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For Baby Fin,
Happy adventuring in the world and make this
living business fun above all else!
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THE MAGI’S PROPHECY


Nine there are, and standing side by side


Linked by Love, Truth, Freedom, Hatred, Pride –


Their blood, it is the river’s ebb and tide.


Here are two reflections of the same,


The dead bones of the one, the other’s frame –


The Magi see the unravelling of the game:


This, their Prophecy.


The dark man comes to rule the new Dark Age.


His door admits those too who come to save.


Travellers from without, within


Bring honour, valour, hate and sin.


Light and dark and shades of each,


Will move through voids, the worlds to breach.


When life and death are bound in one,


The balance of all will come undone,


And love, the greatest damage cause


And forge the war to end all wars.


Eternal stories held unready shall bring


Black tempest, madness, and a battle for King.


The Magi cannot see the Prophecy’s end,


Perhaps the Order of Travellers will defend.


Perhaps the stories will hold strong and clear,


The damaged keep us from the abyss of fear.


Don’t fight these tellings: their passing must come,


But prepare, both worlds, for that which must be done.


When one plus one plus one is four.


All the worlds shall wait no more.




THE STORY SO FAR . . .


After their first adventure in the Nowhere, Finmere Tingewick-Smith and his friends have been separated. Joe is in the Nowhere with the Storyholder, where the Knights hope to restore the stories to her, while Fin and Christopher have been sent back to their respective schools. But they have all been changed by recent events. Christopher carries the secret that his father, Justin Arnold-Mather, was in league with the treacherous Alexander Golden. Joe’s personality is becoming darker, the longer he holds the red and black stories for the Storyholder. Fin can’t shake the feeling that the Prophecy is still coming for them. With a tiny crack discovered in the table in the Oval room, that feeling spreads to the old Knights as well. The worlds are still uncertain. Perhaps nothing has been saved at all.


The Christmas holidays arrive, and Fin and Christopher are united back at Orrery House in time to witness the induction of the new Knights of Nowhere, under Fowkes’ command, before going to visit Joe in the Nowhere. The three boys go out in the early morning to find Mona, but instead they come across the victim of a horrible attack – a woman whose hair and tongue have turned black while her eyes have turned red and filled with madness. Mona, now the head of the Borough Guard, reveals this attack is not a one off. There have been others. Something is stalking the streets of the Nowhere’s London, and it’s changing people. Tova, the Storyholder, has even had visions of it. Something unnatural is amongst them, and the boys return to talk to Fowkes.


As Arnold-Mather makes plans to lure Joe and the Stories to his side, the Prince Regent enlists the Knights to uncover whatever is attacking his people and turning them into ‘the mad’. At the White Tower they realise the boys knew the first victim and, combining their information with Tova’s visions, the Regent comes to believe the attacks are somehow linked to the Knights, to the Traders, or even to the Prophecy itself.


Their visit to the White Tower is cut short when a fire breaks out at the Storyholder Academy; a fire started deliberately as part of Arnold-Mather’s plan. His henchman, Levi Dodge, murders the boys who truly set it and, despite Fin and Christopher’s protests, suspicion falls on Joe. Even though he’s proved innocent, his sense of isolation from the Knights deepens. And the stakes have been raised too: now there are no novices capable of becoming Storyholders – there’s just Joe and Tova, with the Stories torn between them.


With the Knights, the Traders and the Gypsy Traders enlisted to help track down the sinister attacker, Fin, Christopher, Mona and Anaïs, a Gypsy Trader girl, begin their own investigation. At the moment Fin realises that the man they’re looking for is George Porter – the Knight they threw down Clerke’s well and into exile – thunder rumbles ominously across the sky. Acting on Arnold-Mather’s instructions, Joe has stolen the remaining stories from Tova and escaped to the Somewhere using Baxter’s sword.


In both worlds strange weather heralds the Black Tempest and the night of Rage, when everyone must choose their sides . . . and in the Somewhere’s London a Seer who’s been missing for decades, Arthur Mulligan, reappears demanding to return to the Nowhere to fulfill a vision he’s been unable to block – that of his own death.


As Fin races to the Storyholder’s apartments to tell about George Porter, he sees Tova throw herself from the roof of the House of Real Truths. Stricken by grief, Fowkes carries her body in the Chamber of Real Truths and, inside, Fin learns his true origins. Tova used her magic to create him from Baxter’s dead body. He is Baxter re-born, and yet not.


As the Rage sweeps through the night, Arnold-Mather and Joe take charge of the Palace, switching Joe’s clothes for the Regent’s . . . and sending the Regent to an execution that Mona and her father can’t stop. The mad free themselves from the White Tower and start to seek Joe out, and in a Nowhere full of anger and fighting, the four friends are completely separated. Anaïs falls victim to George Porter, who is being drawn to West Minster by a small magical stone he possesses, and Christopher and Lucas Blake are captured by the Gypsy Traders. In the grip of the Rage, the Gypsy Traders blame them for Anaïs’ fate.


The Knights and Jack Ditch join forces to defend the Knights’ base in the Nowhere, leaving Fin and Mona the task of saving Christopher. But they arrive too late: the Knight and the teenager have already been pinned out at Traitor’s Gate and lost to the river.


With George Porter captured by Arnold-Mather – after taking another piece of magical white stone from the spire at West Minster – the ex-Minister begins his procession to the Future Blocks. When Joe touches the stones, a surge of power rushes through him and cracks appears in the skies of both worlds. It’s tiny in the Somewhere, but huge and dark in the Nowhere.


There can be no doubt now. They are all in the grip of the Prophecy and they must fight to save the fates of all the worlds. As Fin stares out at the black snow, grieving for Christopher, something dawns on him. Someone had been giving Arnold-Mather information. And he thinks he knows who. Taking new Knight Alex Currie-Clark with him, he cuts a doorway back through to Orrery House to unmask the traitor in their midst . . .




PROLOGUE


They met in the swirling sands far from the citadels of the South, in the place of the Elders where the past was held for time immemorial. At dawn the sky was clear and the air was cold. The steadily growing wind whipped around their robes and drove wrinkles deeper into their dark skins as they walked the miles from the boundaries of civilisation towards the Temple of Nowhere, hidden in the middle of Nothing.


The desert was empty this far into the dust, although even those who scavenged for flesh close to the citadel gates would stay away from the Magi. The only sound on the wind was the jangle of jewellery as the Magi walked, each one coming alone from the cities and towns that had so long been their homes, to this building that held the treasures of a land none of them had ever known – London and the bustling North. As they drew closer together, the steady clink of metal from heavy loop earrings and chains and bracelets became the sound of a flock returning home. The citadels of the South would be short of the Magi’s guidance for today, and maybe tomorrow. Everyone would wait for their return. No one had summoned them, and yet these leaders of the tribes had heard the call anyway. It came to them in many ways.


In the sleepless night they had heard the beating of drums from the North. They had seen the black snow falling. They had felt a shift in the ground beneath their feet, the same ground that ran beneath the river and linked the South and North whatever else divided them. They had all looked up into that cold dawn light and known that it was time to walk. To don the ceremonial robes. To find the Elders. They had known even before one amongst them saw the Trader ship dock from the North with tales of stories split and held unready. No one fought their leaving. Even in cities of magic and wonder like those of the South, there was an air of disturbance. Time had changed again. This dawn was early. The mist that came from the river stank of betrayals untold, and those early risers amongst the ordinary folk stared out into it, their eyes narrowed with care and worry. So the Magi walked into the sand, just as their forefathers had so many years before when they had crossed West Minster Bridge for the final time.


It was quiet as they gathered in the temple. They took their places and worried at their beads and let their minds empty of the simple magic that ruled their days. They drank and ate and let their tired, cold bodies warm. It did not take long. The metal panels that ran around the building glinted and shimmered like mother-of-pearl, hints of pinks and purples flickering in the glow of the large candles that lit the sand coloured walls. Heat pulsed from them like a fire, defying the wind that tore around the exterior. As the night slowly fell that wind would build into a frenzy, making it impossible to leave the temple without the sand blasting your skin from your body. Only when dawn broke again would the air fall still once more.


The Elders of old had chosen their retreat wisely after the betrayal of the North. They would never be so open to attack again. The temple and the network of dwellings beneath could keep the Magi safe if needed. It would take a lot of anger and hatred to make the people of the Southern cities come this far into the middle of Nothing to fight them, if that day ever arose.


The Magi waited until the air shimmered and the thrum of an echoing gong filled the temple as the Elders appeared, their purple robes clashing with the crimson of the visiting Magi and the pale yellow of those who would one day become Elders themselves. The Elders wore amulets around their necks that glowed like the metal on the walls. The gathered Magi knew what that meant before the Elders spoke of it.


A Seer had died.


A Seer was being born.


This was known. They could feel it in their blood. They could hear it in the murmurs of the river. They talked of other things. The North. The stories ‘held unready’. The boy made from the spirit of a dead man. The Knights. The events that carried across the mist from one side of the broken city to the other. They knew the Prince of the North was dead, ending the terrible curse forged by their forefathers and placed with so much hatred that none of the Magi who followed could undo its power. They had each felt the moment; a slight weight gone from their shoulders, a burden of ages lifted. They spoke of the black snow that drifted over the cities of the South, starting at the water’s edge but which would no doubt spread further. There was dark magic there – old magic of nature. The magic of the worlds.


They talked of the novice who had gone North, who had helped put these wheels in motion and who had never returned. They talked of their sacred vows to shun power and politics and live peacefully amongst the people of the South and wondered if that decision had been running away, or whether it had become the nature of their people to keep their power bound.


They talked all through the long night that beat sand against the temple walls; and finally, they talked about the Prophecy.




PART ONE
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The Change




ONE


It felt as if the space between the worlds held Fin for a second. Perhaps it did, or maybe it was just that his head was still reeling. It was Christmas. It should have been a time to celebrate with friends, but instead the Prophecy was coming true and he and the Knights were in a battle to save the worlds. What was left of the Knights anyway. Lucas Blake was dead, and how many more would be lost? It was surreal. Worse, thinking of Lucas forced him to think of Christopher. How he had been choked by the mist and then drowned in the awful river water. Had he expected Fin and Fowkes to save him? That’s what happened in adventure stories, wasn’t it, the last minute rescue? But Fin and Mona hadn’t been fast enough and this wasn’t the sort of adventure you read about in books.


He hated himself. He’d been so wrapped up in self-pity after discovering the truth about him and Baxter – Baxter anyway, there was no Fin, not really – that he’d forgotten the others were all in danger too. And he’d let Christopher die. He’d let Joe down too, he should have been there more for him. He should have insisted on staying in the Nowhere with him once he had the stories, rather than going back to Eastfields for the rest of the term. He hadn’t insisted, he’d just done as he was told, the way he always had in his strange one year here, one year there existence.


The moment in the doorway between worlds passed and finally his feet found solid ground. There was no one in the Oval Room when Fin stumbled through, his sword still firm in his hand, ready to be used as a weapon if he needed it. After the cold air and icy black snow of the Nowhere the heat in Orrery House hit him like a wave, knocking his breath from his lungs. He was back in the Somewhere, but this time there was no sense of relief or of excitement to see Ted and the other old men that lived here. Too much had happened that night and he was carrying too much pent-up grief inside.


The lights were off and the Prophecy table was covered but the room was lit by the pale glow from the display cases that held the Orreries that gave the house its name. They twinkled like lost universes in space, beautiful and mysterious. For some reason they made Fin’s heart ache even more. The beautiful things in life were fragile and could be taken from you so quickly; he’d learned that in the past few hours. He thought of blonde hair that was almost white. He thought of Christopher’s smile. He gritted his teeth. That kind of thinking was pointless. The only way to prevent their losses – Christopher, Tova, Anaïs and the Regent amongst them – being in vain was to make sure they won this battle. Christopher’s father, Mr Arnold-Mather, had to be taken down, and the first step was to uncover the spy who had been helping him all this time. Once again, Fin was annoyed with himself. Why hadn’t he thought of it sooner? Everything was moving too fast, there was no time to think. Maybe right now, with everything he’d learned about himself, that might not be a bad thing.


‘We need to find Ted,’ he whispered to Alex Currie-Clark, the Knight behind him. ‘He’ll know what to do.’ His first thought had been just grabbing the traitor, confronting him, and hauling him back to Fowkes in the Nowhere, and the temptation was still great, but he knew Ted and Freddie Wise might think differently. They might want to keep it quiet and feed false information to Arnold-Mather; who knew how this battle would be best fought? Certainly not a sixteen-year-old kid. His stomach turned in on itself. Not even one made out of the spirit of a dead man. Maybe it was Baxter who was making him think sensibly. Maybe Baxter was doing all the thinking. How much of Fin was him and how much was the Knight? It made his head swim. Fin’s only certainty was that neither of them would let Arnold-Mather win – they’d beat him for Tova, and the Prince Regent and Christopher. His thoughts hitched slightly over his friend’s name, but he pushed his pain aside.


‘Come on.’ He jogged towards the door. ‘If you see anyone, just tell them Fowkes sent us and we need to see Ted.’ He got no answer and, suddenly aware of the empty room around him, realised Alex Currie-Clarke wasn’t there. Confused, he turned around. He froze, his mouth half open as if he’d been about to say something that was now lost for ever.


‘Alex?’ he finally whispered, aghast.


The old man curled up against the wall wasn’t recognisable as the young red-haired Knight of a few moments before. Thin wisps of grey hair coated a liver-spotted scalp and his clothes hung loosely on his scrawny frame. Milky eyes peered sadly at him from behind the familiar black-framed spectacles.


‘You’re right,’ Alex Currie-Clarke’s voice was reedy. ‘You better had get Ted.’ His sword toppled onto the carpet with a dull thud and the old man stared at it. ‘And just when I was starting to get the hang of all this.’ He rested his head back against the wall. Finmere crouched beside him.


‘We can make you better . . .’ he said, hopelessly, his heart thumping. This wasn’t fair. Not on top of everything else that had happened. Not this too. ‘Ted will be able to . . . Ted can . . .’ The words drifted away as a gnarled, dry hand gripped his. There was such desperation in it that for a moment Fin was transported back to Judge Harlequin Brown’s office, when the dying man had grabbed him and told him to pull the sword he now carried out of his chest. The grip had been the same. Doomed.


‘Ted can’t do anything about this. It’s the Ageing.’ Although his voice was still relatively firm, a tear rolled out from behind the thick glasses and ran down the now unfamiliar cheek.


Fin said nothing, but he squeezed Currie-Clark’s hand tightly. All thoughts of the traitor were gone. He could wait.


‘How bad is it?’ Currie-Clark asked. For a moment Fin almost lied, but then realised that the Knight deserved better than that. If he lied, it would just be to make this moment easier for himself, and the moment when Currie-Clark finally looked into a mirror would be so much worse.


‘It’s pretty bad,’ he said softly.


Alex Currie-Clark, all of twenty-two, sighed, and the air came out of his lungs like a death rattle. ‘I thought as much.’ He tried to smile. ‘Merry bloody Christmas.’


Finmere was so absorbed in the moment that he didn’t hear the door behind them slide quietly open and when the lights came on he jumped slightly and spun round.


‘Mr Smith?’ Jarvis asked. ‘What on earth is going on?’ The butler’s eyes widened as he saw the elderly husk of a man sitting against the wall, black-framed glasses sliding down his shrunken head. The spectacles were recognisable even if their owner no longer was. ‘Mr Currie-Clark? Oh, I am sorry.’ He paused for a moment and then spoke again. ‘I think perhaps we’d better fetch Mr Merryweather.’


Fin stared at Jarvis for a long second. ‘Yes,’ he said eventually, not taking his eyes from the butler’s prim and unreadable expression. ‘I think we’d better had. Is he here?’


‘No,’ the butler said, coming towards them. ‘He’s gone to the London Library with Cardrew Cutler and Freddie Wise.’ He glanced down at the Prophecy table. ‘They’re researching what might have caused that.’ Fin followed his gaze. A dark crack, jagged like black lightning, stretched about ten centimetres inwards from one corner of the cover. Only a few days before that crack had been a barely visible, tiny thread of trouble that the Knights could scarcely see. Not any more. ‘Does it go through to the map?’ Finmere asked. The crack filled him with dread but it didn’t surprise him. Not with everything that was happening in the Nowhere. The Black Tempest was upon them. One plus one plus one equalled four.


‘So it would seem. It sounded like an explosion, when the crack expanded. It happened just before dawn. An hour or so ago.’ Jarvis moved past Fin as he spoke and then crouched by Alex Currie-Clark, primly pulling up the knees of his pressed trousers as he did. ‘I know you feel frightened,’ he said to the Aged Knight. Finmere was surprised by the kindness in his voice. ‘Try not to be,’ Jarvis continued. ‘We will take care of you. Now, let’s get you to your feet and somewhere more comfortable. Your legs will probably feel a little strange’ – he draped Currie-Clarke’s arm around his neck – ‘but you’ll get used to them.’ He strained slightly on the last two words as he pulled the man to his feet, but the movement was swift and steady. Jarvis was stronger than he looked.


‘I’ll get Mr Currie-Clark settled. You go to Ted Merryweather,’ Jarvis said. ‘He’ll want to know about this immediately.’ Fin looked at the shrunken old man who leaned so helplessly on the butler. A fresh wound of guilt opened up inside him. If he had just come alone this wouldn’t have happened. Maybe if he’d brought one of the Wakley twins with him instead . . . he let the thought evaporate. There were so many ‘if only’s that he couldn’t keep track of them all and he had a more pressing problem to deal with.


‘It’s all right,’ Alex Currie-Clark wheezed. ‘You go. I might be old, but I’m not dying. I’ll still be here when you get back.’ His left eye dropped in a tired wink. Fin looked from him to Jarvis, his stomach tying in knots. He didn’t have a choice. He had to get Ted. He held the door open and followed the two men out into the brightly lit hallway. ‘Where’s the Library?’ he asked.


‘St James’ Square. There’s a black cab outside. He’ll take you there.’


Fin nodded.


‘And take care, Master Smith,’ Jarvis added. ‘It’s dangerous out there.’


Fin looked at him for a long moment and nodded again. ‘I will, Jarvis. You can be sure of that.’ He felt the butler’s eyes on his back until he’d rounded the lower landing. For the first time, leaving Orrery House felt like a relief.


Fin sat on the edge of his seat in the taxi and stared out at the city. His city. His London. Even after he’d realised that there were secret doorways and secret worlds and cab drivers with strange small stickers in their window, London still always felt like home. He loved the city. During his one year here, one year there school life, London had been the solid foundation of his uncertain existence. He’d hidden his most precious object, the blanket he’d been found in, behind a plaque in Postman’s Park. Safely tucked away in the heart of the city. As it turned out, the blanket wasn’t just precious to him, but to all the worlds as the Storyholder had woven into it the five eternal stories.


His nerves jangled, his muscles tightened in his shoulders, and Fin wished for the time when the blanket had been his alone and life was merely confusing, a time when all he and Christopher and Joe had to worry about were detentions and homework. He wished his two best friends had never met. He wished he’d never dragged them into all this. He blinked back the tears that stung behind his eyes when he thought that he would never again laugh until he cried at one of his friend’s wry impersonations of their teachers. Christopher had a devil-may-care attitude that was so the opposite of his father’s dour and humourless personality. The thought of Arnold-Mather made Fin feel less to blame. He might have got Joe involved, but because of his father’s plans Christopher had always been a part of all this, just like Fin had. Maybe none of them had ever had a choice. Not Baxter, Joe, Christopher or him. They were all in the Prophecy.


There was no black snow falling in the streets of the Somewhere’s London, but they still suddenly seemed alien to Fin. It was Christmas morning, and although the shop fronts were filled with displays of Santas and reindeer and presents, there was something tired about them. The lights strung along the streets and in the trees in the squares were only half-flickering, as if many of the light bulbs had died during the night. The sky, too, was strange; the morning grey coloured with terrible bruises of forbidding pinks and purples. The worlds were linked and what happened in one was echoed in another. Fin looked more closely. Here and there sharp eyes peered out from the edges of buildings as the taxi purred past.


In another corner, three tramps made a pretence of drinking from a bottle in a paper bag, but their eyes were clear as they met Fin’s gaze. Who were these people? Had the Rage happened here too, but in a quieter way? Had sides been drawn? Was this the event Ted and the old boys had been preparing for, when he’d arrived after discovering the truth at The Old Bailey House of Real Truths? He hadn’t been paying attention, but the old nightwatchman and Fowkes had been organising the cabbies to do something. Central London was always quiet on Christmas morning, but this eerie stillness was not normal. Fin wondered if ordinary people opening their presents could feel it too. The sense that things weren’t quite right. Or that they were in fact, quite, quite wrong.


Every half a mile or so they passed a black taxi parked somewhere, tucked into the mouth of one side street or another, almost invisible with its yellow light turned off. As Fin’s cab drove by each of them they flashed their headlights, twice in quick succession. The cabs weren’t as empty as they looked. Fin wondered if his own driver flashed his lights back at them. More than likely. The world, whichever one he was in, was full of secret signs and unspoken alliances. He tried to catch a glimpse of the driver as they passed one taxi, but he could only make out a hunched-over shadowy figure. They were keeping watch. But what for?


As they drew closer to Piccadilly and then to Westminster beyond, the frequency of the headlight signals grew. Strange as it was, Fin decided that even after everything he’d been through in the past few days there was a comfort in knowing that a fleet of solid black London cabs was watching out for him and Ted and the Knights. London cabs had something unbreakable about them. He didn’t care if it wasn’t entirely true, he still liked the idea of it.


‘Here you go, son.’ The driver pulled up at the far corner of St James’ Square. ‘That’s the library there.’ Fin looked at the white stone building, which didn’t look very much like a library at all. The number fourteen was stamped into the stone that arched above the doorway. ‘The London Library’ was printed in gold on the wood above the door itself, declaring its purpose despite the subtle exterior.


‘Thanks,’ Fin muttered as he climbed out into the cold morning air. There was a pressure in the atmosphere that belonged in the humidity before a summer storm rather than an icy December day and it made his head throb slightly. A storm. A tempest. Black snow. He turned away and the cabbie whistled him back.


‘Don’t knock on the door. They won’t let you in that way. You see that bronze plaque on the wall?’


‘Yes.’


‘If you run your fingers under the bottom, you’ll feel a tiny button. Press it twice. You got that?’


Fin nodded again. Of course. Wherever the Knights of Nowhere conducted their business there were always secret passageways and entrances. Why would the library be any different? The cabbie dropped him a wink and drove away, leaving Fin standing alone in the quiet as if he were the last person alive in the world. He stared at the library and then climbed the steps to the door and ran his fingers under the cold metal of the plaque. On his first attempt he didn’t feel anything, and then he found it, a tiny circle under his fingertip. He pressed twice and waited.




TWO


‘Is he all right? He hasn’t said a word.’


Two men stood in front of him, one stocky, the other tall, but he didn’t look up. Their words were dull in his blocked ears. Everything was a haze of nothing.


‘He’s breathing. That’s something.’ One of them shoved a cup of something at his face. It steamed and smelled of citrus and honey. He felt weighed down on the wooden bench, his limbs like lead under the blanket.


‘Take it.’ The voice was naturally commanding, and he looked up into the swarthy face, seeing it for the first time. A thick scar ran like white lightning down the length of the man’s face, cutting across his nose and disappearing into his stubble. His troubled eyes were green. ‘I said take it,’ the man repeated. Curran Tugg. He was Curran Tugg, leader of the Traders.


He followed the order and forced one heavy arm to lift, reaching for the wooden cup. Only when it was fully extended did he see he already held something in his hand, something he was gripping tightly. A necklace. Beads and a silver pendant. His mouth dropped open with a surprise that was mirrored in Curran Tugg’s green eyes.


Green like the water.


Christopher’s breath hitched as the past crashed back into him.


‘Let us be ready,’ Lucas Blake said with a wink, but Christopher had no time to answer it as the water rose over his mouth. His heart was racing and although the dark mist-induced madness willed him to breathe it in, he took a long, deep last lungful of air as the water began to lap at his nostrils and held it. At school he could swim three lengths of the pool without coming up for air. He was the champion. At school. A lifetime ago. A lifetime that was ending.


He squeezed his eyes shut and the numbness in his trapped wrists spread out through his body as the cold of the river gripped him. He was vaguely aware of Lucas Blake thrashing beside him, struggling to stay alive, even as part of Christopher wondered what they were trying to live for. His lungs were starting to burn but although his mind despaired, his body fought to live, straining at the cuffs that held him down, but there was no escape from this. He opened his eyes as the first few bubbles burst out between his lips. The river had risen fast and he could no longer see the surface through the grainy green. He looked to his right. Lucas Blake’s bruised body was still and relaxed. His hair drifted upwards and his mouth was open. The Knight was dead. His struggle was done. Christopher struggled harder, thrashing in the water even as his heart ached for the Knight. He wished he hadn’t been so cowardly and held his breath because now he was truly going to have to die alone here in the awful river . . .


. . . more bubbles slipped free and as the pressure in his lungs became almost unbearable he strained at the cuffs that held him down. The dark, murky swirls of the water encouraged him to let go and sink into the black depths. It would only be moments before his lungs filled with water. He had to get out . . . he had to get . . .


. . . and then there was a glow. Pinks and silvery purples reached out to him from the inky depths of the water. He lifted his head and looked into the heart of the Times. Where there had been only a terrible blackness there was now a swirl of colour, a universe of light. More bubbles fled from his lungs as he stared. Was he drowning? Was he hallucinating? The terrible dread that filled each particle of water and mist that had been soaking into his soul, evaporated. He stared ahead, as if the river water wasn’t stinging his eyes and his lungs weren’t exploding with pain. It was like seeing the Northern Lights. A dazzling array of colour against the night of the river. After a moment, heedless of the last bubbles of air escaping him, he saw something at the centre of the display. Something that glowed so brightly white he thought it might blind him, something that all the rest of the colours spread from.


He breathed in water, and the cuffs clicked free. Beside him, Lucas Blake’s body drifted away, past the colours and away into the darkness. Christopher reached forward, using the last of his energy to push himself towards the glittering light, wondering if this sudden absence of fear was all part of the hallucination. He was dying. He had to be. And maybe it wasn’t so terrible, after all.


He grabbed for the light and was surprised to feel something real between his fingers. As he hung in the water, no air left in his lungs to force him to the surface, the colours swirled faster around him. In them he saw fish and eels darting this way and that, a river alive with life which was drawn, as he had been, to the magical brightness. He looked closer. A necklace. Beads with a pendant in the middle. Silver, like the metal plates he’d seen in the walls at West Minster. It was beautiful—


—the pendant flashed a crimson red and Christopher recoiled, sucked in a second lungful of water as it burned his palm. The colours winked out and he looked up to see a body in the water before him. The middle-aged man’s eyes were wide, and his pony tail whipped around his neck. One cowboy boot had come free to reveal a bare foot. One arm floated up towards Christopher as he sank, as if to grab him and drag him deeper into his death. The boy let out a silent scream, kicked away, and the water finally overwhelmed him.


He must have thrown himself from the bridge. The thought came to Christopher as he kicked away from the dead body, fighting the unconsciousness that was pulling at him in black waves at the edge of his vision as the current grabbed him. He threw himself from the bridge for me. Christopher’s palm was locked around the hot metal, and ancient words filled his head as the last of his life ebbed from his body. He no longer struggled and as he surrendered to the river, he wondered at the strangeness of his dying thought.


One shall die and one shall be born. It has ever been thus.


And then there was darkness.


‘One shall die and one shall be born. It has ever been thus.’ The words hurt his raw throat and lungs, and his voice was so gravelly he didn’t recognise it as his own. He swallowed and the strained muscles of his tongue and throat screamed. The Traders must have pumped a lot of water from his lungs when they’d hauled him out of the river. Surely he’d been dead? How long had he been in the water? He remembered the lights. The body. Poor Lucas Blake vanishing into the bleak Times for ever.


‘What did he say?’ It was the other man, who stood alongside Curran Tugg. Elbows – Christopher recognised his thickset body now. His voice was filled with awe.


‘You heard him,’ Curran Tugg said. ‘You heard him as well as I did.’


‘How could he know those words?’


They were talking as if he wasn’t sitting right in front of them, and with trembling hands, still weak from his ordeal in the water, Christopher fastened the pendant around his neck. The metal felt immediately warm against his chest and calmness flooded through him. He took the cup from Curran Tugg and sipped cautiously.


‘He couldn’t,’ Tugg answered. Christopher could feel the green eyes evaluating him. Curran Tugg had realised what Christopher himself had the moment he’d tied the pendant around his neck. School and his old life were over. Everything had changed, once again. A death for a birth. A passing of a gift. And he knew for sure that the Magus’ words at West Minster were true. He would die at thirty-eight and not before.


‘But that can’t be,’ Elbows continued. ‘Those words . . . they’re always the first words of . . .’


‘. . . a new seer.’ Christopher finished the sentence for him and met his gaze steadily. There was a long pause as Curran Tugg stared at him.


‘Well, let’s hope you’re better at it than the last one,’ he said eventually with a sniff. ‘He was one of yours as well. Or so I heard. A seer that refused to see.’


Christopher said nothing but he stood up, his legs steady, and looked over the boat’s sturdy wooden side. He could see nothing through the thick mist, but he found the smell was no longer so foul, nor did it affect his mood. There was a fog in his mind, too. Things he knew that he couldn’t know. He was the Seer – he knew it in his bones, even though the word was unfamiliar. He knew the man who had worn the pendant before him had come back to the Nowhere for this moment of transfer; to give this gift to him alone.


‘In the river, though?’ Elbows’ unhappy muttering carried over the lapping of the water and pounding of oars. ‘That’s not right. The river’s too powerful. A seer transfer in the Times. Can’t be good.’


‘Not our problem,’ Curran Tugg answered. ‘We’ll get him back to Fowkes. The boy’s lucky to be alive.’


Christopher touched the pendant that hung at his neck as if it had been there forever. He didn’t think luck had anything to do with his survival. Fate, perhaps. But not luck.




THREE


Alex Currie-Clark didn’t look down as Jarvis and Hector Allbright, another of the Aged Knights, undressed him. Even with his suddenly weak vision, he had no desire to face his new body yet.


‘That’s it,’ Allbright said, taking Alex’s trousers off to be replaced by stripy pyjamas, just like those Allbright was wearing. ‘I know you feel all out of sorts, but you’ll get used to it.’ His milky eyes met Alex’s and he could see a strength in there. ‘We don’t have much choice.’ As he allowed the men to dress him, he wondered if he’d come across Hector Allbright before. Had they passed in the corridors of Orrery House? There weren’t that many of the Aged still up and about – most sank into a comatose state as the years passed. There hadn’t been an Ageing for a while. Not until today, at least.


He looked at Hector Allbright’s wrinkled face and sagging jowls. He was shorter than Alex and stockier, with a small paunch visible under his dressing gown. He didn’t ring any bells but Alex realised, with dismay, that the elderly had all looked the same to him. They had seemed a lifetime away, and now here he was with his personal timeline folded in on itself. A small sob escaped him, and he was ashamed of it.


‘Let it out,’ Allbright said, standing back as Jarvis leaned in to rearrange his pillows. ‘You’ve got to. Otherwise it’ll fester like a wound that refuses to heal and make you bitter. I’ve seen it, and old and bitter isn’t a combination that suits anyone.’ He nodded towards the small black moleskin notebook and the tin of mints on the side. ‘The mints will keep you alert. We don’t know why, but they do.’


‘What’s the book for?’ Alex asked.


Hector Allbright smiled a little. ‘It’s for your memories. For all the magic that happens between the Somewhere and the Nowhere. You write it down for the records. In your voice rather than the voice of History.’


Alex almost laughed. That was a joke. A bad one. ‘I doubt I’ll need a whole notebook. I must be the shortest-lived Knight there’s ever been.’


‘You’re still a Knight, son,’ Hector Allbright said. ‘Until the end. There’s always a chance of a reversal too.’ The last sentence was delivered too wistfully for Alex to believe Allbright had any faith in it.


‘I’ll take it from here, Mr Allbright,’ Jarvis said.


‘Right you are.’ He nodded at Alex. ‘I’ll pop back in shortly. We can talk if you’d like.’


Alex didn’t answer, but it seemed Allbright hadn’t expected him to; he was already shuffling back out into the corridor. The door closed, and Alex stood shakily to allow Jarvis to pull back the covers and let him climb in. When the bed was ready, he sank gratefully into the soft mattress. He shivered slightly as Jarvis carefully pulled the layers of duck down duvet and blankets up to his neck and realised something else. He’d always been sweltering in Orrery House, where the heating was always set to some tropical temperature, and yet now he felt as if there was a draught creeping through the house from the December cold outside. Was that part of the Ageing too, this coldness?


‘You’ll find you’re coldest now,’ Jarvis said, as if reading his mind. Or maybe it was because he’d done this so many times before. ‘And you’ll probably sleep most of today. By tomorrow you will be feeling much better. The first day is always the worst.’ He smiled, and Alex was surprised by the kindness in it. He’d never really seen Jarvis before. He was just – well – Jarvis. The butler. Impersonal, professional and somewhat remote.


‘I’ll bring you up a cup of tea and a mince pie.’


‘Thank you.’ The stranger’s voice that came out of his mouth made him want to cry all over again.


‘What brought you back so urgently?’ Jarvis asked, as he pulled the curtains closed to block out the new day. ‘Is there anything I should do to assist you?’


‘No,’ Alex said, his voice slurring slightly. Sleep was claiming him, a thick, confused sleep that had already half-convinced him it was all a terrible dream, that he was safe in the Knights’ headquarters in the Nowhere. ‘It was something Fin wanted to talk to Ted about,’ he mumbled. ‘Something he figured out.’ His eyes drifted shut.


‘Really? He always was a bright boy. What did he figure out?’ Jarvis’ voice came from miles away, pulling Alex back from the blissful oblivion of sleep.


‘Mr Currie-Clark?’ Jarvis’ voice was sharper. ‘What has the boy figured out?’


Alex frowned slightly. Why couldn’t Jarvis just leave him to rest? The bed was so soft and the covers . . .


‘What does he want to tell Mr Merryweather?’


‘A traitor,’ Alex mumbled, barely aware of his own words. ‘He knows who the traitor is.’ His head lolled to one side, and within a moment he was snoring.


‘A traitor?’ Ted said. ‘Do you mean Simeon Soames?’


‘What? No. No I don’t mean him.’ Fin frowned, suddenly confused. ‘Why would I mean him?’ He looked from Ted to Harper Jones, who was leaning against the rack of books to Ted’s left and staring at the floor, and then back to Ted. Why would they think Soames was a traitor?


‘Simeon went to the palace to see if Arnold-Mather was there,’ Ted said. ‘’E never came back.’


‘The Rage must’ve got him,’ Harper said. ‘Or Arnold-Mather and his men killed him. Either way, he’s lost to us.’ Under his blond hair, the Knight’s eyes had darkened. ‘We should have given Christopher’s potion to Cardrew or Freddie.’


‘Easy, son.’ Ted slapped his arm. ‘’E might be dead, for all we know. Don’t tarnish ’is name yet.’


‘Let’s hope he is dead.’ Freddie Wise appeared on the narrow gantry ahead of them. ‘Terrible as that sounds. If he’s alive and the Rage has turned him then Arnold-Mather has a lot of information about us at his fingertips.’ He peered at Harper over his bifocals. ‘And you, young man, should be careful before you harbour hatred so quickly. None of us is immune to the lure of wickedness. Evil often comes with an appearance of strength and we all like to think strength in our leaders will keep us safe. Simeon had a bad time when he Aged. He was lucky he didn’t go completely mad. So whatever has happened, don’t hate him. If the Rage has got him then I should imagine he hates himself.’


‘I know,’ Harper said. ‘It’s just been a very long night and we’ve lost too many good people.’ His shoulders slumped slightly and the natural quiet of the library was filled with a heavier silence, one weighed down by grief. Fin felt a stab inside as he thought of their losses: Tova, the Prince Regent, Lucas Blake, and Christopher. The last went right to his heart. And he ached for the loss of Anaïs and Joe, who, although not dead, were still gone – one lost to madness and one become an enemy.


‘Yes, we have,’ Freddie Wise said quietly. ‘And we must not let them be lost in vain.’


‘It’s not Simeon Soames I’m talking about,’ Finmere said, taking a deep breath and knowing he was about to strike another blow to Ted’s heart. ‘It’s Jarvis.’


Ted visibly recoiled as if he’d been punched, and all the gathered men turned to stare at Fin as if waiting for him to laugh and tell them it was just a stupid not-very-funny joke he’d made up. Fin met each of their gazes in turn, not knowing what more he could say.


‘We’ve found something!’


The voice cut through the stunned quiet and Cardrew Cutler’s face appeared around the edge of a rack of books several feet away. ‘Well, I say we. I mean the librarian. She’s quite a woman.’ He paused. ‘What is it? What did I say?’


Ted had paled. Neither he nor Freddie Wise nor Harper looked at Cutler, who might as well have been invisible. ‘Jarvis?’ Ted swore. ‘Can’t be. Not Jarvis.’


‘Mr Arnold-Mather knows too much about our plans. I don’t believe Judge Brown would have given him details about people and places, but Arnold-Mather still managed to make an alliance with St John Golden.’ Fin spoke quickly, as if that could somehow lessen the butler’s betrayal. ‘And even after Golden was trapped in the Incarcerator mirror Christopher’s dad still knew what happening and where Joe was and how to get to him.’


‘But . . . Jarvis?’ Cardrew Cutler had come forward, whatever he’d found momentarily forgotten. ‘What makes you think it’s him? Maybe it’s one of the new Knights.’


‘I’ve been going over everyone in my head,’ Fin said. ‘He’s the only one it can be. The new Knights have been too busy doing what they’re told. They haven’t had time to make a phone call, let alone anything else, and none of them know stuff like you guys or Fowkes does. The thing about Jarvis is that he hears everything.’


‘It’s true,’ Freddie Wise said softly. ‘Jarvis serves us coffee in the Oval Room and we barely notice he’s there when we’re talking.’


‘He’s everywhere,’ Fin said. ‘No one ever pays him any attention. It’s like he’s invisible. It’s part of his job.’


‘But Jarvis has been with Orrery House for years. Twenty? Thirty maybe?’ Cutler said. ‘He’s one of us.’


‘No,’ Fin said, surprised at the firmness in his voice. Was that him or Baxter? ‘I don’t think he is.’


‘It can’t be true,’ Ted said. His face was pale and in the bright strip lighting of the library the lines on his face seemed deeper. He looked old. ‘’Ow many traitors can there be? And ’ow could we not know?’


‘Fin’s right, though,’ Harper Jones said. ‘It is the only logical explanation. We’ve got to at least entertain it, however little we like it.’


‘I agree.’ Freddie Wise nodded. He squeezed Ted’s shoulder. ‘We’re at war, old friend. Yesterday’s allies can become today’s enemies in the blink of an eye. You can’t blame yourself.’


‘But what did we ever do to ’im?’ Ted shook his head. ‘What did we do to make ’im turn on us?’


‘I don’t think people betray others because of something that is done to them. It’s because of something they want or because of something they perceive.’ Freddie Wise leaned on his walking stick but his back was straight and strong. ‘If Jarvis was unhappy then he could have spoken to us. He didn’t. It was his choice. There is no blame at your door, Ted Merryweather, nor at Harlequin’s. Just you remember that. War brings out the worst in some people, and the one coming with this storm is going to be a battle like nothing we’ve seen.’


‘Is Jarvis still at Orrery House?’ Harper Jones asked.


‘Yes.’ Fin swallowed hard and steadied himself for the breaking of more bad news. ‘I left him putting Alex Currie-Clark to bed.’ His throat closed slightly around the next words. ‘Alex Aged.’


A hard silence fell, broken only by gasps. ‘Poor sod,’ Harper Jones said eventually and Fin saw dark shadows flit over his face. ‘Poor bloody sod.’


‘Does Jarvis know you suspect him?’ Freddie Wise asked, his face grim.


‘No,’ Fin said. ‘With Alex . . . with the Ageing I don’t think he would have noticed anything with me. I was trying to be normal. As normal as I could be.’


‘We should still get back,’ Ted said. ‘I don’t like the thought of him there without us.’


‘You need to see this first,’ Cardrew Cutler said, signalling them forward as he turned and hurried along the narrow metal gantry between the shelves. ‘We’ve found something. It’s about that crack in the table.’


‘Jarvis can wait a little longer,’ Freddie Wise said. ‘In essence this news changes nothing, except that we are more informed. There’s no one at the house who can tell him anything, and Fowkes knows we’re here.’ His cane tapped on the gantry as he headed after Cutler, and the rest of the group followed.


They took the narrow stairs in single file and eventually came to a reading room that looked more like a snug, slightly tired drawing room than anywhere in the libraries that Fin was used to, at Eastfields or even St Martin’s. The table lamps were lit, bathing the room in a warm golden glow, and on each of three large desks several books lay open as well as scribbled in notebooks and pencils. On the floor, screwed up balls of paper surrounded the small wastepaper bins where someone – Cardrew Cutler probably – had thrown them from one desk or another, and missed.


The librarian, a woman with mousy hair and glasses whose dark frames looked too heavy for her small features and delicate figure, looked up. She had been jotting something down from one of the larger volumes.


‘Esme is ever so good at all this,’ Cardrew Cutler said proudly. ‘We’d get nowhere without her. She found all these books, you know. Every one of them had been hidden in a coded subsection of the library. We could have searched for years and not found them.’
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