them. The man’s face contorted as he saw, to his evident shock and surprise, the four figures running as fast as they could towards them. 
 
    Joe’s eyes were glowing with copper light as he channeled the storm magic from his thunderbird high above. He knew that the others’ eyes would be similarly lit up as they harnessed their own particular brands of magic. 
 
    The Paranormal Agent who had first turned grabbed Leofric Firebrand by the lapel and threw him out of the way, just as Aida unleashed a torrent of wind that snatched the entire group of enemies off their feet and flung them across the shiny hard ground of the hall. Unsuspecting of the attack as most of them had been, only a handful of them were able to get any sort of shields up to protect themselves from the impact of Aida’s attack. 
 
    As he ran up, Joe saw Firebrand’s pale face stare up from the floor. His expression underwent a quick transformation, changing from confusion to disbelief and on to outright rage. 
 
    “Make ready to leave! It’s almost time!” Leofric Firebrand roared over the stampede of the Curator’s onrushing feet and the confused hubbub of his own men and women. “We’re compromised. Eliminate these interlopers and then vacate the premises. Leave the arming of the charges to me!” 
 
    Like good little drones, the Paranormal Agents sprang into action, goaded by the instructions of their leader. Most of them had magic on tap thanks to the supernatural creatures that were stationed around the hall. However, some of them were armed with riot staffs and other weapons. Joe got an idea that these were more like technicians than actual battle mages. 
 
    “Take down old ginger pubes!” he bellowed, hoping the schoolyard insult would sting Firebrand into acting like his namesake and doing something rash. 
 
    “Prioritize those with magical creatures!” Grim roared, clapping his covers together like a PE teacher urging on his team. 
 
    And then magic was flashing and slashing and carving through the air. Bolts of sparkling color fired with a fireworks energy ripped around the place, blowing chunks out of the walls and melting bubbling streaks in the stone. 
 
    In the days leading up to the mission, when he had chanced to ponder on just how things might go when, or if, he confronted Leofric Firebrand, Joe had always thought there’d be a bit more back and forth before things kicked off. In his quieter moments, he had thought that there would be an almost artful choreography to the way the fight would play out. 
 
    This mindset, he reckoned, was the product of his upbringing, and one that he must’ve shared with most of the UK’s non-magical, non-military inhabitants. It was due to an overconsumption of books and films and TV. 
 
    Even after numerous magical run-ins and fights with magical creatures and psychotically malevolent mages, it was hard to remember that that wasn’t the way things worked in the real world—even in a real world where magic and spells and myths were as accepted as science. 
 
    In the world Joe and his friends now inhabited, battles were not the orchestrated symphonies of choreographed heroics one might witness on the silver screen. They were not grand performances with carefully timed explosions and dramatic monologues. Rather, they were raw, visceral spectacles, where violence was almost innate to the moment, brutality was intimate, and time, a capricious puppeteer. 
 
    Real battles, Joe mused, have a weird and uncanny knack for condensing the chaos of lifetimes into mere moments. 
 
    It was a fleeting thought. 
 
    A hail of metal needles swarmed across the floor, ripping it up, heading towards Joe. Joe threw himself to the side to avoid the fizzing storm of metallurgency. He came up to his feet and found himself only a few paces away from one of the Iron Order henchmen. The man’s eyes glowed suddenly red, hinting at a connection to fire magic. 
 
    He didn’t marvel at it then, of course, but it was something Joe had appreciated before: the link between color and magical ability. It was almost some kind of universal leveling of the playing field; the ability for any mage to be given a split-second warning as to the type of spell any other mage was about to use on them. He could literally see their intent shining in their eyes.  
 
      
 
    Lambency: Light magic - Blue eyes 
 
    Betokency: Manifesting shapes - Bright silver eyes 
 
    Metallurgency: Metal magic - Matte gray eyes 
 
    Inflamency: Fire Magic - Red eyes 
 
    Verglasency: Ice Magic - White eyes 
 
    Zephyrency: Wind Magic - Yellow eyes 
 
    Speirency: Spore Magic - Orange eyes 
 
    Undamency: Water magic - Aquamarine eyes 
 
    Mordacency: Venom magic - Purple eyes 
 
    Telemency: Mind manipulation magic - Pink eyes 
 
    Fulmimancy: Lightning and storm magic – Copper eyes 
 
    Necromancy: Death magic – A black and a white eye 
 
      
 
    Inflamency: Fire Magic - Red eyes 
 
    Without stopping to think or worry about anything, Joe drew on the magic of the Pegasus ring and lashed out with a clumsy right hook. He had been aiming for the man’s stomach, but his target pivoted at the last second, and Joe’s fist crunched into his thigh. The man screamed as his hip bone shattered like bone china. He was flung sideways in a ragged cartwheel that sent him twelve feet into the air, and he crashed down on his side, somewhere out of sight. 
 
    Still drawing on the power of the ring, Joe used his enhanced speed to run behind a group of agents who looked to be gathering around Leofric Firebrand, trying to act as a bodyguard while the ginger-headed man made his way towards the podium where Joe guessed the activation switch or mechanism for the crystallite charges was. 
 
    He slammed into the group of people and unleashed an untidy and ragged burst of storm electricity. His hair stood on end as the power pulsed out of him, engulfing those within his immediate range in a pale blue and copper aura. One of the women closest to him actually found her robes set on fire, and she ran around screaming and beating at them, momentarily forgetting that she had magic that would no doubt help put the flames out. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, in her panic, she ran straight onto the point of an icicle spear that Lucius had cunningly affixed in a wide semicircle to hinder the retreat of the Paranormal Agents. She impaled herself on it and jerked to a halt, coughing up blood. 
 
    Joe rather lost track of things after that. The midst of a battle was a hectic place, and all he could do was hope that his friends were managing to look after themselves. Paranormal Agents ran hither and yon. Joe had cut the magical reliance he had on his ring as soon as he darted into the group of people and electrocuted them, but still, he felt the ebb. 
 
    Careful with this, he warned himself. 
 
    Though occasionally he switched it back on so that he might grab an Iron Order agent and toss them away screaming with his enhanced strength, he mostly relied on his absorption abilities to deal damage to his opponents. Every now and again, he fired a small tendril of lightning at a Paranormal Agent, but it was risky not knowing if his friends were nearby. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye he noticed Aida conjuring up a rough bubble of gale force winds that surrounded her and stopped enemy projectiles from finding a home in her flesh. The wind barrier also deflected spells, although Joe did see a fireball sneak through her guard and smack her in the back. Luckily, her hex-vest protected her from the spell, and she was only sent flying forwards. As it turned out, this was a happy coincidence as it was in the direction she had been heading, towards her mother. 
 
    Aida got up, gave a scream of rage, and channeled a localized tornado at the offending party. The man was picked up and sent spinning upwards, six, seven floors up. Then the wind cut, and he fell to earth with a sickening crunch. 
 
    Meanwhile, Firebrand, his hair now mussed up and all over his face, was heading towards the podium on which the mechanism that would kickstart the crystallite charges ticking down to boom time was set. 
 
    Joe was desperately trying to get to grips with Firebrand, but the chaos of battle kept swirling them together and then driving them apart before Joe could act. He thought he had the man dead to rights at one point, but Firebrand saw him coming and turned just in time. 
 
    He moved quicker than a greased hare, exhibiting just why he was the leader of the Iron Order’s little expedition. One side of his face twitched, he threw up his left hand, and a wonderfully elaborate conjuration of fire magic formed in the air. It was only when the flaming mouth, complete with vampiric fangs, manifested itself in the air, wreathed in flame, that Joe realized that he had judged the man to be a practitioner of inflamency before he’d even known it for certain. 
 
    It’s the hair, he thought to himself. The guy could have been living the ultimate bluff if he had only been born with a proclivity for water magic. 
 
    And the jaws of fire closed on him. 
 
    Fortunately, he had reached that calm place inside of himself where magical fighting became almost easy—or at least not scary. The incandescent jaws snapped shut on him, but Joe absorbed the potent inflamency using the power native to Grim. Still, such was the might of Firebrand’s spell that Joe smelled his clothes singing and the acrid stink of the ends of his hair smoldering. 
 
    Conjuring the image of the counterspell he wished to weave, Joe tried to form a rough dome of fire over Firebrand, hoping to trap him under it, but Firebrand was too fast, too skilled. He countered, and the dome shattered like glass, falling to the ground in fragments that quickly sizzled out of existence. 
 
    Joe followed this up with a couple of tendrils of lightning that lanced up from the ground like groping fingers trying to sting and stab the red-headed Iron Order agent. 
 
    Leofric Firebrand remained composed though, his weaselly eyes watching Joe all the while as he parried the fulmimancy with spontaneously appearing single-use shields of fire and smoke. 
 
    Without quite knowing how the bastard had managed it, Joe suddenly saw that Leofric Firebrand was standing by the podium, on which a piece of marble or granite, which looked surprisingly like a chessboard covered in studded gems, was waiting for him. 
 
    Firebrand sent a spurt of fire in Lilli’s direction. It was a diversionary tactic, so far as Joe was concerned, but one that could have proved fatal for Lilli all the same. 
 
    Joe was forced to save the dwarven maid, who was engaged with another Iron Order ruffian, from the kind of suntan she’d never recover from. He cursed after he had blocked the spell, pivoted, and was just in time to see Firebrand mutter some words, which sounded to Joe’s inexperienced ears like an incantation in some alien or ancient tongue. 
 
    The gemstones covering the strange board suddenly glowed a bright green. 
 
    The man’s face stretched in a wicked grin. Lit with the green light emanating from the board in front of him, he looked suddenly like a risen corpse. 
 
    “Hold!” he bellowed in a rich, fruity accent that seemed to exude money and a good education. “Tell your people to stop this madness at once!” he commanded. 
 
    Joe ignored him and took a step towards where Firebrand stood next to the podium. In response, Firebrand raised his hand over the pulsating green gems on the board, and Joe stopped. His mind was whirling, but he needed more time to think of a plan. They had been thrown into this too suddenly. Too much was happening. Too much was at stake. 
 
    Without taking his eyes off his ginger-topped foe, Joe half turned his head and yelled as loud as he could over his shoulder: “Lilli! Lucius! Aida! Stop! Stop fighting for just a minute!” 
 
    To his amazement, the sounds of combat faded and died away altogether. All he could hear for a few moments were the groans of a few of the dying and the injured, the labored breathing of his friends, and the thunder of blood in his own ears. 
 
    “All right, Firebutt,” Joe said. “What now?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Firebrand looked thoughtfully at Joe for a moment, taking the opportunity to smooth his pomaded ginger hair back from his face with his fingers. He opened his mouth to speak, but Joe cut across him. He had a feeling that this smug bastard was going to be cut from the same cloth as the psychotic Mr. Reaver had been. He looked like a man who loved the sound of his own voice. And Joe knew that to deny him the pleasure of talking was bound to provoke him. 
 
    “Wait, let me guess,” Joe said, holding up a finger to forestall the man’s explanation. “This is the part where we bargain, right? Or maybe the part where you go on some long-winded rant about how the Iron Order aren’t actually as mentally unstable as a team of giraffes on roller skates? Or, perhaps, it’s the part where you entreat us to stop doing what we’re doing and try to convince us that we’re fighting on the wrong team, that you guys have got the good of all magic kind in your hearts and you’re fighting for a good cause… yadda, yadda, yadda?” 
 
    Firebrand’s face was impassive as he regarded Joe, his shrewd little eyes flicking over his shoulder to where the others stood. 
 
    Joe chanced a glance behind him and saw that there were still six or so of Firebrand’s men and women standing. A few of them looked a little worse for wear, but he was happy to see that none of his own friends had been too badly injured. 
 
    Only Lucius had sustained an injury that he could see. There was a needle of jagged metal sticking from his bicep, but even as Joe watched, hoping it wasn’t too bad, he saw Lucius dig into his pocket and surreptitiously palm what he assumed was an analeptic capsule. His face was worn, but when he caught Joe looking at him, he dropped him a wink. 
 
    Joe turned back to Firebrand. “Well?” he said. “What load of clichéd, bad guy bullcrap are you gonna hit us with now? Are you sure you wouldn’t just rather keep fighting this out until you and your mates are lying dead on the ground and we can go home? Might be quicker, not to mention less of a waste of oxygen.” 
 
    Firebrand gave a little derisive snort. “I assume that you and your colleagues being here, in this place and at this time, is no accident,” he said. 
 
    “Ooh, he’s a sharp one, this one,” Grim said from where he floated over Joe’s head. “Nah, mate, we just wandered away from the group and got lost looking for the loos.” 
 
    “And I presume that even finding your way to this hall means that you’ve taken care of our mutual acquaintance, Bobby,” Firebrand continued, ignoring Grim. 
 
    Joe nodded once. “We didn’t kill him,” he said. “He’s just chilling out for now.” 
 
    “I see,” Firebrand said, sounding bored if anything. “Bobby insisted on lying in wait for you. As far as I could see, there was no downside for the Order. Either he would manage to kill anyone who had the temerity to try and stop us or he himself would be exterminated—something The Suzerain saw no downside in.” 
 
    “Yeah, Bobby is a bit like that, isn’t he?” Joe said. 
 
    “You being here tells me one important thing, though,” Firebrand continued, “and that’s you know why we are here.” 
 
    “We do,” Joe said. “Dastardly plot to blow up parliament. Honestly, that is so 1605.” 
 
    “Well, then,” Firebrand said. “I’m sure you’ll agree that there’s no chance in hell of us backing down and leaving our task unfinished.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you would,” Joe replied seriously, “but I still held a tiny bit of hope that you might.” 
 
    “Hope is a dangerous thing,” Firebrand said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “I guess,” Joe said, “but it was hope that brought us all the way here. It was hope that’s going to help us free my friend’s mother from your fiendish clutches.” 
 
    He shook his head and chuckled to himself. 
 
    “What?” Firebrand asked. 
 
    “Honestly, I wasn’t sure how the phrase ‘fiendish clutches’ was going to sound when I spoke it aloud, but… man, it really does just sound so ridiculous, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Firebrand brushed a speck of dust from the lapel of his peacoat. “I’ve always found it a little melodramatic, the whole ‘fiendish clutches’ rigmarole.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m the same,” Joe admitted. “I just couldn’t think of another way to say ‘clutches’, so I decided to go the whole hog and throw in the ‘fiendish’, too.” 
 
    Firebrand made a little sound in his throat. “I regret that won’t be happening,” he told Joe. 
 
    “Freeing Seraphina from your clutches?” Grim asked. 
 
    “Fiendish or otherwise,” Firebrand said. “My fellow Iron Order colleagues and myself need her still. Once we are done with her, if you don’t make us kill you here and now, you may have her back.” 
 
    Joe let out an empty laugh. “How gracious of you. Don’t try and tell me that you’ll leave us alive if we let you just crack on with your nefarious bombing plan,” he said scathingly. 
 
    “We weren’t born yesterday, mate,” Grim said. 
 
    Firebrand looked up at the levitating book. His eyes lit with an unconcealed avarice. “Especially not you, most ancient one,” he said. 
 
    “You recognize Grim for what he is, then?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Firebrand said. 
 
    “Then why don’t you try and take him?” Joe asked. “Trust me, you’d be making my life a lot more peaceful.” 
 
    Firebrand patted the side of his hair in an annoyingly meticulous fashion. 
 
    “He is bonded with you,” he said. “There would be nothing for us to gain in taking him. We need a purer piece of soul.” 
 
    “I’m pure as the new-driven snow, you cheeky sod,” Grim said. 
 
    Joe snorted. “We won’t be letting you off the hook, Firebrand,” he said. “And we won’t be backing down.” 
 
    “Well,” Firebrand said in his plush, rolling accent, “it was worth a try.” 
 
    “You know,” Lilli said, “that you’re not the first Iron Order bigwig that we’ve come across.” 
 
    “I am aware of this,” Firebrand said smoothly. 
 
    “And it didn’t go so well, dear, for the last Iron Order nutjob who crossed paths with us. Mr. Reaver was his name, I think,” Lilli Spicer continued. 
 
    Leofric Firebrand looked totally unmoved. “Reaver was a sadist,” he said simply. “A clever sadist, but a sadist, nonetheless. He couldn’t get past his own inherent need for cruelty, for dominion over those who crossed his path. He assured the Suzerain that he was aware of the big picture, but I always had my doubts. That was why I was chosen for this task by the Suzerain himself. He will accept no excuses in this bit of work. He will not accept failure.” He pointed with one finger towards the distant ceiling, though he kept his gaze firmly fixed on Joe. “Those above us must perish.” 
 
    Joe glanced unconsciously at the ceiling, then looked back at Firebrand. 
 
    “The Grand Session is directly above us,” he said. 
 
    Firebrand put his hands behind his back and gazed at the ceiling as if seeing it for the first time. “Indeed,” he said. “When we set off the crystallite charges, we will blow and melt the hinges on the vault door. What is more, thanks to the shape of this particular hall, and where it lies within Westminster Palace, the explosion will be guided almost straight upwards. On reaching the zenith of this chamber, the thaumaturgical inferno will turn all those who are still in the Grand Session, which I think you’ll find will be most of the mundane cabinet as well as those magical politicians that my master has no use for, into little more than a glass museum exhibition.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m afraid we’re not going to be able to let you do that,” Joe said, “just like we’re not going to be able to let you steal the grimoire that lies beyond the labyrinth.” 
 
    Firebrand’s pale eyebrows went north at this. He looked almost pleased. “My, my, you do know what we’re up to, don’t you?” he said. 
 
    “We try to do our homework,” Lilli growled. 
 
    Firebrand bestowed on her an acidulous smile. “Yes, from the accounts of those who survived your attack on the Unlucky Fried Chicken base of ours, you do do your homework. Not only that, you’re skilled fighters, too, I believe. I think the Suzerain himself would admit that, had we even known of your existence, we probably would have been guilty of underestimating you.” 
 
    He paused and the sarcastic, infuriating smile faded from his face, leaving his eyes cold and hard. “I will not make the same mistake as Reaver,” he said. “Mr. Reaver’s heart, such as it was, was set on our end goal, but his eyes weren’t taking care to watch the steps that were right in front of him. It’s too late to stop us here. It’s too late for you to stop those above from dying—consider them gone—but it’s not too late for you to save your own lives. I grant you amnesty until our massacre of the mundane up above is complete. After that, you are fair game.” 
 
    “Wow, what a hell of a deal,” Joe said scathingly. 
 
    “It is not a deal. It is an ultimatum,” Firebrand said. “And it is the best, and only, one you will receive today.” 
 
    Joe opened his mouth to retort, but the ginger-haired man cut across him. His plummy accent had taken on a harsh edge like a rusted razor blade. “You have nothing to bargain with, and you have nothing to threaten us with,” he told Joe and the others, matter-of-factly. “The crystallite charges are already in place. Soon the vault will be open, and those foolish humans above us will be dead. Mundane politics will be no more, and magical politics will be thrown into such turmoil that it will be easy for the Iron Order to come in and take the place of the government.  
 
    “Not only that, the government will be in such disarray that they will actively invite the Suzerain, my master, into their fold to take the reins. The beauty of this plan, you see, is that they will seal their own fates. The Iron Order will not seize control of the country; instead, they will take it gently at the behest of those who currently lead it.” 
 
    “We could just kill you,” Joe said. 
 
    “Yes, I like that plan,” Lucius said with feeling. There was a tinkle of metal as the splinter of magical metallurgency fell from his closed wound and onto the floor. 
 
    Firebrand smiled again. “I am more than willing to die for the Iron Order and more than willing to take all my men with me,” he said. 
 
    Joe seized this proffered thread. He turned, leaving his back disdainfully open to attack from Firebrand. 
 
    I’ve got you covered, kid, Grim said through their telepathic link. 
 
    “Whoa-ho! Is that right?” Joe said loudly, looking around at the Paranormal Agents who were watching his friends as if they were a pack of rabid dogs that might decide to attack at any moment. “Is that right?” Joe said again. “These men and women are willing to give their lives just for you? Because you say it must be so?” 
 
    Firebrand sneered at Joe but said nothing. 
 
    “Did you hear that, fellas?” Joe said. 
 
    He was gratified to see a couple of the agents glance over at him and then onto Firebrand. 
 
    “I hope everyone read their contracts when they were signing up for this little job,” Joe said. “That’s the kind of thing that usually gets snuck into the fine print, along with overtime being unpaid and anyone who is childless being automatically signed up for the shifts over Christmas.” 
 
    He definitely saw one of the female paranormal agents bite her lip. That was the thing about uniforms, Joe thought. Sometimes they were all you saw. Sometimes if the uniform was big and bad enough, or the badge shiny enough, it made people forget that under those uniforms were living, breathing human beings; self-conscious and self-aware, with their own hopes and dreams, with people and things and places that they were fond of. In short, with things to lose. 
 
    “The Iron Order’s goals are bigger than any one man or woman—” Firebrand started to say. 
 
    Joe spun and fired a bolt of magic straight at Firebrand. 
 
    Firebrand might not have been expecting it, but he reacted instinctively. He put up his hand, and the bolt struck his palm. An expanding circle of flame rippled outwards from the point the lightning bolt impacted, and Firebrand was thrown backwards. He hit the ground hard and skidded across the smooth shiny stone, his boots squeaking as he was propelled along on his back. 
 
    There was a flurry of activity behind Joe. He shot a quick glance back and took it all in at a glance. 
 
    He saw Thorn leap across the space that divided Lucius and a couple of the Iron Order goons. The ballsy little jackalope lashed out with one of its hind legs and shattered the kneecap of the woman who had looked uncertain when Joe had mentioned giving her life for Leofric Firebrand. She shrieked and fell to the ground, and Lucius encased her in ice. 
 
    Slightly off to the right, Joe could see that Aida’s mum, Seraphina, was still trapped in her magical bindings. She was watching the fighting take place mutely. Her eyes, which were the same tawny color as her daughter’s, watched the action as it unfolded right in front of her. 
 
    Her face barely flickered as Lilli used some betokency to adroitly squash the head of one of the male Paranormal Agents between two giant blocks. His magical creature, which had been a strange squid-like beast attached in between his shoulder blades, winked out of existence as he died. 
 
    As Joe turned his attention back to Firebrand, a flash of red light caught his eye. He saw Lucius was engulfed in a bubble of almost plasma-looking red light. He recognized it at once as the protective barrier the lighter Vasmo had given the young man allowed its holder to conjure. 
 
    A billowing column of roiling venomous yellow smoke hit the shield and dispersed around it. The smoke looked highly toxic, and Joe took it for some form of venom or spore magic. 
 
    “Kid!” Grim shouted at Joe, recapturing his attention. 
 
    Joe whirled and was just in time to see Leofric Firebrand make his move, his face contorted with a zealous fury. He held up his hand, and his palm glowed. Joe readied himself to absorb whatever magic Firebrand flung at him—and then was flung forward, his hex-vest receiving an almighty blow from behind. 
 
    He had fallen for the oldest trick in the book. He had looked at the right hand, metaphorically speaking, while Firebrand’s left hand was sneaking up behind him with a cudgel clamped in its fist, ready to bop him over the head. 
 
    Luckily, the hex-vest had absorbed most of the damage while Joe’s own instinctive  reaction to open up and absorb Firebrand’s magic had also helped mitigate the blow. 
 
    Joe rolled forward and then quickly to the side. A fireball smashed into the ground where his head would have been had he simply finished in the forward roll, leaving a scorched asterisk. 
 
    He got nimbly to his feet, another fireball flashing into his chestbut being absorbed easily. To buy himself some more time, Joe let loose a streamer of fire magic-based darts. They shot twittering across the space that divided himself and Leofric Firebrand. Firebrand waved his arms nonchalantly, and the flaming darts whizzed harmlessly around him like missiles suddenly devoid of their guidance systems, peppering into the ground and sending up sparks and fragments of stone. 
 
    With a malevolent sneer, Firebrand summoned flames that danced like vengeful spirits across the backs of his knuckles. 
 
    “Hey, I used to know a guy who could do the same trick with a bottle cap across the back of his knuckles,” Joe quipped. 
 
    Firebrand unleashed a torrent of searing magical fire, a wall of inflamency that surged towards Joe like a tidal wave. 
 
    Joe didn’t flinch. Instead, he grinned in as infuriating fashion as he could manage and absorbed the inferno with, in the immortal words of Scott Stapp, arms wide open. 
 
    Instead of regurgitating it straight away, he summoned forth a few choice storm bolts. These bolts of lightning wove into a swirling maelstrom of crackling energy that shot towards Leofric Firebrand, ripping up the ground as it went and turning the stone in places to a bubbling mess of pockmarks. 
 
    Firebrand threw up his shield and used it to deflect the fulmimancy with a sound like thunder booming through the distant mountains. 
 
    Not one to waste a moment’s distraction, Joe released the inflamency that he had absorbed from Firebrand as an encore. He formed a spell into an unrefined block and dropped it from high above his enemy, hoping that the unexpected angle might take the other man by surprise. 
 
    He wasn’t so lucky. Firebrand happened to glance up. 
 
    I suppose one doesn’t last long in the Iron Order without having a fair amount of wits, Joe admitted to himself. 
 
    Firebrand raised his fist up above his head. 
 
    It’s quite a heroic and cool-looking stance—had the magnificent arsehole been in any way a hero or cool, Joe thought. Even taking into consideration the fact that I would never admit that to the douche himself. 
 
    The block of solid inflamency, which was easily as long as Firebrand himself had he been lying down, exploded as it impacted his fist. It flew apart in fragments and molten shards that went sizzling all around, dropping in a viscous plops like liquid lead or lava as it hit the deck. 
 
    In response, Firebrand sent a rotating fiery cartwheel zooming towards Joe, sending up a spray of sparks that all but blinded him and sent him staggering back. 
 
    “Dive to the right,” Grim told Joe, and Joe did. 
 
    He felt the heat of the cartwheel as it passed him, and it exploded against a far wall, causing flames to lick up the bare stonework. 
 
    Both Joe’s hands were held up in front of him as he regained his feet, almost in the parody of a gun fighter’s pose. He channeled storm energy down from Tala, who was still circling somewhere above, and projectiles of solidified lightning shot out of his fingertips. They ate up the ground around Firebrand like fifty-caliber machine gun fire. 
 
    One of them managed to get past the fiery defenses the Iron Order man was conjuring as his hands moved in a blur. The crackling copper projectile hit the man in the shoulder and spun him. Another punched into his sternum and sent him flying backwards, but as he went, he let off a spell that emitted a searingly bright flash of flame that sent Joe reeling backwards, his hand over his face. 
 
    It was the occult version of a flash-bang grenade going off; disorientating, filling Joe’s vision with purple splotches that he vigorously tried to blink away before Firebrand could do him another mischief. 
 
    When his vision finally cleared, it wasn’t to find Firebrand going on the attack, though, much to his surprise. Instead, the man had managed to make it to what Joe had labeled in his own head as the sort of supernatural detonator. 
 
    “No,” Joe hissed through gritted teeth. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    The other man slammed his hand down on the magically glowing green gems set into the slab of marble. 
 
    How he had made it across the space that Joe had thrown them back to in such quick-time Joe had no idea, but it hardly mattered now. 
 
    Firebrand gave Joe a cocky two-fingered salute and then said, “Sixty seconds and all your troubles will be over, Mr. Ramsey.” 
 
    Joe snarled, spitting a few choice swear words—the kinds of insults that make no real sense but contain most of the foul words a man knows combined—and made to move towards the man. 
 
    In a flash of flame, both Leofric Firebrand, and the podium on which the controls for the crystallite charges had been, vanished. 
 
    Joe was dumbstruck. Even as the last of the Paranormal Agent goons fell to the combined prowess of Lilli and Lucius, his mind went blank. They had sixty seconds to figure out how to stop an explosion that was going to wipe out not just them but most of the British Parliament as well. The fact that Leofric Firebrand appeared to have gotten away was a secondary concern now. 
 
    “Grim,” Joe said sharply, looking up at the floating tome above him. “You’ve got a pretty accurate internal timer, right?” 
 
    “Yep,” Grim said. “We’ve got forty-seven seconds. Thank goodness for magicians and their bloody theatrics, huh?” 
 
    Joe’s mind buzzed frantically as he tried to figure out what to do. Meanwhile, Aida, Lucius, and Lilli had gathered around Seraphina and were busy trying to combine their magics to free her. Aida’s mother looked quite calm and seemed to be muttering instructions to them, helping them. 
 
    Joe believed that Seraphina probably knew how to defuse the crystallite charges, but by the time he had explained the situation to her, it might be too late. He had to solve this problem on his own. Right now. In his desperation, an idea formed in his head. 
 
    “Grim,” he barked, “get your papery butt back down to Bobby and thaw him.” 
 
    “But the sour bugger will attack me,” Grim said. 
 
    “Good. I need you to channel his powers to me,” Joe said. “I need you to act as a conduit—don’t ask questions! Piss him off and get him to fire all the undamency he has at you and pass it along to me.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Grim said. 
 
    It was a mark of the seriousness of the situation that the Grimoire didn’t stop to make some Smart Alec remark or ask any questions. He shot off towards the door and the spiral staircase that lay beyond it and disappeared. 
 
    “Lucius, get over here!” Joe said. “I need to borrow that lighter thing of yours.” 
 
    Lucius hurried over. “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t ever tell my uncle, Steve, this if you meet him,” Joe said. “But I think I might be about to save Parliament.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe had no idea whether or not his plan was going to work. He took a philosophical solace in the fact that if it didn’t, then there was going to be very little time to be sad about it. 
 
    He didn’t know how many seconds they had left, but he could feel the time trickling through him as if he was the pinch in the hourglass. He tried not to dwell too much on the fact that he probably had less than half a minute to go. 
 
    Are you ready, kid? Grim asked him through the telepathic link they shared. I’m about to un-thaw this microwave dinner. 
 
    Go! Joe said. 
 
    He had doubts about many things in that life of his, but doubting Grim’s ability to antagonize someone to the point of them doing the magical equivalent of hauling off with a tire iron and going completely stark-raving ballistic was not one of them. 
 
    He felt the water magic, the undamency, begin to well up inside of him almost at once. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Aida asked him. 
 
    Joe licked his lips. He hadn’t been looking forward to this part, to the explanation. 
 
    “I’m going to draw on all of you simultaneously—if you’ll let me,” he said. “I’m going to combine your betokency, verglasency, and zephyrency to try and reinforce the roof and keep the explosion from spilling outwards, up into the hall.” 
 
    “Do you really think you’re going to be able to do that, love?” Lilli asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Joe admitted, “but it’s our only shot.” 
 
    “And what about us?” Lucius asked. 
 
    “That's where you come in, Lucius,” Joe said hurriedly. It was getting harder to talk. The water magic that Grim was siphoning off from Bobby somewhere below them was rapidly filling him up, even with the belt that he wore around his waist. 
 
    “What do you mean that’s where I come in?” Lucius said. 
 
    “You use that lighter that Vasmo gave you to protect us,” Joe said. 
 
    He quickly stuffed his hand into his pocket, retrieved the tin in which he kept most of his caps, and pulled out a couple of his grimfire capsules. 
 
    This was the powder that Joe and Lilli had made out of one of Grim’s grimoire pages. It gave Joe a massive boost of magical prowess and power, which meant he didn’t have to draw so much on external power from creatures, or in this case, his friends. The drawback was that it made him more like Grim if he used it too much. However, as the alternative in this scenario was to be turned into glass or dust, he thought that he may as well throw caution to the wind. 
 
    He put the capsules in his mouth and swallowed them dry. 
 
    “The crystallite charges are glowing red,” Aida said in a high, scared voice, which was very different from the voice of calm control Joe was used to her using. 
 
    “That means there are five seconds left until detonation,” Seraphina Zingaro told them all. 
 
    Of all of them, she didn’t seem scared. It was as if she was resigned to whatever was going to happen next. Joe was jealous of her cool. He wished he could have had some of that himself. 
 
    “Get ready!” Joe cried. “Lucius, activate the shield! Everyone else, open yourselves to me.” 
 
    As the grimfire capsules kicked in, Joe felt the strain of Bobby’s incoming water magic lessened somewhat as whatever reservoir inside himself grew exponentially. 
 
    As Lucius activated the shield lighter and Joe, Lilli, Aida, Lucius, and Seraphina were engulfed in the transparent red bubble, Joe reached out with his mind and will and began to drain power from his friends’ creatures. He attempted to do it as subtly and gently as he could, but five seconds was not a lot of time to play around with. Malkin gave a little chattering shriek of discomfort. 
 
    Channeling his inner Samuel L. Jackson, Joe screwed up his face with effort and bellowed: “Hold onto your butts!” 
 
    The swirling, messy mass of combined magics, of shapes and wind, of ice and water, blended together inside him. Almost at once, he felt himself frothing over, twisting up and around inside of himself as if he was a giant cocktail shaker. The different opposing magics battered against one another, bouncing around, crashing into one another like waves coming in from different tides and mixing up into some sort of maelstrom that threatened to make him fray apart. 
 
    With an effort that he wasn’t sure he would have been able to conjure if it wasn’t for the grimfire powder inside of himself, Joe managed to harness the power of these opposing magics and form a great domed barrier high above, about twenty feet below the ceiling. 
 
    The effort was monumental. He could hear a roaring shrieking sound, and it was only after a few seconds that he realized that it was coming from his own throat. His eyes were screwed shut in concentration, blocking out the pain, blocking out the madness that threatened to engulf him. 
 
    Distantly, he heard Lilli say, “Go on, ducky,” and Aida cry, “Oh my goodness, he’s doing it.” 
 
    Joe managed to crack his eyes open a fraction of an inch. He only realized that he had raised his arms when he saw his hands up in front of him, pointing towards the high distant ceiling. Much to his relief, a rough dome had formed. Even though it was an amalgamation of four different varieties of magic, Joe was able to discern the different layers within that one fused spell.  
 
    Through his narrowed lids, he saw that the whole vast ceiling of the hall that they were in was filled with a rough cloud-like shape, almost like a giant broken shard of an eggshell. 
 
    Via his imagination, the dome had been formed out of Lilli’s betokency and reinforced with the ice magic that he was able to channel from Lucius and Thorn. Thanks to the human imagination being an almost bottomless well of creativity—depending on who it belonged to, naturally—Joe was also able to utilize Aida's zephyrency and create a fortifying downdraft of gale force winds. 
 
    He hoped all this would be enough, but there was no knowing until the crystallite charges went— 
 
    A blinding twin flash of prismatic light burst outwards like a pair of stars going nova. It melded and cascaded in an array of vibrant colors that danced and swirled in a mesmerizing ballet. Ribbons of shimmering energy unfurled like ethereal tendrils, weaving through the air with a terrible otherworldly grace, while flames of the palest blue and lilac and silver expanded outwards with a beautiful violence that would have taken Joe’s breath away if the explosion itself hadn’t knocked the breath out of him. 
 
    It was a spiraling symphony of destruction, yet even in the midst of his terror, Joe reckoned that he could almost see an awe-inspiring beauty emerge from amidst the chaos. 
 
    The ground of the hall trembled as the force of the explosion ripped outward, accompanied by a deep and resonating boom that echoed through not just the hall but also through Joe’s very core. 
 
    It was almost a testament to the profound and paradoxical nature of magic, where destruction could intertwine with the strangely alluring. It was pretty and lethal all at once. 
 
    The expanding pall of flame shot upwards just as Leofric Firebrand had said it would. 
 
    Over the roaring rush of the expanding cloud of magic and fire, Joe heard Seraphina Zingaro yell, “It is as that foul Firebrand boasted to me. They reinforced the walls of this chamber to help guide the explosion upwards to give themselves a better chance of escape.” 
 
    Joe barely registered what the words meant. All his concentration, all his will, all his power was bent on keeping that dome that he had fashioned from cracking. The force of that explosion hitting his barrier drove him to his knees. It was like being kicked in the guts by a horse, except after the sudden impact there also came a dreadful constant pressure. Building, building. 
 
    He unleashed every stored drop of the water magic that Grim was siphoning from Bobby somewhere below them. He didn’t so much make it rain as drop that water all at once as if it was being dumped out of a giant front-end loader. 
 
    A cloud of steam billowed out as fire met water. Rather than rise, the steam was shoved downwards by the force of Joe’s buckling magical shield. Joe felt like he was going to be sick. He felt like his eyeballs were going to explode or melt. He felt hot and cold. Sweat poured down his spine. His skin burned, itched. 
 
    All in all, he’d felt better. 
 
    Thanks to the lighter that Lucius was still stoically wielding, holding above his head, Joe and the others were protected from the billowing cloud of down-forced boiling hot steam. They were engulfed in it so that the world turned momentarily all white. It was like standing in the middle of a rain cloud. Then the fire descended. Polychromatic flames licked all around them, battering hungrily at the force field that Lucius still held up. 
 
    Joe’s eyes were shut tight again now with the strain, but over the galloping thud of his own pulse in his ears, he heard Aida say, “No… No, the force field’s giving!” 
 
    Then her mother said, “Just hold it for a few seconds more, young man.” 
 
    Joe wasn’t sure whether she was talking to him or to Lucius. He wanted to ask, but he found he just didn’t have the mental capacity required to frame the sounds with his lips. He was tapped out. He was doing all that he could to hold back the storm of the crystallite charges. However, a few seconds later and his unasked question was answered. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on,” Lucius groaned. “It’s just fading. I can’t make it do anything else.” 
 
    “The device is at capacity,” Seraphina said. Her voice was still dead calm, which was fitting, Joe thought, because very soon it was likely that they were going to be very dead. 
 
    “It’s shaking my arm,” Lucius said. “I don't know how much longer it’ll last. I don’t know how much longer I can make it last.” 
 
    And in that moment, Joe’s mind went blissfully slow. Time stretched, and each thought and idea traveled through his mind as unhurriedly as a piece of lead shot falling through honey. 
 
    How could he save his friends? He wanted very much to save those members of parliament up above, but if that couldn’t be done, if that was simply beyond his capabilities, then even if it meant his own destruction, he had to try and save his friends. But how? 
 
    “Kid, you can’t sacrifice yourself.” 
 
    Grim’s words seem to echo from some void far beyond where Joe’s mind was currently occupied. 
 
    “You’re going to be needed. Needed for something far beyond this. I’ve got a feeling in my footnotes. I know it sounds rough, but you’re going to be needed more than they are.” 
 
    Joe thrust the words aside. 
 
    That’s not how friendship works, he thought, and he wasn’t sure if he was answering the book or answering some inner dilemma of his own. 
 
    Of all the things in this world you can sacrifice your life for, he thought, I reckon friendship is probably up there with the best of the reasons. It’s like offering up a last slice of cake, knowing full well that you won’t get a taste but relishing in the joy it brings to your mates’ hungry faces. It’s about putting their needs before yours. That’s the best and the most honest thing a person can do for another. 
 
    There was a long pause. Then, distantly, he thought he heard Grim say, “God damn it, kid. Do what you’ve gotta do. Do what I know you think you should do.” 
 
    “The charge detonation is weakening,” Seraphina said. 
 
    “With all due respect, Mrs. Zingaro, it’s not going to be weak enough in time, I’m telling you,” Lucius said. 
 
    “It looks like our goose is cooked,” Lilli said, with a dispirited attempt at a joke. Her voice was resigned but stoic. 
 
    “There’s always hope,” Seraphina replied. 
 
    Joe hoped her trotting out that tired old adage would turn out to be right. 
 
    Taking a breath, he stopped trying to fight the ebbing explosion of the crystallite charges. In the next moment, he stepped through the force field that Lucius had erected with his lighter. 
 
    “Joe!” Aida yelled, but Joe ignored her. 
 
    Keeping his arms raised, he made a mental reversal. Instead of trying to fight the flaming magic that was intent on roasting them all alive along with the boiling hot steam, he opened himself to it and pictured himself as a giant plug hole. 
 
    He felt Grim give an internalized groan, and Joe echoed it as the magic flooded into him. Fire and water; opposing elements that warred with one another were now united in their goal to obliterate this upstart magician who believed he could tame them both. 
 
    Deep inside his chest he felt Grim launch his soul or his magical will into Joe, bolstering him, keeping him alive, keeping him together. 
 
    The sensation of all that magic entering him was one that Joe had never experienced before. He was almost aware of every single cell in his body aching, straining to part with the one next to it. He’d heard numerous people throughout his life use the expression that they felt divided for some reason or another. 
 
    Feeling as he felt now, Joe didn’t think they really knew what they were talking about. He felt divided now right enough. He felt that, rather than being whole, he was 37.2 trillion cells held together with spit and dreams and hope and sheer pigheadedness. 
 
    Coming muffled to his ears he heard Aida cry, “He’s done it! He’s actually bloody done it!” 
 
    Then Seraphina said, in a voice that shook with something close to veneration, “My goodness, I’ve never seen anything of the like…” 
 
    A needle in his mind, another voice. It was Grim. 
 
    “Kid, not to put too fine a point on it, but if you don’t eject that magic you’ve taken in, you’re going to explode like a foie gras goose kept too long on the feeding tube. Siphon off the magic to me and let me give it to Bobby. He’s always banging on about how power is the only thing ever worth having. Well, let me give him this.” 
 
    Joe opened himself to Grim. He wasn’t sure how he did it, he just did it. It was between knowing how to do it and death, and that was no choice at all. 
 
    The magic flooded out of him. Verglasency, undamency, betokency, zephyrency: it all left him in a boiling torrent. 
 
    Time stretched again, this time a burning bright filament of agony. It went on and on and on, and Joe just wanted it to end. 
 
    And then… 
 
    And then it was done. 
 
    Empty. 
 
    He felt like a punctured football: limp. He felt the world tilt. His eyes remained shut, though this was exhaustion now rather than pain that was keeping his lids down. He felt his forehead impact hard with the stone floor and realized that he’d slumped forward. The pain was nothing but a dull ache. The stone under his face was a cooling balm. 
 
    For a few moments he just lay there. He didn’t allow himself to pass out. There was still too much at stake. Still too much that they didn’t know. Still too much that was unresolved. Firebrand’s face floated across the sable wall of his mind. 
 
    “Capsules,” he muttered. 
 
    “What did he say?” Lilli asked. 
 
    “Capsules,” Joe muttered again. 
 
    He felt the dwarf’s stubby fingers rummaging quickly through his pockets until she retrieved the tin. There was the sound of it opening. 
 
    “What do you need, dear? What do you need?” Lilli asked. 
 
    “Any of them. All of them,” Joe slurred. 
 
    There was a rattling sound. 
 
    “Here, I’ve got a little bottle of water in my coat,” Aida said. 
 
    At Lilli’s insistence, Joe opened his mouth. He’d never thought that opening his lips could be such an effort, but it was now. With a mother’s care, the dwarven maid slipped a couple of capsules into Joe’s mouth and pressed the water bottle to his lips. 
 
    “Vimpounce and an analeptic,” she told him. 
 
    Joe heard something in her voice as she took his left hand, but he was too muzzy to pinpoint it. Was it concern? He drank down the water and swallowed the capsules. A few seconds later, his eyes snapped open, the vimpounce coursing through him, the analeptic powder already healing the mental scars and physical lesions that the magical intake he had endured had left on him. He sat up. 
 
    “I’m all right,” he said, looking around at the colorful smears that were the faces of his friends. “I'm all right. How’s the ceiling?” 
 
    “Intact,” Lucius said. 
 
    “And it’s not raining politicians,” Lilli said. 
 
    Joe grunted and reached out telepathically so that he could touch minds with Grim. 
 
    “Grim, how are you going?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m… I’m okay, I think,” the grimoire replied. He sounded shaky. “How about you, kid?” 
 
    Joe puffed out his cheeks. He flexed his arms and legs and moved his head around. Nothing seemed broken. There was nothing irreparable, at least he didn’t think so. 
 
    “I think I’m good,” he said. 
 
    He raised his left arm to rub at his face, and he stopped. He blinked hard a couple of times, trying to clear his vision. 
 
    It appeared that his entire left arm was covered in writing, in tattoos that reminded him of Aida. 
 
    “What the…?” 
 
    Then he looked closer. His vision cleared, and he realized that his left arm was also covered in snake-like scales that had a slight parchment-like quality to them. 
 
    “Holy crap on a crumpet, Grim,” he said aloud. “I think we’ve suffered a slight fusing.” 
 
    There was a fairly lengthy pause on the other end of the telepathic line, and then the grimoire replied, “You know what? I was just getting that feeling myself, kid.” 
 
    “What’re you talking—” Joe started to say, but Grim interrupted him. 
 
    “I’ll be with you in a second.” 
 
    “What about Bobby?” Joe asked, turning his hand this way and that. 
 
    “Bobby’s finished,” Grim said. His tone was flat and colder than Joe had ever heard it. It invited no questions. “You don’t have to worry about Bobby the bomb maker anymore. No one does.” 
 
    “All right,” Joe said. “Just get here, will you?” 
 
    “Roger that, El Capitan,” Grim replied. 
 
    Aida held out a hand and helped Joe to his feet. He was still looking in amazement and concern at his arm, the skin of which felt the same but looked like parchment and had writing all over it. He couldn’t get over it. It didn’t look real. It couldn’t be real. He pinched himself, and the sensation was just the same as it always had been. 
 
    “Man, I hope I’m not particularly flammable now,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    His wonderment was short-lived though, for at that moment, Aida pointed across the hall. Joe followed her gaze. 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “I suppose that makes our job a little easier at least.” 
 
    The vault door had been blown open.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was funny what stuck with someone in the face of unexpected adversity and extremely heightened stress. Even though the metaphorical fires were raging and the sky darkened with foreboding clouds, being English meant that Aida was compelled to introduce her mother to the rest of her friends. 
 
    Although he was feeling quite lightheaded, but getting better all the time, Joe found himself shaking hands with Seraphina and muttering a polite ‘how do you do?’ 
 
    Even as he did so, his eyes sliding away from the buckled vault door, hanging a jar from one mighty hinge, he had to marvel at his upbringing. For him, as an Englishman, the meticulous dance of introduction was a ritual that seemed to be etched into his very soul. The prospect of what they had to do next, of going into that vault, merely added a touch of urgency, but it certainly did not dampen his resolve to be civil if not downright charming. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Ramsey,” Seraphina said, equally polite, her tawny eyes glinting as she regarded him. 
 
    Even with the analeptic powder working its magic on the minor injuries that he had picked up during the fighting, and the vimpounce having boosted his energy so that he wasn’t on the verge of passing out, Joe still felt a little shaky. 
 
    When Grim turned up it became apparent that the feeling, so far as the floating book went, was mutual. Not only was the grimoire more subdued and moving a little more sluggishly and without his customary grace and bounce through the air, but there was also something physically different to him. Something along the lines of Joe’s new papery tattooed arm. 
 
    In answer to Joe’s questioning look when he arrived, the grimoire flopped open. Joe looked at the pages inside. There was nothing written on Grim. The supernatural tome could choose whether he showed writing on his pages or not, and if he did show something on his pages, he was quite capable of electing what writing he showed. 
 
    However, it was not the writing or lack of it that Joe was interested in this case. The pages themselves were what captured his attention. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” Grim said. “I’ve ruddy well got skin.” 
 
    It certainly appeared that way. Although Grim’s interior pages still look to be made of parchment, there definitely was a slight skin-like quality to them. Joe ran his finger down a page. To his astonishment, goose flesh erupted in its wake. 
 
    “Whoa, don’t do that. It tickles,” Grim said with a bookish shiver. He snapped himself shut and bobbed low to the ground. “I don’t know about you, kid,” he said, “but I’m knackered.” 
 
    “Are you going to be all right to come into the vault?” Aida asked in a concerned voice. 
 
    Wearily, Joe nodded and managed to get to his feet. He leaned against Lucius for a moment and then straightened up. “I’m fine,” he assured Aida. 
 
    “You look like poo,” Lucius noted. 
 
    “Just a little shaky,” Joe assured them. “The analeptic powder’s kicking in, though. I’ll be okay. I’m on the road to recovery.” 
 
    “You look like the roadkill on the road to recovery, maybe,” Lucius said. 
 
    Aida didn’t say anything at first, but she still looked worried. She swapped a glance with her mother. “Joe, after what you just did,” she said, “I don’t want you coming in here and getting seriously hurt.” 
 
    Joe waved her protestations away. “Look,” he said, “the vault is blown open. There are bound to be more agents on the way. I have no idea how things are looking up in the Grand Session, but I imagine that there are a lot of people freaking out right about now. A lot of security guards running around like headless chickens and wondering what the devil is going on.” 
 
    “I would hypothesize that there is a fair amount of trepidation and perturbation floating about the place up there,” Seraphina said. 
 
    A glint in her eye made Joe think that she was quietly delighted at the notion. 
 
    “We all need to stick together,” Joe said, in a voice that shook a little, though he hoped it would brook no argument from anyone else. 
 
    “I agree,” Lucius said. 
 
    “Me, too,” Lilli said. 
 
    “I think that the logical thing is for us to remain together, yes,” Seraphina said. 
 
    Joe signed and nodded gratefully. 
 
    “The vault of the gargoyle has been breached. Its security has been compromised for the first time since it was built. We can’t leave here without the grimoire, Aida,” Seraphina continued. “It is an ancient trust that we cannot fail.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Joe said. “There’s that, but there’s also the fact that we don’t know where that Firebrand guy’s got to either. He vanished, but he’s not dead, and I imagine he’s not going to let this slide willingly. He said himself that the Suzerain, or whoever his boss is, would be far from chuffed if he failed at his mission.” 
 
    “All right, then,” Aida said, stroking the chin of Malkin, who was sitting on her shoulder. “It sounds like there’s nothing more to be gained by discussing it. Let’s go.” 
 
    Lucius scooped up Thorn and led the way towards the busted vault door. Tilted and staring at the floor as it now was, the gargoyle that had fronted the vault door looked almost sad. 
 
    Joe hobbled along at the back of the group, with Grim floating equally slowly at his shoulder. Lilli lingered alongside them, and Joe knew she was ready to put out a hand and steady him if he looked like he was going to fall. 
 
    “I’m fine, Lil,” he assured the dwarf. 
 
    “Do you know how many stubborn, pig-headed males have said they’re fine a moment before they keeled over and died,” Lilli said conversationally. 
 
    “Well, that’s a comforting thought,” Joe replied dryly. 
 
    “Hell of a bedside manner on this one,” Grim added. 
 
    “Just you keep your mouth shut and try and regain any energy you can,” the dwarf ordered. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Joe replied. 
 
    Lucius had been the first up the steps that led to the opening to the vault, but at the entrance, he paused. 
 
    “I hate to be a pain,” he said in his rich, Etonian accent, “but I think this might be a more specialist job for one of the Zingaro ladies.” 
 
    “Such a modern man,” Aida teased. “Look at you, admitting that women folk might be better suited to a task.” 
 
    Lucius colored as Aida walked past him and patted him on the shoulder, giving it an affectionate squeeze. 
 
    The two Zingaro women, mother and daughter, walked past Lucius and stood on the edge of the vault door, looking down. Joe, Lilli, and Grim came up to stand beside the other three. 
 
    “Well, would you look at that?” Joe said. “Just when you thought you might have had your fill of spooky and ominous passageways.” 
 
    The huge vault entrance was actually the start of a tunnel that sloped gently downwards into the earth. 
 
    “And here we have the labyrinth,” Seraphina said. 
 
    Joe managed to refrain from sighing audibly, though it was a close-run thing. 
 
    “I’m guessing this will be more along the lines of the one with the minotaur,” he said, trying to keep his tone light. “Rather than the trippy psychedelic eighties labyrinths that come complete with their own David Bowie.” 
 
    Seraphina turned and gave Joe a smile that was so much like her daughter’s that he found himself staring a little bit. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mr. Ramsey,” she said. “The Zingaro blood and the promise that that entails means that I’ll be able to guide us through here easily enough.” 
 
    Joe saw Aida reach out and take her mother’s hand in her own. Seraphina looked at her daughter. 
 
    “No, Mum,” Aida said in a determined voice. “Let me be the guide. It’s about time I took on the responsibility.” 
 
    A slight frown creased Seraphina’s face, but she didn’t raise an objection. Instead, she bowed her head. “I’m so proud to hear you say that, Aida,” she said warmly. ‘The lead is all yours.” 
 
    The group walked down the gentle slope until they were on a flat, leveled path that stretched out before them. Stone walls hemmed them in on either side. There was no knowing visually which way to go. It was a maze, that much was obvious. Ahead of them there was a T-junction where the corridor split left and right. Joe pushed the toes of his boots into the sand that coated the floor. The air was dry, and it was warmer than it had been in the hall behind them. 
 
    “This place will be guarded, won’t it?” he said. 
 
    “Indubitably,” Seraphina said. 
 
    “Do you know by what?” Joe asked. 
 
    “No,” Seraphina replied. 
 
    “Right, because we wouldn’t want to make it too easy, would we?” Joe said, grinning a tight little grin. 
 
    “It’s not that,” Seraphina replied. “It’s that I have never been here before.” 
 
    “There has never been any need, and our family has always made a point never to keep any records of the protective spells or creatures that live and or are used down here,” Aida told Joe and the others.  
 
    “If someone were to capture one of our family and torture the secret out of them, then the grimoire would have been compromised. We couldn’t allow that, and so the secret, even if it was ever known, of what looks after the labyrinth has long been forgotten.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing everyone loves a surprise then, I suppose, isn’t it?” Joe said dryly. 
 
    “I don’t like surprises,” Grim groused. 
 
    “Surprises are just one of the things you will face down here,” Seraphina said. “Make sure you stick with me. No one wander off.” 
 
    And with that, she nodded to her daughter, and Aida led the way down into the gloom. 
 
    The architecture of the labyrinth was about as simple as you could get. It was essentially one large, weathered stone corridor that branched off here, there, and everywhere, sometimes giving them three options, sometimes two, sometimes leading them to a crossroads where they could either go back or take one of three new routes. 
 
    These stone passageways were roofed over with stone, too, though the ceiling was at least eight feet above their heads. The passages themselves never deviated in their width. They must have been ten or so feet wide, which meant that two of the company could comfortably walk side by side. 
 
    The two Zingaro women led the way, of course. Joe walked as quickly as he could along in the middle following them, and behind him strode Lucius and Lilli, whose firm footfalls were a comfort to Joe’s ears. 
 
    There was nothing that could be called natural illumination—hardly surprising as far under the ground as they likely were. Light, scarce and muted, filtered through cracks in the ceiling. 
 
    In the early stages, they faced trials that were both physical and cerebral. After winding this way and that for a few minutes, they encountered a blockage in the maze. It was not something they could see. Nothing physical. They just reached a part in the labyrinth where they could go no farther. The air had become solid. They could see onwards, but in front of them was a completely transparent something. 
 
    Seraphina was not taken aback by this. She pressed her hands, looking almost like a mime, against the solid air. Then she leaned forward and pressed her ear to the surface of whatever was in their way. “It’s a whispering riddle wall,” she said to the others. 
 
    Joe looked at Lucius. Lucius looked at Joe. 
 
    “Yeah, I have no idea what that is,” Joe said to him quietly. 
 
    “It’s a simple puzzle—or simple if you know it,” Seraphina said. “We simply have to answer a riddle or a number of riddles and we’ll be allowed to pass.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and listened intently. “The first one is…” she said. “I can be cracked, made, told, and played. What am I?” 
 
    The silence of several brains hard at work engulfed the corridor. 
 
    “Well, that’s a joke, ain’t it?” Grim said. 
 
    “It’s not a joke, Grim, it’s a riddle,” Joe said. 
 
    “Cor, sometimes I wish I had eyes so that I could roll them,” Grim said. “No, mate. I mean, the answer is joke.” 
 
    There was the echo of a sound from far away. It almost sounded like chains being broken. 
 
    Seraphina looked at them. “That’s one down,” she said. “The second is coming through, so be quiet.” 
 
    She listened intently for a moment and then turned back to the group. “No sooner spoken than broken. What is it?” she said. 
 
    Thoughtful quiet fell again, and in doing so, Joe had his answer. It slapped him in the face like a wet fish, or, more accurately, perhaps, in the ears. 
 
    “It’s silence. The answer is silence,” he said at once, blurting out the answer. The sound of chains breaking once more echoed along the passage, this time slightly closer. 
 
    Joe allowed himself a small smile. He had never been what might be referred to as a genius when it came to riddles, but the answer to that one had come to him as naturally as breathing. He smiled wider, remembering how this was far more the province of Uncle Steve, who was never more comfortable than at Christmas time when he sat at the head of the table, with a pint of lager in one hand, a paper hat on his head, and coolly answered any and all jokes or riddles that could be pulled from a cracker. 
 
    The third riddle came through a moment later. “What is the beginning of eternity?” Seraphina said. “The end of time and space, the beginning of every end, and the end of every place?” 
 
    This one turned out to be a bit more of a poser than the ones that had preceded it. 
 
    Joe thought deeply, racking his hazy mind, but it was Lucius who answered it in the end. He clapped his hands and grinned. 
 
    “The letter E,” he said. 
 
    This time the sound of chains clinking and shattering was loud in all their ears. Seraphina raised her hand and pushed forward, and there was no resistance. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, and on they went. 
 
    As the mages ventured deeper into the labyrinth’s heart, they encountered a couple of the more mesmerizing kinds of illusions. If he had been on his own, Joe got the feeling that his senses would have been deceived on more than one occasion by the labyrinth’s tricks. Passages tried to shift on them, leading them astray, while mirrors reflected not their physical reflections but their own doubts and fears as they walked past them. 
 
    Aida never once hesitated, though, and she led them onwards. Once she conferred with her mother, but before Seraphina could put forward her point of view, Aida had shaken her head and carried on taking a left and then another left. 
 
    In that subterranean place, the line between the known and the fantastical, which was already a fairly gray area, blurred into an indistinguishable haze. They came across or saw more than a few creatures that looked to be born of otherworldly realms. Some of them Joe would have had a stab at identifying.  
 
    He thought that they crossed paths with a group of goblins at one point, who tried to carve them into mincemeat with a collection of rusty blades, but before he could really clap an eyes on them, Aida had blasted them back down the hall with a gusting whirlwind that splattered one into the ceiling and scraped another one across the floor until the back of his skull showed. Then Lucius stepped forward and froze the others into a nice mural against one of the walls. 
 
    They half glimpsed shadows that revealed grotesque hybrids of myth and nightmare. Once, Joe thought he saw a quick snatched look of a serpentine creature slithering away along a passageway to their right, but before he could make out anything more than the glint of scales, the thing, whatever it was, had gone. 
 
    In truth, most of Joe’s energy was required to just put one foot in front of the other. He put his faith almost wholly in his companions abilities. If anything particularly dangerous or lethal-looking had raised its fanged head, he would have helped out, of course, but as it was, his friends were more than able to face the challenges that arose. 
 
    It helped, obviously, that their group had guides. From the brief looks he caught of the other things and monsters that they never had to face, Joe imagined that anyone bumbling around down here without any true idea of where they were going was bound to run into something bigger and meaner than them before very long. 
 
    When he mentioned this to Seraphina, Aida’s mother nodded her head and gave him a small smile. “That’s right,” she said. “Ultimately, this labyrinth was constructed for one simple reason: to separate those with the family tattoos and those without. Anyone without the tattoos will find it very hard to navigate their way through here unscathed. As for those with them, like myself and Aida and Jasper, they are the keys to this place. They are impossible to forge, imbued with an ancient blood magic. To dare this labyrinth without a tattoo is really a fool’s errand, and the Iron Order knew this.” 
 
    “They’re not stupid… unfortunately,” Joe said. 
 
    “They are not stupid,” Seraphina agreed, “and that’s what makes them such dangerous adversaries. That is, of course, why they tried to capture my husband and me. We are the passports to this place—as is my daughter. Whoever the original designer of this labyrinth was, they knew that there was little to be gained in hindering those who bore the mark of our house. To wear the tattoo is enough.  
 
    “However, the creatures who live for centuries down here move around. The magic that holds them to their respective areas wears away, just as the wind or water or time can erode a mountain. Jasper and I had actually theorized that for one who wears the tattoo, one of our family, we should just be able to walk through unmolested. But as we have seen, after eons, the magic degrades.” 
 
    The farther they walked into the labyrinth, the more confident Aida became. She picked up the pace until Joe was struggling to keep up. Eventually, much to Joe’s chagrin, Lilli spoke up and said, "Deary, Aida, I think… I think Joe might do well with a rest or at least a slackening of the pace.” 
 
    Joe hadn’t wanted to say anything. In fact, he didn’t think he had the breath to say anything even if he’d had the mind to, but he was definitely feeling the burn. He reached into his pocket, retrieved his tin of powder capsules, and took another one of the vimpounce ones. 
 
    “Careful with that stuff,” Grim warned him, but Joe shook his head. 
 
    “We need to see this through,” he replied, taking a deep breath as the energy-boosting powdered potions shot through his veins and invigorated his senses. “Whatever comes afterwards, even if it's the mother of all vimpounce hangovers, I’ll treat it as a gift.” 
 
    “I’ll remind you of that when you’re dealing with a tongue that feels like a carpet that hasn’t been cleaned since old Victoria sat on the throne,” Grim said. 
 
    “Do you think you can stagger on for a little bit longer, Joe?” Aida asked. 
 
    Joe smiled wanly, reaching for his dwindling supply of bravado. He would have given a lot just then for a cup of Earl Grey tea and a couple of gingernut biscuits. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I’m not going to collapse just yet,” he said stoically. 
 
    “Good,” Aida said, turning forward once more, “because I think we’re almost there.” 
 
    The secret heart of the labyrinth turned out to be a chamber. Impossibly, the chamber was open to the sky—and not the afternoon sky that they had left behind them when they had delved into the depths of the Palace of Westminster. No, this was a night sky like velvet of the deepest shade of eggplant shot through with a plethora of stars like scattered diamonds. 
 
    “Alright,” Joe said, “but, uh, that’s impossible, isn’t it?” He motioned at the sky. 
 
    “Not impossible,” Seraphina said. “Not quite. Nothing is impossible in the labyrinth, you see.” 
 
    “I don’t see,” Joe said. His mind was sluggish, and he was in no mood to guess. 
 
    “From the moment we crossed the threshold of the vault door, we entered a pocket dimension,” Seraphina said. She spoke confidently, in the way one might explain some trivial matter. 
 
    “A pocket dimension,” Joe repeated. 
 
    “That’s right,” Seraphina said. 
 
    “Right,” Joe said. 
 
    ‘You have absolutely no idea what a pocket dimension is, do you?” Grim said mildly. 
 
    “I mean… What I think is a pocket dimension and what you think of as a pocket dimension… Not as such,” Joe said carefully. 
 
    “That’s male speak for: ‘Yes, I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about’, isn’t it?” Aida deciphered. 
 
    “In a nutshell, whilst we’re in the labyrinth, whilst we’re in the vault, nothing on the outside, up in the Houses of Parliament for instance, will be affected. Nor will it affect us here,” Seraphina said. 
 
    Joe’s gaze moved from the stars above, which were in constellations that, had he known anything about astronomy, would have been totally alien to him. He looked around at the chamber. The stone walls were carved with mythical creatures and arcane sigils. In the center of the chamber, upon a raised dais, there rested nothing. There was an obsidian pedestal meticulously crafted, no doubt, by someone long ago. Its polished surface held a cradle, but in that cradle, there was nothing. It was conspicuously empty. 
 
    “Where’s the grimoire?” Lucius asked, voicing the question on everyone’s lips. 
 
    Joe looked at Aida. She looked confused. She swapped another meaningful look with her mother. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “It should be here. It feels like it’s here.” 
 
    Even Seraphina looked mildly taken aback. 
 
    Joe tilted his head back and closed his eyes. 
 
    This was bloody typical, wasn’t it? The hidden relic that should have been there wasn’t, and no one knew where it was. Just typical. 
 
    He opened his eyes and gazed at the glimmering celestial bodies above him. They weren’t real, but they were beautiful. Or maybe they were real and just taken from some other universe. Who knew? What difference did it make anyway? What was real? 
 
    That question told him that he was tired. 
 
    As he looked at the stars, hoping and waiting for someone to make a suggestion as what to do next, he noticed a patch of darkness flickering across the subtly glimmering stars. It seemed to be growing larger, a patch of pure bottomless midnight set against the deep, dark purple of the heavens. 
 
    “Is that the grimoire flying in now?” he asked, squinting. 
 
    “We do like to make an entrance,” Grim observed. “At least, I do.” 
 
    The rest of the company craned their heads up. There was a moment’s pause. 
 
    “No,” Seraphina Zingaro said. “That is something else.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why am I getting the feeling?” Joe said slowly, his eyes fixed on the approaching dark shape that was getting rapidly bigger above them. “Why am I getting the feeling that the arrival of whatever that thing is is not a coincidence?” 
 
    Grim, who was hovering quietly next to Joe, said, “You remember that old Native American bloke I was telling you about?” 
 
    “The one who was partial to a bit of quote the devil’s lettuce unquote?” Joe asked. 
 
    “That’s the one,” Grim said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Joe said, “I remember.” 
 
    “Well,” Grim said, “he always used to say that timing had a lot to do with the outcome of a rain dance.” 
 
    Joe considered this for a moment. “That sounds very much like he was saying ‘shit happens,’” he said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Grim said. “It does, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know what this thing is, do you?” Joe asked without much hope. 
 
    “Nah, not just yet. It looks big, though,” Grim said. 
 
    The dark shape loomed larger. Whatever it was was going to be amongst them any second now. 
 
    “That old Native American medicine man used to say something else,” Grim said vaguely. 
 
    “What was that?” Joe asked. 
 
    “When in doubt, let your horse figure it out,” Grim replied. 
 
    Joe nodded. “I don’t have a horse, Grim,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, there is that,” Grim conceded. “Still, I like it. He was a nice geez—” 
 
    “Incoming! Get back!” Aida shouted. 
 
    Joe thought that sound advice and threw himself back against one of the walls of the chamber. The creature, for a creature it was, crashed down in an explosion of dust so that it was half-shrouded for a moment. Miraculously, or perhaps quite on purpose, it had missed the podium in the center of the room by a hair’s breadth. 
 
    Grim had been right. It was big. Very big. Joe had shielded his eyes with his hand from the dust, but he saw off to his left that Lucius had been more quick thinking and erected another one of his lighter shields. 
 
    Lilli too had used her magic to block the dust cloud, putting up a screen of betokency to protect her eyes. 
 
    Joe coughed and waved his hand in front of his face. After a moment, the dust settled, and he was able to see the identity of their new arrival. His eyes went wide, and he felt his jaw slacken. 
 
    “Ah-ha,” he said quietly, “a dragon.” 
 
    For a long, quiveringly taut moment, Joe and the others simply stared at the beast in front of them. It was a big and scaly thing—as dragons probably usually were, Joe thought. It had a long serpentine neck that must have stretched for at least twenty feet, and it had an equine cast to its head, which made it look less lizard-like than Joe might have suspected it of looking. The eyes in the long face, though, burned with ancient reptilian cunning. The pupils were horizontal like a goat’s. 
 
    As Joe continued to stare in a slightly dumbfounded manner at the dragon, the great creature opened its maw wide and showed off a set of sizable and very lethal-looking chompers. 
 
    Each was about a foot and a half long. 
 
    “Do we kill it? Do we talk to it? Do we kill it? Do we talk to it?” Lucius babbled, looking across at Aida’s mother. 
 
    The dragon cocked its head at Joe and let loose a stone-shaking shriek of defiance and anger, enveloping him in a hot gust of putrid breath. 
 
    “Holy smokes, somebody’s been using their tongue as toilet paper again,” Joe gasped. 
 
    “Kill it! Definitely kill it!” Seraphina yelled. 
 
    The dragon roared again, and a frill of skin unfolded from around the edge of its face, giving it a fringe of bright scarlet. 
 
    “This looks bad,” Lilli said. 
 
    Then, coming through the dying dust cloud, two almost identical heads set on two almost identical necks snaked out from behind the beasts’ broad back. 
 
    “That looks worse,” Joe said. 
 
    “Oh, not a dragon then,” Grim said helpfully. “A hydra. Man, that takes me back to around eleven-hundred BC when—” 
 
    Grim’s reminiscences were mercifully cut short when the left head darted out, mouth open wide, hoping to make a snack out of Aida. With Malkin tucked under one arm, Aida erected a shimmering buckler of wind and threw herself to one side. The hydra’s snout crunched into the wind shield, and it reared back, shaking its head and snorting. 
 
    The obvious fact that Joe had never faced a hydra before was irrelevant. He was facing one now, and all he could do was try his best not to get eaten or dismembered by one of the three heads. 
 
    As the left-hand head was recovering from its rebuttal from Aida, the middle one dove down on Joe. 
 
    Grim plowed into Joe’s ribs, knocking him sideways so that the hydra’s mouth snapped on empty air. Joe went to cast a hasty lightning bolt at the thing’s head, but his fingers sparked and smoked, and nothing happened. 
 
    “What the…?” he said. 
 
    “It’s the pocket dimension!” Seraphina yelled. “If you’re trying to draw magic from without, it won’t work.” 
 
    “Oh, man,” Joe said to himself. 
 
    Lucius had heard this brief exchange. He looked over at Joe and waved at him to catch his attention. “Use this,” the other young man said and fired a glob of ice magic directly at Joe. 
 
    Joe absorbed the verglasency gratefully. Whirling around as the middle head of the hydra came at him yet again, he conjured up an icicle spear. It was a rudimentary, almost caveman-like weapon, but it did the job. Joe tapped into his Pegasus ring once again, and using the speed it gave him, he dodged to the side at the last minute. The hydra’s head passed so close to him that, had he wanted to, he could have given it a pat, touching the scaly skin. 
 
    Instead, he drove the icicle spear deep into the bulbous yellow eye. A viscous goo gushed out, and the middle head reared back in pain. 
 
    “How do you like them app—” Joe started to say triumphantly. 
 
    A tail whipped out of nowhere and caught him neatly in the stomach. 
 
    If Joe had ever wondered how a castle door felt when a battering ram came calling, he wondered no longer. His hex-vest absorbed much of the damage, and as he was still tapped into his Pegasus ring, his added strength also mitigated what could have been a terrible injury. As it was, he was thrown backwards and landed hard on the ground, rolling until he smacked into the wall of the chamber. A great whoosh of breath left his lungs as his back plowed into the stone. 
 
    “Grim,” he said in a tight voice, “how do we kill a hydra again?” 
 
    “You cut the head off,” Grim said at once. 
 
    Joe frowned. 
 
    “Oh no, wait a minute, that’s not how you kill a hydra, isn’t it?” Grim quickly corrected himself. “That’s what you do to buy yourself some time and in the end make life harder for yourself.” 
 
    “Great. Cheers,” Joe said, getting to his feet. 
 
    The right head had been busy chasing Lilli around the place but had stopped now thanks to Lucius. 
 
    Lucius Umbra proved himself to be potentially the most helpful mage in the pickle the Curators found themselves in, tapping into the ice magic that his bond with the jackalope, Thorn, enabled him to use. Lucius had encased one of the heads in ice. 
 
    Genius, Joe thought. You haven’t killed it, but you’ve rendered it essentially useless and harmless. Nice. 
 
    The left head was still engaged with Aida and her mother. Seraphina looked like she was running this way and that, acting the part of the decoy. And it was only then that Joe realized that the woman hadn’t got her bond-mate with her. 
 
    The two of them had either been separated by the Iron Order or Seraphina’s bond-mate was able to stay away from her, as Tala was able to stay clear of Joe, and had escaped when she had been captured. Either way, the fact that she was in this pocket dimension without the bond-mate put her in the same boat as Joe: i.e., helpless as far as magic went. 
 
    Still, she was proving herself useful. She was distracting the right head, showing an agility that belied her years. While she did this, Aida used her wind magic, her zephyrency, to summon a series of almost invisible razor-sharp blades that looked like they were made of compressed air. 
 
    As the hydra darted in and out trying to eat her mother, she used these blades to slice at the creature’s toughened scales, causing significant damage with each strike but not severing the neck. Green blood was splashing around the place, making the chamber look like the studio of some mad, contemporary artist. 
 
    A talon-tipped foot swiped out of nowhere and forced Joe to roll aside. Sprays of stone chips went up, stinging his face. 
 
    “A little help here!” he called to Lilli, who was running off to one side. 
 
    In response, Lilli hit him with a blast of betokency, which Joe sponged up. 
 
    The hydra’s head—whether it was the right or the middle, Joe couldn’t tell anymore as they were tangled and twining with one another—lashed out at him again. Joe dodged to the side, and Grim floated in front of the hydra’s face, making it sway this way and that on its long neck like a cobra enchanted by the flute. 
 
    “Keep it distracted for just a second, Grim,” Joe panted. “I need to get my head straight. I need a plan.” 
 
    Grim did as directed. He zoomed around like a papery moth around a lantern, annoying the hydra to no end. The hydra snapped and snarled at it but couldn’t catch the agile book. 
 
    Joe was almost frantic, trying to think of a way that they could contain this beast without cutting its heads off and making more work for himself. He had seen the Disney adaptation of the trials of Hercules as a kid, and he knew what happened if you got carried away and started chopping off heads willy-nilly. The old adage about killing something by cutting off its head so that the body withers did not apply to the hydra. They needed to kill the body. 
 
    And to do that, Joe thought, we need a respite from the heads. 
 
    There was a cry from above him. Grim, who was still far from functioning at one hundred percent, had been busy distracting the head and had not seen the tail flick out. It hit him and sent him, flipping end over end, to slap against the wall. The grimoire slid down with a thump to the ground. 
 
    “Grim!” Joe shouted. He half made a move to run towards his bond-mate, but the hydra’s attention was already back on him. Down came the head, but this time Joe was ready. Once more he tapped into the Pegasus ring’s enhanced speed. He sidestepped the other way this time. The hydra’s jaws chomped into the stone walls, sending fragments of masonry flying. 
 
    Joe used Lilli's betokency to fashion the simple guillotine blade and brought it down across the hydra’s neck. It sliced through the scaled armor flesh and bone as neatly as a razor blade made from tungsten steel. The head came off, but before it could even start to regrow, Joe had used the betokency and morphed the guillotine blade into a cap which he clamped over the severed neck stump. 
 
    Joe allowed himself a little bit of time to take a breath. He looked around and saw that the third and final head was engaged with the combined efforts of Lilli and Lucius. It looked like the pair of them could handle it for now, so Joe ran over to Grim to make sure that his bond-mate was okay. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Joe said, skidding to a halt and dropping to his knees by the book. 
 
    “Like I’ve been recycled,” Grim said in a tight little voice. 
 
    “I should be so lucky,” Joe joked. 
 
    Grim managed to float upwards an inch or so off the ground. Then he turned towards where they had stepped through into the chamber. 
 
    “Someone’s coming, kid,” he said. 
 
    Joe turned, too. It was undeniable. The sound of flapping footfalls could be easily discerned, even over the roaring shrieks of the hydra. 
 
    “Firebrand,” Joe growled to himself, readying himself to meet the new threat. “I was wondering when he’d make his cameo.” 
 
    Clearly, the bastard had tailed them down there somehow and was now hoping that the hydra would deal the Curators enough damage collectively to make mopping them up a mere formality for him. 
 
    “Then he can swoop in like a seagull and snatch the prize,” Grim said, reading Joe’s thoughts. “It’s not a bad tactic, actually.” 
 
    The figure emerged from out of the doorway, and Joe gaped. It wasn’t Firebrand. It was… 
 
    “Vasmo,” Joe blurted. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    Vasmo didn’t answer. His eyes were already burning blue. He raised his hands high above his head, and a number of ethereal, wispy moats of light began dancing around them. These converged and concentrated into a single point. Vasmo let loose a little grunt and thrust his arms forward, and the beams exploded into a brilliant burst that scorched up the hydra’s neck and caused it to recoil. 
 
    Joe would have very much liked to know how Vasmo came to be at the end of the labyrinth with them, but there was a time and a place for questions and this wasn’t it. Besides, with the appearance of Vasmo, it was looking like the Curators had more than a fighting chance of defeating the hydra and figuring out where the hell the grimoire was. 
 
    “Things are looking up, Grim,” Joe said. 
 
    And, of course, in voicing those words, he jinxed it. 
 
    There was an awful organic ripping sound, somewhere between a roast chicken having its legs pulled off and a bedsheet being ripped in half. Wings abruptly tore free of the hydra’s back. Yellow blood showered out, gouts of it spraying up the stone walls. The hydra launched itself into the air, dragging its frozen head up with an effort, and then slammed back down on all four clawed feet. 
 
    The ground of the chamber, all the floor that surrounded the podium with its little cradle, shattered and burst upwards. 
 
    Suddenly, and without any rhyme or reason, Joe and his friends found themselves in a microgravity environment. Chunks of stone flooring floated about them. Joe spun slowly. He waved his arms, trying to right himself while he mouthed incoherently, his mind reaching for swear words that wouldn’t come to his lips. 
 
    “Yep,” Grim said succinctly. “I didn’t see that one coming either.” 
 
    The chamber, the world, tilted crazily. Suddenly, down was up and up was down. The huge chunks of masonry that had only a moment before been the floor floated up to become the ceiling, and the starry sky became a bottomless floor. 
 
    Joe felt himself tilting. He saw the hydra staying aloft with its wings beating. In a long, drawn-out second he thought he knew what was going to happen. If he didn’t do something they were all going to fall into the open, limitless expanse of the sky, and they would be lost. 
 
    With an effort, drawing on the last of the grimfire capsules he had taken, and using the last of the betokency that he had siphoned from Lilli, Joe managed to craft a couple of rough platforms that he put below—or was it above?—himself and his friends. 
 
    As the pocket dimension completed its one-hundred-and-eighty-degree horizontal turn, he and his friends fell onto the platforms, which stopped them falling down, down, down into the starry wonderful nothingness. 
 
    “Oh no, I don’t like this at all!" Vasmo groused petulantly. 
 
    “I’m not too crazy about it either, Vasmo!” Seraphina shouted from across the chamber. 
 
    Vasmo looked around. “Seraphina, my dear, lovely to see you,” he said conversationally. “Jasper will be pleased.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will if we get out of this alive,” Seraphina replied pointedly. 
 
    Vasmo seemed to come back to himself. “Ah, yes… I think a celestial sear should do the trick.” 
 
    The old man’s eyes glowed so intensely blue that they left spots on Joe’s vision as he looked hurriedly away like the sparks from a welder’s torch. There was a sharp crack, and a beam of light as bright as the stars above shot swirling out from Vasmo's chest in a beautiful double helix arrangement. 
 
    It hit the hydra right in its third and final head. The beast’s frilled dome imploded in on itself, melting like candle wax, sinking down onto the stump of neck, which was suddenly nothing more than a gory lump of charred meat and melted skin. The smell of roast beef, bizarrely, filled Joe’s nose as he watched the hydra undergo its sudden cauterizing. 
 
    “There we go,” Vasmo said. “That should just about—” 
 
    With nauseating violence, the upside-down chamber righted itself. Joe and the others were thrown unceremoniously down onto the slabs of masonry that made up the floor, and those, in turn, crashed down, landing imperfectly, more or less, back in place. Dust filled the air once more, and a fine rain of loose gravel patted down, stinging Joe’s face and the backs of his hands. 
 
    The body of the defeated hydra, its wings stilled and its necks flaccid as overcooked spaghetti, toppled upwards and dropped into the void of the sky. It was a phenomenon that made Joe dizzy to witness. 
 
    A chorus of groans emanated from the throats of the six companions. 
 
    “Ow!” Joe heard Lucius say, with real heartfelt feeling in his voice. 
 
    “I second that,” Aida said. 
 
    “Whoops-a-daisy!” Vasmo added. 
 
    Joe let out a long moan as he rolled onto his back and stared at the sky, which was mercifully now, once again, above him. He reached out with his mind and felt Grim’s presence. 
 
    “You alright?” he asked. 
 
    “Yep. How about you, kid?"” 
 
    “I’ve been better,” Joe said, “but at least I’m still breathing.” 
 
    “The day’s not over yet,” Grim pointed out.  
 
    “What an optimistic opus you are,” Vasmo commented from nearby. 
 
    “I can’t wait for a bath,” Joe found himself saying. “A nice warm soak in the tub. Do we have a tub back at Metanoia Drive?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aida confirmed. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be taking up residence in there when we get back,” Joes said. 
 
    “Not until after you’ve taken care of our charges in the menagerie first,” Vasmo said firmly. “Animals first, bath second.” 
 
    “Enough bath talk,” Lilli said loudly. “Look!” The obsidian pedestal located on the raised dais had begun to give off a gentle light. Then the cradle, which sat on top of it, blazed with an even brighter radiance. 
 
    “Oh, that won’t do,” Vasmo said, and he waved his hand, and the light diminished somewhat. 
 
    Joe put his hand down from where he had shaded his eyes with it and saw that now, sitting in the cradle, was a book. 
 
    “There you are,” Aida said softly. 
 
    Seraphina stepped forward, picked up the book with reverence, and tucked it under her arm. Then she looked around at the others, nodded at Vasmo, and said, “We have the grimoire.” 
 
    Joe let out a sigh. 
 
    “Thank goodness for that,” Lucius said loudly, and Lilli chuckled. 
 
    “Aida,” Seraphina said, turning to her daughter, “you did wonderfully.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mum,” Aida said. 
 
    Joe cleared his throat. “Hey, look, I hate to be Mr. Negative-Pants and everything,” he said, “but we still need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Vasmo said. “Quite right, Mr. Ramsey. And from what I saw on coming in here, getting out of this pestilential palace might be easier said than done.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Much to Joe’s relief, the Curators’ journey back through the maze was unencumbered by riddles, monsters, noxious gasses, or anything of that sort that might have been similarly taxing to the body or mind. Defeating the Hydra seemed to have put the labyrinth into a kind of hiatus, and it was easy enough for Aida and her mother to navigate through until they reached the exit of the pocket dimension. 
 
    On the way back through the gloomy maze, Vasmo and Joe found themselves walking side by side. Vasmo kept shooting surreptitious glances across at Joe until Joe looked back at him and caught his eye. 
 
    “Something wrong, gaffer?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Well, yes,” the old man said. “I can’t help but think there’s something different about you, Mr. Ramsey.” 
 
    Joe held up his left hand and waggled his fingers. “It wouldn’t be the fact that my arm has taken on a slightly bookish quality, would it?” he asked. 
 
    Vasmo snapped his fingers. “Ah, yes, I knew there was something. I thought for a little while you’d bunked off to get tattoos. I noticed the script on the arm, you see. I know so many young people are getting them these days. Quite the fad. It was either that or a new haircut?” 
 
    Joe touched absently at his brown hair. Lilli had hacked at it with a pair of kitchen scissors a few weeks previously, but that had been more of what could be termed a ‘shearing’ than a ‘cut’.  
 
    Quite unabashedly Vasmo reached over and took Joe by the wrist so that he could more closely scrutinize the text and the papery, scaly texture of Joe’s new skin. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” he said, more to himself than to Joe. “This is a classic fusion, isn’t it?’ 
 
    “If you say so,” Joe said. 
 
    “And the grimoire has suffered, in turn?” Vasmo asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say ‘suffered’,” Joe said. 
 
    “I’ve definitely got uglier,” Grim said from above them. “I know there was a time there, back in the day, where books covered in human skin were all the rage, and lots of wannabe sorcerers, who were actually mundane people with funny hats, thought that having a library stuffed to the gills with books covered in an assortment of animal and human epidermis was, as Durango’s lot would say, très chic. But it’s never been my cup of tea.” 
 
    “Do you rustle?” Vasmo asked Joe. 
 
    “What a personal question,” Grim said. 
 
    Vasmo shot the floating tome an impatient look. 
 
    “No,” Joe said simply, answering the venerable old magician. He squeezed his fingers into a fist. “No rustling,” he said. 
 
    “Well, that’s something at least,” Vasmo said kindly. “Be a damned nuisance having someone in the house who went about rustling everywhere. The sort of thing that would drive me to distraction. Like when you’re sitting on a train and there’s always that pompous ass flourishing and snapping and folding his copy of the Financial Times.” 
 
    Joe patted the cantankerous mage on the shoulder. “Crisis averted, then,” he said. 
 
    “Still, I wouldn’t risk lighting any candles with that hand if I were you,” Vasmo added. 
 
    “Noted,” Joe said. “On that note, should we start covering Grim in sunscreen if he decides to open up on a hot day?” 
 
    Grim made a spluttering noise, but Vasmo looked thoughtful. “Hm, quite a prudent idea, young Ramsey,” he said. 
 
    Joe fired a grin at Grim, but the grimoire said nothing. 
 
    They stepped through the buckled gargoyle-fronted vault door and back out into the hall in which the magical inferno had so nearly engulfed them all. There were no bodies of any Iron Order henchmen anywhere. Only a few streaks of shimmering glassy dust on the stone flags showed where their corpses had been reduced to atomized smears by the intensity of the crystallite charges’ explosion. 
 
    “You didn’t happen to notice if Westminster Palace had been turned into some sort of glass sculpture or a pile of dust, did you?” Joe asked Vasmo as they stepped out into the hall, and he saw the small stains that had formerly been hulking goons. 
 
    Vasmo looked level at Joe and then around at the others. He allowed himself a beneficent smile. “No, I didn’t notice such a thing as that,” he said. “And, long in the tooth as I am getting, I’m sure I would have noticed something like that. It would have been very obvious.” 
 
    “True, gaffer, very true,” Lilli said. 
 
    “There were a number of politicians running around like headless chickens, though,” Vasmo added. 
 
    “They weren’t actually headless, though, were they?” Joe asked. 
 
    “No. I was quite gratified to see the way they were panicking, though, I admit,” Vasmo said, looking only a little guilty at the remark. “Very ostensibly so. The only time I’ve ever seen any politician move as quickly as the ones up there is at the mention of a free lunch or a company car ride home.” 
 
    They set off across the hall, heading towards the passageway through which they had made their way after sneaking out of the press room. It felt like a hundred years ago now. At least, Joe felt a hundred years older. Despite all the vimpounce he must have ingested, he still felt weary, deep in his marrow. 
 
    “You know,” he said to Grim, “I was surprised that bloke Firebrand didn’t pop up again. I thought he was just the type, you know. Tactical-like, smart and powerful. When we heard Vasmo coming, I was sure that was him having chosen his moment, waiting till we were at our weakest before he struck and scooped up the prize.” 
 
    “I was of the same mind, to be honest,” Grim said. “You hang around this world long enough and you start to see patterns. There’s always one overzealous geezer who thinks he’s come up with some cunning new plan, some fresh and diabolical way to achieve his ends. Those guys are always prone to wag their chins and say how death is preferable to the displeasure of their master and all the rest of it, but the thing is, when it comes down to it, when it comes down to that final moment, that very last decision…  Well, death looks pretty bloody final to most of them. Chancing it on the road, trying to outwit a master who might be after your blood but doesn’t know where your last postal address is, seems like a better option.” 
 
    “Ah,” said a voice, “but there is always an exception to the rule, don’t you think?” 
 
    Leofric Firebrand descended from one corner of the hall, wreathed in flames. He was levitating, and Joe had to admit that, bastard though he was, the effect was pretty captivating. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind learning to do that,” Joe said in an aside to Grim. 
 
    “Nah, that’s a bit too much evil overlord-like. I don’t think you’d be able to pull it off,” Grim replied. 
 
    Firebrand touched down on the stone floor. His boots made a soft little scuffing sound as he cut the spell that had allowed him to float, and he took a few careful steps towards where the Curators had halted. Around him, materializing out of the shadows through means that must have been arcane, half a dozen more of his Iron Order cronies slunk into view. 
 
    “Oh, I do say, come on,” Lucius said in an aggrieved voice. “Does the saga never end, for Pete’s sake?” 
 
    It might have been the most preppy exclamation Joe had ever heard, and would have seen Lucius become the recipient of an atomic wedgie back at Joe’s high school, but he had to agree with the other young man. They had just defeated a hydra for goodness sake. Surely narrative convention dictated that that was it. They were good. They had the grimoire. They could go home, put their feet up, have a cup of tea, and watch reruns of Who Wants to be a Millionaire. 
 
    Reality doesn’t play by those rules, Grim reminded him telepathically. 
 
    Joe and the rest of the Curators settled casually into fighting stances. The loathsome Leofric Firebrand and his goons did the same. They were all separated by about fifteen yards of space. Joe was reminded sharply of one of those classic standoffs that took place between a bunch of cowboys in some dust-filled, middle-of-nowhere town during the Old West times. 
 
    Joe took another step forward, planting himself firmly at the forefront of the Curators’ group. His face was like thunder. He had had just about enough. He was going to take the initiative. 
 
    “Firebrand,” he said. “Let’s face it. We foiled you. We foiled you good and proper.” 
 
    “We foiled you right in the jacksie,” Lilli added. 
 
    Joe blinked and half-turned to see the dwarf. She shrugged. Her eyes were smoldering. Clearly, he wasn’t the only one who had had guts full of the Iron Order and, specifically, Leofric Firebrand. 
 
    “You’ve detonated your crystallite charges to no avail. Well, okay, maybe not to no avail. A little avail. You’ve busted open the vault, sure,” Joe said. “But you know what?” 
 
    “What?” Firebrand said. 
 
    Joe pointed to Seraphina, who still had the new grimoire tucked securely under her arm. Aida was at her side, and she looked ready to defend the book to the death. 
 
    “We’ve got the grimoire, mate,” Joe said. 
 
    “And that’s very commendable of you,” Leofric Firebrand replied. “Though we’ll be taking that from you now.” 
 
    “Over our dead bodies,” Lucius said defiantly. 
 
    Firebrand regarded him coolly. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, that’s rather the point.” 
 
    Joe surveyed the Iron Order flunkies on either side of Firebrand with a keen eye, his gaze flickering from one burly figure to another. They shifted uneasily, their hardened expressions revealing just a hint of reluctance. To Joe, it was evident that they weren’t nearly as eager for this fight as their leader was. Joe speculated that it had something to do with the fact that they’d been rumbled.  
 
    They might have signed up for a bit of clandestine evil villainy, but things have gone pear-shaped, Joe thought. Things have gone south, and now they’re looking at some serious prison time—best-case scenario. 
 
    A sly smile tugged at the corner of Joe’s lips. He was no stranger to sizing up opponents, reading their body language. Every schoolboy was to some degree. It was part and parcel of growing up on the school grounds. School-aged boys, wherever they might be found, were nothing if not skilled at picking up on weakness. 
 
    When Joe next spoke, his voice carried a mix of confidence and just a soupçon of provocation. 
 
    “Firebrand,” he said, “you’re obviously the big swinging dick around here. You talk a damn good game, but do you walk the walk? You’re not afraid to get your hands dirty, are you?” 
 
    Firebrand’s cold blue eyes glittered as he narrowed them. He worked his mouth and ran his tongue over his teeth. 
 
    “It strikes me that you’re getting at something, boy,” he said, running his hand through his ginger hair. 
 
    “There’s that boy stuff again,” Joe said to Grim. 
 
    Grim nodded. 
 
    “Always with the boy stuff,” Joe said, turning back to Firebrand. “You must only be about ten years older than me.” 
 
    “A decade can be filled with a lot of experience,” Firebrand countered. “Are you looking to challenge me?” The corners of his mouth twitched in the beginnings of a smirk. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Joe said casually. “One on one. You versus me. Whoever wins takes the grimoire. Those on the losing side will disperse and not trouble the others. Deal?” 
 
    Joe looked around at the gathered Iron Order heavies. They looked like they wanted to agree, but none of them dared to voice it. 
 
    “Or perhaps you’re too much of a coward to accept the challenge, Firebrand,” Joe said blithely. “I mean, I know you were quaking in your boots about upsetting this mysterious Suzerain, but surely you don’t mind fighting little old me? Just think you might be able to save some of your girls and guys from going the same way as the other poor wallies who followed you in here.” And Joe gestured at the glittering streaks that was all that was left of the other Paranormal Agents. 
 
    “Coward?” Firebrand spat. “I’ll have you know I fear no one. 
 
    “Except the Suzerain,” Joe crowbarred in. 
 
    “Least of all a pitiful excuse for a mage like you,” Firebrand said. He looked at his followers, and Joe knew that he’d stung the other man right in the pride, right in the sweet spot. 
 
    “Fine,” Firebrand said. “If it’s a battle you want, then it’s a battle you shall have. One on one, and no interference.” 
 
    Joe looked behind him. He caught Vasmo’s eye and then looked down at Lilli. He smirked at her. Of all his companions, the dwarven maid was probably the one most likely to embrace a bit of down and dirty skullduggery fighting. 
 
    “No interference,” Joe said to her. 
 
    Lilli held her forefinger and thumb a fraction of an inch apart. Joe snorted and shook his head. “Not even a little bit,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    Lilli made a face but nodded her acquiescence. 
 
    “No interference,” Joe said louder, to the rest of the Curators, and his friends nodded. 
 
    “Well, that was easy,” Joe said brightly, turning back to Firebrand. 
 
    The red-headed man was scowling at him, but Joe refused to get sucked into that. He smiled blandly at the Iron Order man. This, as Joe had thought it would, only infuriated the other man more. 
 
    “I’m glad we didn’t have to stand around swapping empty threats and all the rest of it,” Joe said. “Mr. Reaver was a good one for talking, but all he spouted struck me as a bit clichéd, you know?” 
 
    Seemingly unconsciously, as if their legs were moving of their own accord, Leofric Firebrand and Joe walked out into the middle of the hall. The other members of their opposing parties watched one another with the unblinking distrust of two teams of alley cats. Slowly, they began to move back towards the walls. Making space. Forming a gladiatorial-style battle arena. 
 
    However, hands did not stray far from weapons, and there were no doubt a lot of spells jostling at the forefront of each of their minds, ready to spring into action should they be called to do so. 
 
    “Yes, as you said,” Firebrand said to Joe, “Mr. Reaver was fond of his own voice.” 
 
    “But not you,” Joe asked. “No, not I,” Firebrand said. “I’m much more of the opinion that actions speak far louder than words. Saying you’re going to kill a man and actually killing a man are two very different things.” 
 
    “Well, if that’s the case—” Joe started to say. 
 
    Firebrand’s arm whipped around in a scything backhand movement. The air was suddenly thick with the acrid scent of burning ozone. Firebrand’s eyes, glowing with a red light, were fixed on Joe’s face with an unwavering intensity. There was hatred there, yes. But it wasn’t the blind, maddening hatred that had been in Mr. Reaver’s eyes. This was more of a slow, steady burning—not at all like the raging, rampant forest fire of loathing that had consumed Mr. Reaver towards the end. 
 
    Joe thought that was a shame. That all-consuming detestation could be useful. It could blind a man. Put the blinkers on him so that he couldn’t make out or remember the big picture. 
 
    Firebrand uttered a monosyllabic incantation—a fierce invocation that sent sparks dancing around him. The word left his mouth in a boom that pushed Joe back a step. Flames erupted from his outstretched hands, licking the air with a boiling hunger. 
 
    It was unrefined. But, in the same way as someone knocking someone else’s head off with a baseball bat might be unrefined, it was also impressive, too. 
 
    Firebrand unleashed the torrent of searing fire; a wave of heat and destruction that hurtled out towards Joe, aiming to engulf him in a river of fiery death. Distantly, or so it seemed to him, Joe heard Aida gasp something to her mother. 
 
    Joe stood steadfast in the face of that scorching monstrosity of a spell. His expression was resolute, almost resigned, as he absorbed the incoming onslaught of flames. The fire surged around him, tendrils of heat licking around his body, yet he remained completely unscathed as he took on the inflamency. With each long, drawn-out passing second, Joe drew upon the stolen power, his body pulsating with an energy that crackled through him like a live wire. 
 
    When Firebrand’s spell was spent, Joe raised his own hand and regurgitated the magic, crafting a spherical bubble of flame that wrapped itself around his opponent. Joe squeezed it inwards, hoping to roast the man inside alive, but Firebrand countered. 
 
    The flaming bubble popped, sparks floating harmlessly away like dust motes. Joe got straight back on the front foot and harnessed the power that he shared with his thunderbird bond-mate, Tala. He punched his two hands out, almost in a parody of a Kung Fu move. His eyes glowed copper as lightning bolts, the color of polished bronze, stabbed down from the ceiling. 
 
    The embers that Firebrand had just scattered the flame bubble spell into coalesced quickly above his head. It was such a fast bit of work that Joe couldn’t help but be blown away by the man’s reflexes and quick thinking. 
 
    The fiery moats deflected the lightning spell that Joe had called down. The bolts of storm energy ricocheted and pinged off the stone around Firebrand, blowing out a few chunks and melting a few more craters. 
 
    But the man himself remained unscathed. 
 
    “Not bad for a stripling,” Firebrand said. 
 
    “Ugh,” groaned Grim. “He actually used the word ‘stripling’. I’m embarrassed for him. I mean I’d expect it from Vasmo, but—” 
 
    Joe moved again, a savage grim fixed on his face He twisted his wrist, and the rest of the captured fire magic—all of which he hadn’t used in one go as it turned out—exploded outwards in a whirlwind of blazing shards. This hail of incandescent moats encased Leofric Firebrand in a storm of his own making. 
 
    While it took him only a few seconds to disperse the spell, it looked to Joe as if some of the shards did manage to penetrate through his defenses, searing the flesh on the backs of his hands and face and leaving little glowing holes in his fancy peacoat. 
 
    To Joe’s satisfaction, Firebrand let out an agonized scream. This quickly morphed into a bellow of rage, however. The other magician held his hands down low. While Joe caught his breath, he thought that Firebrand might be psyching himself up to perform yet another devastating inflamency attack. 
 
    “Oh,” Grim said, “now that is pretty cool.” 
 
    Joe knew what his grimoire was talking about. Firebrand had formed a couple of matching samurai-style swords in each hand. Both were crafted from pure inflamency. The blades glowed like a couple of white-hot pieces of steel that had been dragged fresh from the heart of a forge. Supernatural flames dripped off the twin blades as Firebrand raised them to shoulder height. 
 
    “Yeah, I admit it,” Joe said. “That is pretty cool.” 
 
    Firebrand smiled. There were blotches of raw pink skin on his face where Joe’s regurgitated, inflamency spell had scorched him. 
 
    “By the way, this is the perfect time to say something along the lines of ‘Firebrand by name, Firebrand by nature,” Joe told him. 
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    Firebrand charged across the open hall at Joe, the swords held high above his head. Joe supposed it was a good tactic. The man was throwing aside ranged spells in favor of attacking physically, minimizing Joe’s ability to absorb his magic. 
 
    Making use of some of Tala’s storm magic, Joe conjured up a couple of large, beach ball-sized spheres of crackling magic and sent them rolling fast across the deck towards the on-rushing Firebrand. 
 
    The enemy mage dodged to the left, but one of the balls followed him, veering with him like an ungainly and faithful pet. His feet suddenly glowed orange, and he was lent a speed that far surpassed his physique’s natural ability. He launched himself high into the air, flipped over one of the balls, and sent a spurt of flame behind him with a casual glance of his eyes. 
 
    The ball of storm magic exploded into electrical wisps. The other one, following on a little behind the first, came rolling towards him like a homing missile guided by Joe’s will. Firebrand faked a dodge left, then moved right, slicing his two swords through the ball of storm magic as it crackled past him leaving charred and melted spots on the ground. The second sphere burst apart like a water balloon punctured by a high-velocity bullet. 
 
    Then Firebrand was on Joe, swords swinging. Joe parried the first few blows, conjuring up a simple shield on each hand, almost like a Viking buckler. The shield was round and thick but light as a dream. 
 
    Inexpertly, put his hand up and blocked the first blow. The second blow went low, and he blocked that with the other shield arm, and so they fought backwards and forwards. 
 
    To be fair, Joe was doing more of the backwards moving, that was for sure. He was being slowly herded back into one corner of the hall while Firebrand hacked at him with his twin sabres of fire. 
 
    Firebrand swept both swords sideways in a matching scythe that would have divided Joe quite neatly in half he was sure. However, he got both shields across in time, and imbuing them with an extra load of storm magic taken from Tala, he managed to block the swords and explode them into glinting globules of fire. 
 
    Firebrand staggered back with a cry of annoyance but not pain. Tapping into the power of the Pegasus ring, Joe struck forward like a viper and hammered the other man in the chest with his fist. 
 
    Thanks to the extra strength that the Pegasus ring lent him, Joe sent the other man hurtling backwards. He bounced once on the small of his back, rolled over, and somehow got to his feet. 
 
    Joe was surprised. He was no Kung Fu master, but that blow should have at least brought the other man up wheezing. He’d privately hoped for a cracked rib or two into the bargain. 
 
    The strike had knocked the peacoat open, buttons pinging off along the stone floor. And it was then that Joe saw that the other mage also wore a hex vest under his coat. There was also something else, something that Joe only caught a fleeting glimpse of before the man’s coat fell closed again. 
 
    But it couldn’t have been what he thought it was. 
 
    “You cheeky bugger,” Joe said. “I wouldn’t have thought your ego would allow such things as hex-vests. And what was—?” 
 
    Firebrand smirked at Joe and shook his head. “You underestimate me at your peril, Ramsey,” he said. “True strength lies not only in our abilities but in our foresight. Self-confidence is one thing. Thinking, knowing that you will prevail, is an important aspect of making it come true, of manifesting your own destiny. The prudent magician always anticipates the unexpected though, acknowledges the likelihood of coming up against the twists and turns that will really test a mage’s mettle. If you don’t wish to court failure, then acknowledging the possibility of it, steeling yourself to the thought that you might not succeed, ensures that you are not caught unguarded, vulnerable to the whims of fate.” 
 
    Silence settled between Joe and Firebrand as they paced around in a half-circle as they let the weight of that philosophy hang in the air between them. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, are you done?” Joe said abruptly as if he had roused himself forcibly from a doze. “I thought you were totally settling in for a bit of a monologue there, so I kind of drifted off. Optimism in the face of despair. Is that basically what you were getting at?” 
 
    Firebrand pushed his ginger hair out of his face. His lip was twitching slightly, and there was something a little feral about his expression now. He thrust his hands back down by his side once more, and once again, weapons of liquid fire formed in his palms. This time they were axes, and he wielded them with even more speed and ferocity than he had done the swords. 
 
    On this occasion, though, Joe took a leaf out of the other man’s book. Following his enemy’s lead, he conjured a rather dashing matching pair of scimitars of bright copper electrical energy. Slender thread-like filaments of raw copper storm magic danced and stood out from the blades as he raised them. 
 
    Although his unexpected linking with the grimoire, Grim, however many months before, had enabled Joe to harness magic, to absorb other people’s magic, it didn’t make him a natural swordsman at the drop of a hat. 
 
    Magic, unfortunately, couldn’t manifest talent in something. 
 
    That didn’t matter much, though, as it turned out as Joe got the feeling that Leofric Firebrand hadn’t exactly been born with a fencing steel in his hand either. 
 
    They both hacked and smashed at one another with their weapons, more like a couple of drunken brawlers and less like refined men raised to fight with the sword. 
 
    Joe gritted his teeth and felt the sweat start to form at his temples and roll down the sides of his face as they went backwards and forwards. Fire pitted against lightning. 
 
    One of Firebrand’s axes came slashing down at Joe’s head, but he formed an X with his two scimitars and managed to catch the blow. The very air crackled with the intensity of the strike. A few little miniature lightning bolts grounded themselves around Joe, and a splash of inflamency landed on his sleeve and set his jacket on fire. 
 
    As far as distractions went, having your arm set on fire was up there with some of the more intrusive ones. Joe’s attention wavered, and Firebrand unexpectedly lashed out with a kick that caught him in the guts, doubling him over and sending him a couple of steps backwards. And it was then—finally, now that he came to think about it—that Joe caught sight, for the first time, of Leofric Firebrand’s bond-mate. 
 
    The head of a small demonic-looking imp stuck out from the pocket of the peacoat. For some reason, Joe hadn’t really given it any thought before. He had assumed maybe that Firebrand was doing what he himself had been doing: drawing from a magical creature that wasn’t even in the room, perhaps not even in the palace itself. 
 
    Joe half wondered how he might take advantage of this fact of knowing that Firebrand’s bond-mate was there, but in the next moment, thoughts of that nature were driven from his mind. 
 
    Firebrand lashed out with his hands again in a motion that looked like he was pretending to slap Joe. A coiling thong of fire whipped out from his outstretched palm and looped around Joe’s throat. Joe gasped as the inflamency burned his neck as it came in contact with his skin. After the initial surprise scorching, he drew the fire magic into himself. 
 
    However, as quickly as he soaked it up and into himself, Firebrand just as quickly channeled more magic into the spell. It was a clever counter, but one that could only be attempted by the strongest of magicians. 
 
    Within a few moments, it became apparent that they were locked in a sort of thaumaturgical stalemate. Thanks to the magical belt around his waist, Joe was able to continue soaking up and absorbing the magic that Firebrand was exuding as he held his spell in place. He wasn’t able to regurgitate the magic, though. Not without dropping his defenses, and that would enable Firebrand to use his spell to, presumably, squeeze Joe’s head off—something that he was very keen to avoid. 
 
    Even through the obviously intense exertion that keeping his spell in place must have been causing him, Joe saw that there was a nasty smile curving Firebrand’s lips. He thought he knew what that was about. The other man was clearly aware that Joe was only going to be able to soak in a certain amount of power. Sooner or later, he was going to have to regurgitate that soaked-up magic. If he didn’t… 
 
    Well, Joe was trying hard not to think about that. He wasn’t sure if he might just simply explode one way or another or if the inflamency would set him alight from the inside out and broil him alive. All he was able to guess at was that it wouldn’t be good. 
 
    Once more, Joe felt time slipping through his fingers. The fiery lasso tightened around his neck, and f ear tightened its grip on his heart. The heat coming off the supernatural thong made his eyes water. Through the haze, out of the corner of his eye, he could see his friends standing and fretting. Obviously, every impulse of theirs was to step in and help him, but they had told him they wouldn’t. They had given their word. 
 
    Joe narrowed his eyes and winced as the urge to vomit up the magic he was sucking in from Firebrand almost overwhelmed him. Once more he saw the little fire imp poke its head out of the pocket of Firebrand’s pea coat. It looked to Joe like it was cackling with glee. 
 
    What to do? he thought. Come on, brain. What to do? What to do? What to—? 
 
    Grim came out of nowhere and smashed edge-on into the pocket containing the fire imp. As he was wearing a hex-vest, the impact of the blow would have done little to actually hurt Firebrand, but clearly, the bond-mate had taken the brunt of it, and the link they shared meant that Firebrand received, whether he wanted to or not, a portion of his bond-mate’s discomfort and pain. 
 
    He flinched. His concentration was broken for the merest fraction of a second, but it was all the time Joe needed to suck in the spell and send it back at its owner. Joe expended all the inflamency he had sponged up in one thumping of a heart. 
 
    The ball of expanding magic went off like a small starburst, and it threw both Joe and Firebrand backwards. A cloud of acrid smoke hung in the space they had been occupying. 
 
    Joe lay on his back, feeling the tenderness of the burn around his neck. He could hear some yelling as the Curators shouted back and forth with the Iron Order goons, who were still stationed on the opposite wall. It sounded as if they had not been very happy with Grim’s interference. 
 
    Lilli was steadfastly arguing that Grim and Joe were one and the same, more or less, as all bomb-mates and their accompanying magicians were. Joe heard the sharp unyielding bark of the dwarf’s voice but didn’t pay it too much heed. He was trying to muster the energy to get to his feet, and that was proving difficult. 
 
    Then there was the sound of a scuffling. 
 
    “Get your hands off her!” Seraphina suddenly cried. 
 
    That got Joe’s attention. That pulled him up like he was a puppet whose strings were being yanked on by an impatient child. Up he rose. He saw at once that Leofric Firebrand had somehow managed to get a hold of Aida. He had her in the easily recognized hostage taker’s hold: one forearm tight across her throat. The forefinger of his free hand was glowing with a white-hot incandescence and was only a few centimeters away from Aida’s right eye. 
 
    “Not playing by the rules?” Joe panted. “There’s a shocker.” 
 
    “I told you, kid,” Grim said. “What did I tell you? This pillock might harp on about there being the exception to the rule and blah, blah, blah, blah, but look at him now, taking the hostage. Talk about the platitude of the bad guy.” 
 
    Joe nodded his head, considering this as he watched Firebrand carefully. The man was baring his teeth in a rictus snarl. Joe could practically see the composure peeling off him in discarded layers. 
 
    “I wouldn’t start down this road, Leofric,” he said. “Just by reneging on the pact we made, you’ve admitted that you think you’ve lost or are going to lose. You’ve shown your true colors, your weakness.” Joe held up his hands. “I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, being realistic,” he said. “Everyone should be realistic. Should know when they’re beaten. Should know when to walk away maybe. But it’s a slippery slope doing what you’re doing and acting how you’re acting. I mean, how are you going to convince these guys that are following you, that you’re supposed to be leading, that you’re worth dying for or dying with?” 
 
    Joe looked over at the assembled henchmen. “Do you guys really want to die for this moron?” 
 
    “Enough!” Firebrand roared. “They’ll lay down their lives if I command them to. Look at them, those loyal souls. They’re willing to sacrifice themselves for the greater good, for the plan our Suzerain has so masterfully crafted. They understand the true purpose of power, the sacrifice sometimes required to reshape the world.” 
 
    Grim revolved in the air, looking from the gathered henchmen still standing against the wall and Firebrand. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be too sure about that, mate,” the grimoire said. 
 
    Aida struggled slightly in Firebrand’s grip and was able to just turn her head enough to gaze at the side of the man’s face. 
 
    “Grim is right. I wouldn’t be too sure about that either, you idiot,” she said scathingly. “If they run now, they might be able to escape all this trouble that’s about to rain down on them in the chaos. They don’t have to do anything as dramatic as lay down their lives for the likes of you.” 
 
    The glow in Firebrand’s finger had spread to his whole hand now. It was growing brighter and brighter. And it was shaking. 
 
    “Our Suzerain, the architect of destiny, has ignited the flames of revolution,” he intoned, and Joe caught just the faintest edge of madness to his words. “In the crucible of chaos, a new order shall rise, forged within the ashes of the old. These loyal soldiers, my brethren, will lay down their lives willingly to fulfill our Suzerain’s vision. 
 
    “Yeah, nah,” Grim said.  
 
    Firebrand’s voice swelled with manic fervor, with a dangerous blend of charisma and madness. 
 
    “You see, Ramsay, your power to absorb and manipulate is but a flicker compared to that power which the Suzerain has envisioned himself in acquiring. We are the instruments of change, the harbingers of the new era. The Suzerain’s plan will not be derailed by the likes of—” 
 
    Aida swung her foot back and gave Firebrand a resolute punt squarely in the bangers and mash. 
 
    After that sweet little surprise move, things happened a great deal more slowly and yet, conversely, a lot more quickly than any of those gathered there could follow easily. 
 
    Seraphina lunged forward, grabbed Aida by her arm, and yanked her towards the safety of the Curators. Lucius conjured a slick of black ice directly underneath Firebrand’s feet, and the testicle-struck man, already off balance, was sent skidding and sprawling away, thanks to a blast of betokency that Lilli hit him in the chest with.  
 
    Vasmo’s eyes glowed a bright blue, and a twin pair of lambency beams shot from his eyeballs. His aim wasn’t quite as true as it might have been had he not been so rushed, and the beam of light sliced across Firebrand’s thighs, leaving a deep gash that was instantly cauterized. 
 
    Joe was already running at the red-haired man. Grim was shouting something at him from behind, but Joe ignored it. The Iron Order henchmen stood in a frozen tableau, not knowing whether to stay or go. 
 
    And then Joe realized what had compelled him to move forward. He had caught another glimpse of the something under Firebrand’s arm, the flash of which he had seen before, as the other man had gestured wildly during his little monologue. It had been a glitter of something that had resonated up Joe’s spine, and yet he had been unable to pinpoint what it was in all the stress and madness of the situation. 
 
    But he recognized it now with a cold thrill of certainty. It was another of the crystallite charges. The Suzerain’s plan had been tainted by Firebrand’s own fanaticism. He had used one of the charges and strapped it to his body as a failsafe. The ginger-haired man was wide-eyed as Joe collided with him. It was clear that his mind was made up so far as his own fate went—and the fates of all those who were there with him. 
 
    “Run!” Joe bellowed at everyone, henchmen and Curators alike. “Get the hell out of here! 
 
    Looking up at Joe with tears sparkling in his eyes, and one final nervous little laugh that turned into a self-pitying sob, Firebrand activated the crystallite charge with a word of command. 
 
    Joe bundled him over in a rugby tackle that would have made his old PE teacher, Mr. Page, proud. Then he opened himself wide, as wide as he had ever opened himself before, ready to embrace the power of the magical explosion, and try to draw it into himself and— 
 
    —the world turned all to white and swallowed him.

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe woke up with absolutely no idea of where he was, when he was, or, for a few exciting seconds, who he was. 
 
    The ceiling of wherever he was was a pleasant shade of some kind of eggshell hue. The fact that he was able to see a ceiling and that he was able to recognize it as being in that pleasant shade of something that may or may not have been eggshell convinced Joe that he was alive. 
 
    That was comforting. 
 
    Such a boring observation as the color of a ceiling can only be part of the human conscious experience. 
 
    He blinked a couple of times and found that he had eyelids. This was another promising sign. He wondered how long he had been lying there—wherever there was. He ran his tongue around the inside of his mouth, and it tasted horrible. That suggested to him that he’d been there, lying, for quite some time. He was very warm. He considered drifting off again. 
 
    With an effort that felt peculiarly Herculean considering the muscles involved, Joe turned his head. He saw that he was in his room, his bedroom in the mansion of Metanoia Drive. 
 
    “How the hell did I get back here?” he wondered vaguely. 
 
    He stared blankly into space. Dust motes swirled in a beam of sunlight stabbing through a gap in the curtains. 
 
    Joe’s eyes moved around the comfortably familiar surroundings of his room. His room. His bedroom. In his home. This mansion was his home. Crazy. His gaze alighted on a small stain near the closed door that led out to the hall. He saw there was another small splotch next to it. They were both brown. Were they new? He hadn’t noticed them before. 
 
    Unexpectedly, with a stabbing suddenness that surprised him and brought the unmistakable choking tightness of tears to the back of his throat, Joe recalled a conversation he’d had with Uncle Steve. The memory struck him with such dazzling clarity that the room around him seemed to fade away as the mental image filled his mind. 
 
    Joe had just moved into his very first flat, having made the call to move out from his uncle’s house so that he could return the man’s bachelorhood to him. He and Uncle Steve had spent a day moving Joe’s meager possessions into his new, tiny space and then rigging up an air-con unit. 
 
    “There are so many stains,” Joe said, looking around at the carpet. He and his uncle had flopped down on the couch, having finished their work, and were waiting for the new kettle to complete its maiden boil. 
 
    “Yeah?” Uncle Steve said. 
 
    “It feels weird, to move in and there be stains waiting for you,” Joe said. “A bit gross.” 
 
    Uncle Steve had snorted. “Welcome to flatting life, lad,” he’d said. “You show me a flat in London where there’s not a couple of questionable stains waiting for you, and I’ll show you a brand-new flat.” 
 
    “They all have stains?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Yep. And they’re all a mystery,” Uncle Steve said, the corners of his mouth twitching as he tried not to smile. He furrowed his wide, florid brow and gazed at the dingy flat ceiling. “What are all the stains? Why are they all brown? Did all the flatters that came before you drink their instant coffee with the same amount of milk?” 
 
    Joe chuckled. “What is going on?” he said. 
 
    But his uncle’s face became suddenly grave and thoughtful. He turned his eyes from the ceiling back to Joe. 
 
    “And the most important question of all, Nephew: is it poo?” 
 
    Joe felt his smile retract somewhat. 
 
    “That’s all I’d really want to know,” Uncle Steve said. “Back in my flatting days, that’s all I’d think about every day.” 
 
    “It was?” Joe asked, glancing down at one particularly large and ancient brown stain near the kitchen. 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” Uncle Steve said, wagging his head earnestly. “And my fiancée at the time—“ 
 
    “You had a fiancée?” Joe asked, momentarily derailed. 
 
    “Yeah, I went through a brief period of insanity,” Uncle Steve said in an offhand voice. “Anyway, my fiancée would say to me, ‘Steven, calm down. We don’t even know if it was poo. We’ve shampooed the carpet three times. Relax. We can’t say if it was poo, but if it was poo, the poo is gone. This is just the stain. The poo is long gone. It’s just the stain that’s still here.” 
 
    Uncle Steve shook his head morosely. “What the bloody hell was she talking about, Joe? What is a stain then, I wanted to ask her? Does anybody know? Does the UK have a bunch of scientists somewhere working on it? I would have loved to know what a stain is—still do as a matter of fact.” 
 
    Regardless of that being one of the more esoteric and insane conversations Joe had ever been a part of, he had found himself oddly taken in by his uncle’s philosophizing. 
 
    “It was a bone of contention between me and the other half that spelled doom for the relationship,” Uncle Steve had continued. “’What? You’re telling me,’ I said to her, ‘that we shampooed the carpet, and the poo is like, ‘All right, all right. It’s a fair cop. I’m gonna go?’” 
 
    Joe laughed right from the belly as his uncle, playing the role of a poo stain, dropped him a theatrical wink. 
 
    As soon as Joe had started laughing, Uncle Steve had begun to lose his hold on his composure. Joe could see the man’s beer belly shaking as he did his best to keep his face straight. 
 
    “’And we’re going to leave this other thing here, are we?’ I said to this bird. ‘And it’s the same color? What?” 
 
    Joe had tears in his eyes at this point as he watched his uncle feign outrage at an invisible woman.  
 
    “’I’ll tell you what this is,’ I told her. ‘This is gaslighting. Gaslighting! At least with the stains that I leave, I know what they are.’” 
 
    “And what were your stains?” Joe had managed to ask his uncle through his gasping laughter. 
 
    Uncle Steve had given him one of his big, open grins—the sort he saved for when Spurs had performed particularly well and he’d drunk precisely the right amount of beer. 
 
    “Oh, mine are all poo, mate,” he said. 
 
    And they had collapsed against one another. 
 
    Joe blinked away the recollection. His uncle’s face faded from his mind’s eye like a ghost retreating back beyond the veil. He felt very peaceful again. Zen almost. Lucky to have a man like that on his side and in his corner. 
 
    I need to go and see him, he thought. You never know when it might be too late. 
 
    And it had, clearly, almost been too late. The last thing Joe remembered came back to him, coalescing slowly inside his head like the memory version of a fog forming or a film reel slowly building up speed, building a picture of what had happened. 
 
    The last thing he recalled was… 
 
    Joe sat bolt upright. 
 
    He had thrown himself at Leofric Firebrand, and the reason he had done it was because he’d seen the man had a crystallite charge strapped under his coat. It might not have been enough of the magical, spark fox-based explosion to carry out the grand plan that he and the shadowy figure of the Suzerain had had in mind, but it had definitely been enough to blow himself, Joe, and all of his mates to kingdom come. 
 
    Joe swung his legs out of bed. Surprisingly, there was no pain. No muscle exhaustion. No tightness. He felt well-rested. There were none of the adverse effects that he associated with an excess of vimpounce or an overuse of the Pegasus ring. 
 
    He looked down and saw the Pegasus ring glinting on his finger still. Past that, he also noted, to his consternation, that he was dressed in a rather nifty-looking pair of paisley pajamas that were, most assuredly, not his own. 
 
    “I wonder who got the job of disrobing me?” he muttered. 
 
    Joe scrunched his toes into the deep, luxurious carpet. His mind was a comfortable, muzzy place currently. He recalled that someone had once told him that civilization could be epitomized by plush carpeting. 
 
    Thinking that he could do with a glass of water, and maybe a sandwich of the crisp variety, Joe left his room and walked downstairs. On his way, he dropped by Aida’s bedroom but found no one home. He did find a pair of oversized sheepskin-lined slippers, though, and he put these on. Then he continued downstairs. 
 
    He pushed open the door to the never-used drawing room, walked through it, and found himself in the sitting room that he and the others habitually used on their downtime. 
 
    Joe grinned as he saw Vasmo sitting in an armchair fiddling with a small black box that he recognized as the TV remote. The old man was muttering something and occasionally tapping at the remote with a tiny silver hammer. Lucius, Aida, and Aida’s parents were sitting around a small card table playing a game of euchre. Over by one of the bay windows, Grim was floating. Next to him, levitating in the air alongside, was the other grimoire that they had successfully retrieved from the vault under the Palace of Westminster. They appeared to be talking to one another in a soft undertone. 
 
    For a few seconds, Joe stood in the doorway and basked in the reflected relaxation of that scene of contented domestic bliss. He wasn’t sure what had happened. He wasn’t certain about how he’d got home or how he was alive. But one thing he was certain of was that, currently at least, no one was trying to murder or blow anyone else up. 
 
    “That’s a nice change of pace,” he said aloud to himself, still somewhat dazedly. 
 
    The others, all except Grim who continued his quiet conversation with the other grimoire, looked up at the sound of his voice. 
 
    Finally, Lucius drawled in his Etonian accent, shuffling the pack of cards and grinning over at Joe, “Talk about hamming it up!” 
 
    Vasmo got to his feet, setting the remote aside, and came over to Joe. 
 
    “Master Ramsay,” he said, and his eyes were twinkling with something that might very well have been fatherly pride. “How good it is to see you on your feet again.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Joe said. 
 
    “Yes. It means that I can stop doing your chores down in the menagerie,” the old man said. 
 
    The small smile slid a little bit lower down Joe’s face. “Of course,” he said. “Good to be back in the fold and able to be of service once again.” 
 
    The venerable magician ushered Joe over to one of the deep armchairs set near the fireplace. From outside, the flat white-silver light of a gloomy autumn London day came through into the room. It was a cold light, and Joe was glad he was inside in the snug warmth. Safe. 
 
    Joe sat down in the proffered chair. He didn’t say anything as he settled himself, just looked around at his friends. It was good to see them. It was damn good to see them. He hadn’t thought he’d see any of them again. He hadn’t thought he’d see anything ever again. 
 
    The simple fact that he could see that cold, flat light coming in through the window; see the dust moats floating in the air; hear the crackle of the fire that was struggling in the grate; smell the comfortably savory scent of the soup that Vasmo had only recently finished eating, and the bowl of which sat now beside his chair. It was all a bonus. It was all a gift. 
 
    Life had once famously been referred to as a box of chocolates due to the way that you never knew what you were going to pick up or be handed. Joe thought it would be equally as accurate to think of life as a bowl of soup. A diner should savor each spoonful, for they never knew when the bowl might run dry. 
 
    He took a deep breath in, looking over at Grim and his new bookish companion. 
 
    At the end of the day, life is nothing more than a series of breaths, he thought. Every inhalation is a reminder that we were still here, still part of the sacred dance of existence. 
 
    If he were feeling that way inclined, and in his current sanguine mental state Joe found that he was, Joe was tempted to think of each exhalation of breath as the release of a little part of himself back out into the world. Soon all of him would be spent, but not yet. Not today. 
 
    He blinked and looked around at Vasmo who had pulled his own armchair closer to Joe’s. 
 
    “Well?” the old man asked. 
 
    “Well, what?” Joe said. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to ask us what happened?” the old man said. 
 
    “What happened?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I’m glad you asked,” Vasmo said. “Well, in a nutshell, you somehow did the impossible. You absorbed that entire crystallite charge explosion and saved everyone.” 
 
    “In doing so, you knocked yourself out as assuredly as if you’d been hit over the head with a wrench,” Lucius added in a loud voice. 
 
    “But that was very much appreciated,” Aida said. 
 
    “Indeed, it was,” Seraphina added, looking across the table at Jasper. 
 
    “After you had gone over like a lightning-struck oak,” Vasmo continued casually, “those henchmen that Firebrand left behind him, to use the common vernacular, legged it.” 
 
    “We gave chase,” Seraphina said, “but we were somewhat hampered.” 
 
    “Hampered by having to lug your unconscious backside along with us,” Aida said.  
 
    “My apologies,” Joe said, grinning. 
 
    “Anyway, by the time we made it up to the top, the Conclave reinforcements had arrived and were dealing with the remaining Iron Order agents,” Vasmo told Joe. “In all the confusion, and with a few choice words to the right people, we were able to spirit the grimoire out of there and make it home with surprisingly little fuss.” 
 
    “And Firebrand?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Dead,” Vasmo told him, with a surety that was so concrete Joe could have built a house on it. 
 
    “Very dead from all accounts,” Jasper chipped in. 
 
    “Reduced to his component atoms if I am any judge,” Seraphina said. 
 
    “Turned back into that stuff of stars that we are all made of,” Vasmo finished. 
 
    “He’s not going to a be a further nuisance is what we’re getting at,” Jasper said. 
 
    Joe chuckled. “I get it, and it’s good to know,” he said. 
 
    Vasmo was looking at his apprentice through sparkling eyes. 
 
    “How the heck did I survive?” Joe asked. 
 
    “That,” Vasmo said, still looking at him keenly and giving a nod, “is something still under review. Somehow, you managed to get out of there relatively unscathed, though not, I have to say, unchanged.” 
 
    The old man glanced down pointedly at Joe’s arm. Joe looked down. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” he said, mildly. “That. The results of mine and Grim’s little fusion.” 
 
    He shook back the sleeve of the paisley pajamas so that he could more easily look at his arm. It was completely grimoire-like now. It looked less like a flesh and blood arm and more like a grimoire page that had folded around a phantom limb. He moved his hand, clenching and unclenching his fingers, and they responded as they always had done. 
 
    Only thing that’s changed is that your arm is now covered in parchment rather than skin, he told himself. There’s nothing to panic about. Nothing to worry about there, I’m sure. Probably happens in the magical world all the time. I wonder if I bleed ink? 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Joe looked up. Aida had walked over from the card table and was now standing beside him. He had been so lost in his thoughts, so intent on staring at his arm, unclenching and clenching his fingers, that he hadn’t even heard her approach. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said. 
 
    “Really?” she asked. 
 
    Joe shrugged, looking at his arm again. Then he looked up into the strange, tawny eyes of his friend. “I’m not sad about it,” he told her truthfully. “For one thing, I’ve still got an arm. Some people aren’t so lucky. Another thing, I did what I had to do in order to save you guys.” 
 
    “And a very commendable and noble sacrifice it was,” Vasmo said solemnly. “I, for one, am happy to still be flesh and not glass powder. Besides, I would not be too quick to discount this as some sort of handicap, you know.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Yes, in the mind, paper is perhaps not as tough or sturdy as flesh, but this is not any old paper,” Vasmo said. 
 
    “Too bloody right it’s not,” Grim said, finally turning around. 
 
    “The late Bobby, for example,” Vasmo continued, “had to draw on that awful water blob of his too much during his escape from that under-river layer he was holed up in for so long. However, through that process, he only became more dangerous than he had been. I think once you learn to manipulate whatever powers and abilities this transformation has endowed you with, you will come to understand that this new arm of yours is sure to be an advantage.” 
 
    “An advantage how?” Joe asked. 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” Vasmo said. “That remains to be found out.” 
 
    “How are you feeling anyway, Grim?” Joe asked the grimoire. 
 
    Grim floated over. “I’m not sure if my change is going to be an advantage,” he said dryly. “If anything, I look a bit creepier.” 
 
    Privately, Joe had to agree with him. When Grim had moved closer to him, under the light from the lamp next to Joe’s elbow, Joe saw that he was now bound with what looked like a pale gray human skin. 
 
    “Yeah, you do look pretty eerie,” Joe admitted, “but I thought that was part and parcel of the whole grimoire trade, you know. It just adds to your eldritch mystique.” 
 
    “I don’t think he looks creepy,” came a new, fluting, and high-pitched voice. “To me, he looks kind of… cute.” 
 
    To Joe’s astonishment, Grim, because he now had a semi-human cover, went a little bit red as if he was blushing. 
 
     “This is Ami,” Grim said gruffly. 
 
    “Short for Amiable,” Ami said. 
 
    “Right,” Joe said, finding himself unable to be surprised by anything. “Amiable and Grim, that sounds about right. Ami, yeah, a pleasure to meet you. I’m Joe.” 
 
    “I know who you are, Joe Ramsey,” Ami said pleasantly. “I knew who you were, and what you were, the moment you set foot in that vault.” 
 
    “A Pisces?” Joe quipped. 
 
    “No, that is irrelevant information,” Ami said. “In all honesty, I have never understood humankind’s fascination with star signs. It amazes me that I can be present in a room full of humans and less than five percent of them will know what their blood types are. And yet every single one of them will know what their star sign is. The knowledge of blood is something, a piece of information, that can literally save one’s own life, and yet most humans are more cognizant of whether they are a Cancer or a Taurus than they are an AB negative or O positive.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Joe said slowly. “Now that you come to put it like that, it really doesn’t make any sense, does it? Tells you a lot about humans though, I think. I mean, when was the last time that a star sign saved someone’s life? It's not as if doctors are ever bursting into waiting rooms and yelling out, “I’ve got a guy in the operating theater hemorrhaging blood out of his carotid artery, is anyone in here a Leo?” 
 
    Aida and Lucius laughed. 
 
    “If I might request it,” Ami said. “Would you mind coming with me, Joe?” 
 
    “Coming with you where?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Just out onto the terrace. I have some information of a more personal nature. Something I can talk to only you about.” 
 
    Joe got to his feet. “I was actually just going to go and make a cup of tea for myself,” he said. “Let’s kill two birds with one stone.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to bypass the kettle and use that marvelous tap,” Vasmo yelled at Joe’s retreating back. “Damn thing’s like magic.” 
 
    A stiff wind was blowing when Joe and the two grimoires stepped out onto the expansive patio that looked down to the river. The surface of the canal below was being whipped up by the wind, and Joe could see tiny little peaks of white on the brown water. He wrapped the luxurious velvet-feeling bathrobe tighter around him, which Lilli had thrust upon him as he’d walked through the kitchen, and took a sip of his tea. Even the cold, right then, felt like a blessing, another reminder that he was still alive, that he was still of this world and able to feel such things as cold and heat. 
 
    And relief, he thought. 
 
    “So, Ami, what’s up?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I wish to bond with you, Joe,” Ami said. 
 
    Joe blinked. It was a very matter-of-fact statement, and yet, somehow, it still caught him off guard. There was something almost intimate about the process, to his mind. 
 
    A gentle pressure on his shoulder made him start, and he realized that his thunderbird, Tala, had alighted on his arm. He stroked her silken plumage absently. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. 
 
    “You’re sure you’re okay with that?” Grim asked him. 
 
    “Yeah,” Joe said. “Do you trust her?” 
 
    “Of course,” Grim said. “She’s one of my kin, mate. Another scion of Prosper himself.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything else. Joe guessed that the grimoire felt no other need or reason to explain why he trusted the other floating book. 
 
    “Fine,” Joe said. 
 
    Without another word of warning, Joe suddenly felt a fresh rush pass through him. Although he doubted that he was articulate enough to describe the sensation, the closest he could come to describing how it felt when Ami established the link that would bond them magically together was immersing himself in a bathtub of freezing water from the inside out. There was also a slight impression of having imbibed about eighteen cans of energy drink intravenously. 
 
    Joe let out a long whooping breath and almost dropped his mug of tea. For the briefest of moments, he had that sensation one gets when they feel like they’re looking down on themselves. Inside his skull, he felt sparks like fireworks firing between his neurons. His heart shuddered and thudded in his chest like a bass drum being beaten by a gorilla with Parkinson’s, and then it was over. 
 
    He breathed out, breathed in, breathed out again. 
 
    “Whoa!” he said. “Now, that’ll wake you up in the morning!” 
 
    He was about to ask Ami what new powers the link they had established would enable him to use. But the other grimoire, who was a lot less battered and scarred than Grim was, floated down in front of Joe’s face. 
 
    “There is plenty of time for you to find that out, Joe,” she told him. “It’s better we wait and recover. Such learnings are better done with a body and mind that are unscathed. Now, Grim and I will leave the two of you alone.” 
 
    “The two of us?” Joe asked, nonplussed. 
 
    There was only him standing on the patio. Tala had taken flight when Joe had stumbled after his noggin had been assaulted by the super intense head rush of the bond link being set up. 
 
    He thought he heard Grim chuckle to himself, and he watched the two books float away back towards the French doors that opened up into the kitchen. Then he saw, standing in those doors, was none other than Aida Zingaro. 
 
    The Viking goth-looking woman padded across the patio and came to stand next to Joe. She was so close to him that he could smell her perfume, or maybe that was her natural smell. Oranges and vanilla and something else exotic. Their shoulders brushed. 
 
    “It’s chilly out here,” she said. 
 
    “Yep. Bracing,” Joe agreed. “Good English weather.” 
 
    “Are those my slippers?” Aida asked, glancing down. 
 
    “Uh, yes,” Joe said. 
 
    “Well,” Aida said, with a theatrical sigh, “I guess you’ve earned them. But I’d say we’re equal now. That’s good. I was wondering how I was going to repay you for saving my life.” 
 
    “These are good slippers,” Joe said. “I’m probably deep in your debt now.” 
 
    Aida laughed. “I just wanted to thank you again, Joe,” she said. “For everything you’ve done.” 
 
    “Thank me again?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I thanked you a lot of times while you were unconscious,” Adia admitted, “but I wasn’t sure if that counted or not.” 
 
    Joe put his arm around her and gave her a brief one-armed squeeze. “It counts,” he said. 
 
    They stood in that half embrace for a moment, and then Joe’s arm dropped back to his side. He put his hands in the pockets of his robes, the better to disguise the one with all the writing on it. 
 
    “So,” he asked her after a moment, “what are you going to do now?” 
 
    Aida let out a long breath that sounded like a raspberry through her puffed-out cheeks. “My whole purpose, the purpose of my family stretching back who knows how many generations, was to guard the second grimoire,” she said. “But now that’s no longer necessary. You’ve bonded with Ami, yes?” 
 
    Joe nodded his head. 
 
    Aida grinned. “That means I’ll have to find a new purpose,” she said. “And I think I found one.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I’m going to help you, Joe,” she said. 
 
    “Help me do what?" Joe asked. 
 
    “To defeat the Iron Order,” Aida said simply. 
 
    “I thought we’d put a crimp in their plans,” Joe said. 
 
    “Yeah, a crimp,” Aida said. “But we need to do more. It’s clear that they’re a lot more powerful, and a lot more power-hungry, than we had ever dared to imagine.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re a bunch of pain in the necks all right,” Joe agreed. 
 
    “They’re a threat not just to the magical world but to those who inhabit the mundane one too,” Aida said. “That’s the thing. No one is safe from these guys.” 
 
    “Don’t you think there’s the possibility that the Iron Order might just be another bunch of government a-holes?” Joe asked. 
 
    “How do you mean?” Aida asked him. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Joe said. 
 
    He stretched his neck from side to side. Down on the towpath of the canal, he thought he saw a couple of doddering old guys strolling slowly along. He wondered if it was the same two he had seen the day the Curators had officially moved into Metanoia Drive. 
 
    “The truth is governments and wannabe governments are like grumpy old cats, aren’t they?” Joe said. “Always scratching and hissing at one another, vying for control of the warmest spot on the political couch. They make grand promises and offer tantalizing solutions, like a bunch of magicians pulling rabbits out of hats, but in the end, they’re all just skilled illusionists, aren’t they? Leaving us wondering where the rabbits really came from, and if they were ever there to begin with.” 
 
    “I get what you’re saying, and I understand your cynicism when it comes to all things government,” Aida said, “but the Iron Order… These guys are something else. They’re only in it to further their own ends. Come the climax of whatever they’re planning, whatever they have in store, you can bet that if it’s only them that’s left standing in a world of corpses, that’ll be fine with them. So long as the little folk, as I’m sure they derogatorily refer to normal everyday people as, have served their purpose.” 
 
    Aida took Joe by the shoulders and turned him so that he faced her. Those tawny eyes of hers fixed him in place like a rabbit caught in the headlights of an onrushing eighteen-wheeler. 
 
    Goodness, but she is pretty, Joe noted to himself distractedly. 
 
    “Joe, despite the fact that you look absolutely ridiculous right now,” Aida said solemnly, “I think there’s something special about you.” 
 
    “It’s probably this fabulous robe giving that impress—” 
 
    “You're marked for something,” Aida said loudly. “You’ve bonded with two grimoires. No one has ever come close to doing that. Not ever, as far as my parents are aware. It’s not a coincidence.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m starting to get the feeling that coincidences are just another word for the universe’s playful winks that remind us that there’s some sort of grand design at play,” Joe said. 
 
    Aida pulled Joe into a quick, fierce hug. “I don’t know if it’s quite as theatrical as all that,” she said, “but if there is a cosmic game of connect the dots going on, then I think you might be that last stop.” 
 
    “But what is the big picture that’s been made?” Joe asked her, smiling. 
 
    “That remains to be seen, as our illustrious leader, Vasmo, would say,” Aida said, dryly. 
 
    At that moment, the French doors banged open, and Lucius charged out onto the patio. 
 
    “Joe, Aida, come quick,” he said. “You’re never going to believe this.” 
 
    “What now?” Joe asked. 
 
    “Good or bad news? Surely, we’re due for some good?” Aida said. 
 
    They followed Lucius back inside. The TV in the lounge was on, and the rest of the Curators were gathered around it. A reporter dressed in an expensive looking off-the-rack suit was running a segment on the crazy happenings that had taken place at Westminster Palace the previous week. 
 
    “The previous week?” Joe blurted. “That means I’ve been out for—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, it was only a little coma,” Vasmo said, waving him into silence. 
 
    The picture cut, and the reporter was replaced by a wide-angle shot of an officious-looking man standing in front of a bunch of older, rich-looking men and women, who were listening to him with wrapped and serious attention on their faces. The man was reading off a sheet of paper and talking into a small microphone on a stalk. He was droning on about the terror attacks that had taken place at the Palace of Westminster. 
 
     “Terror attacks?” Joe said, but Vasmo flapped his hand again for quiet. 
 
    “…Responsible for the terror attacks to justice,” the speaker on the television was saying, “the Home Office has contracted the services of a renowned, private, international anti-terrorist organization.” 
 
    This declaration was followed by a slow roll of ponderous clapping, which was the hallmark of men and women of a certain age, wealth, and girth. 
 
    The meeting or the press conference or whatever it was, suddenly had another picture cut into it so that it filled one corner of the screen. 
 
    “Hold on,” Joe said slowly. “That’s us, isn’t it?” 
 
    Next to him, Aida slipped her hand into Joe’s—an almost unconscious gesture. The warmth of it felt good, but that was about the only part of Joe that was warm. A cold dread had started to trickle through him, filling his veins like liquid nitrogen. Under the picture were the words: ‘Terror Suspects Still At Large’. 
 
    Joe was still trying to get his head around this labeling—especially when Vasmo had just told him a few moments before that they had managed to extract him from the madness that had enveloped Westminster Palace with relative ease—when the speaker stepped down from the podium. He was applauding off to one side as people often do when they’re making way for a new speaker. 
 
    A moment later, a new figure stepped into frame. He was a tall man with silver hair and a matching salt and pepper beard. He was handsome in a sort of classic off-the-peg way and exuded a charisma that Joe could feel even through the television screen. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Speaker,” the newcomer said in an unctuous and solicitous voice. “I just wanted to take this chance to introduce myself to all of you, as well as to those watching at home. I also have an extremely important message that I wish to pass along to those terrorist scum who tried to kill a great number of the brave and noble politicians of this great nation.” 
 
    The man cleared his throat and smoothed his tie. Then, he placed his hands on each side of the wooden lectern and leaned forward slightly as if to direct his words more forcibly at those he intended them for. 
 
    For us, Joe realized. He’s talking to us. 
 
    “You may think you have us on the ropes,” the man with the silver hair said. “You may think you have us pinned into a corner, bereft of ideas, our cages rattled. But I will tell you this simple truth: there are many places in this world for men and women to hide, but there are not nearly enough places for you to hide from me.” 
 
    There was a scattering of applause from some of the suited men and women, but this was soon quelled by a glare from the man with the silver hair and beard. 
 
    “Yes, there is nowhere you can hide from me and my organization,” the man continued. “My name is Adam Suzerain, and I will find you. I will find you, and when I do, I will make sure you are right here before you even realize what’s going on.” 
 
    He held out his open palm to the camera— 
 
    —and then smacked it down hard on the lectern. 
 
    There was a storm of applause from those watching the address. 
 
    Vasmo clicked off the television, for once managing to find the power button on the remote first crack out of the box. 
 
    The Curators, as one, drifted over to the couches and seats and sat themselves quietly down in them. They stared around at one another. Joe was the first to speak. 
 
    “Adam Suzerain,” he said. “The Suzerain.” 
 
    “The very man who wanted to destroy the British Parliament is in charge of the hunt and has made us the bad guys,” Lucius said. 
 
    “So it would appear,” Vasmo replied, his voice slightly hoarse. 
 
    They looked at one another once again. It was clear to Joe that not one of them knew what to do or how to face this unexpected turn of events. 
 
    “Well,” Lucius said, “that’s… that’s… um….” 
 
    Joe drained the last dregs of tea from his mug and set it down carefully on the table next to the armchair. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what that is, mate,” he said. “That, as my Uncle Steve would say, is an absolute bugger and a half.” 
 
    He and the others settled deeper into their seats and stared into space. A sense of growing disquiet pervaded the usual tranquil atmosphere of the lounge. 
 
    “The hunt is on,” Grim said into the silence. 
 
    “Yeah,” Joe said, “though who is hunting who, and who is going to end up with their head stuck up on the wall, is anyone’s guess.” 
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