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          Beneath the pavement, the beech

        

      

    

    
      Cities aren't buildings, people or culture as most of us think, they’re decisions. A place where millions of choices get made every second. The outcomes are infinite, anything can happen, space bends under the weight of decisions being, or not being, made. It's why cities are big.

      Jack found himself with a decision that could change everything. But he didn't know any of this at the time and just ordered a katsu curry with a side of steamed dumplings. 

      The waiter placed the food in front of Jack with a smile. ‘Can I get you anything else?’ Beads of sweat ran down the waiter's temples. He was wearing a fisherman’s beanie despite the blistering spring heat and being miles from the nearest trawler. 

      ‘Ketchup?’ Jack said. 

      The waiter did that head tilt that everyone in customer service does when they want to laugh at someone but can't. ‘I’ll see what I can find.’

      Jack was left alone with his curry and dumplings and ate while looking out at London's South Bank. He didn't normally venture into town for dinner but it was Friday night and next week was half term.

      This was his tenth year as a teacher at St George's School for Boys. It had started as an evening job, teaching some of the slower pupils physics while he worked on his thesis. The thesis had withered on the vine and he now taught full-time. But, just that morning, he had received word he was to be appointed Acting Head of Physics and thought it important to mark the occasion. 

      The food was exactly what he needed – an inoffensive sauce covering soft chicken and softer rice. He was back in the womb and safe.

      Balancing a dumpling on his chopsticks, he popped the minced vegetable and steamed dough parcel into his mouth. He expected more womb but got something hard and uncompromising instead. Moving the unexpected object around his mouth to gain as much information as he could before deciding how to act, he discovered it was cold, round and tasteless. Resting it on his tongue, he reached for the napkin and spat the object out. 

      ‘Here's your ketchup,’ the waiter said, making Jack jump. ‘Everything OK with your food?’

      ‘Lovely thanks,’ Jack replied, pocketing the napkin. Anything that could be fixed with a mouthful of beer wasn't worth complaining about.

      The waiter guided a woman to the table next to Jack’s. She wore a brown suit two sizes too big with an enamel pin of a duck stuck to the lapel. Jack recognised the suit straight away, any teacher would, it was from Marks and Spencer and sat in that sweet spot of being cheap, not completely ugly and machine washable. Jack wore an older model in grey.

      The woman with the duck pin ordered. The waiter congratulated her on her choice and was gone. 

      Their eyes met. Jack offered a smile to the woman. ‘I like your pin.’

      She shook her head and started typing a message on her phone.

      

      The rest of the meal passed without incident except, as Jack finished paying, an argument in the kitchen erupted and threatened to spill over onto the restaurant floor. 

      Jack made his way back to Charing Cross Station. He crossed the river and avoided the young and the drunk on the bridge as best he could. It hadn't rained in months and London was dry. The city and its inhabitants cried out for rain. When it did not come, they drank. They drank to summon the rain gods and keep thoughts of the coming storm at bay. Medieval peasants had whipped themselves into a frenzy at the thought of the end of the world but their descendants chose liver damage and dancing. Jack didn't blame them; he had a bottle of white waiting for him at home and not a lot else.

      Like most people who moved to London from elsewhere, Jack lived as far out as he could manage. Close enough that you could still tell people, and convince yourself, that you lived in London but somewhere quiet enough that you could still get a good night's sleep. For Jack, this meant a one-bed in Catford. He had tried housemates but finding good ones was like capturing lightning in a bottle. His attempts had always ended with migraines in jam jars.

      

      Jack walked along the Charing Cross concourse and saw Theo, a biology teacher from St George’s. Jack looked for an escape amongst the greeting card shops and Cornish Pasty stalls. It wasn’t that Jack didn’t like Theo, it was just that Theo knew more than one way to tie a tie, he could say witty things in Latin and had opinions on different types of ski bindings. Whereas Jack fell into teaching, Theo was thrown in gagged and bound and spent most of the time climbing the walls desperate to get out. He wasn’t the type of person you wanted to bump into after a meal for one on a Friday night.

      Jack squeezed past an ‘out of order’ sign and headed into the gent's loos. Surely they couldn't all be broken?

      

      The toilets of Charing Cross are accessed by going down a set of stairs and have no natural light or ventilation. This gives the space a timeless quality, which is to say, a hopeless, never-ending present quality. Train announcements drifted down from the platform and skimmed off the porcelain tiles as Jack washed his hands. He checked his watch, his train was due in one minute which meant he had at least six. People complained about British trains but you don't need them to be on time, just consistent, and the train to Catford was consistently five minutes late. Jack finished up, and another man who had thrown caution to the wind approached the sinks. Growing up where London meets Essex Jack had developed a sixth, seventh and eighth sense for spotting trouble. This man was trouble. 

      ‘Enjoy your dinner?’  the man asked. 

      Jack fixed a smile and nodded. If you don’t say anything they generally stop talking to you.

      The man turned and faced Jack. Jack glanced around the room; it was just the two of them.  

      ‘Where is it?’  the man asked. 

      ‘Sorry?’

      The man took a step towards Jack. His breath smelt of katsu and dumplings.

      Two things happened at once. The man reached for Jack's pocket and Jack bolted for the exit. This was followed by a third thing: Jack tripping over a hole in the floor that he could’ve sworn wasn’t there before, but would explain the out-of-order sign. Jack rolled onto his back. His head pounded and he blinked hard to focus his vision. The man stood over him and passed a chunk of fused cement and floor tile from his right hand to his left and back again. ‘Where is it?’

      Jack wished he had it, whatever it was. Cautious footsteps echoed on the stairs leading down to the toilets. Jack emptied his pockets onto the floor as a plea for mercy. His phone, work pass and keys, even the restaurant napkin.

      The man smiled. ‘That wasn't so hard now was it.’ ’He reached down to take his loot and his hand disappeared. There was no noise, no flash of light. The hand simply vanished. The man yelled more in surprise than pain and stumbled backwards. A figure ran over to Jack and tossed a detached hand at him while simultaneously pocketing the napkin. The woman with the duck pin.

      ‘Look after that would you,’ she said.

      Jack crawled backwards along brown tiles damp with condensation and hopefully not much else. Cowering in the corner he gripped the severed hand tight while Duck Pin went toe-to-toe with the now one-handed man. The only exit was behind the brawl and may as well have been a million miles away.

      Great sweeping blows from the man’s good hand — now a fist — kept Duck Pin dodging and unable to hit back. The man turned to keep up with Duck Pin and slipped on Jack's work pass. A lapse in concentration followed by a jab from Duck Pin and he collapsed on the floor, out cold. Duck Pin caught her breath before walking towards Jack with an unsettlingly friendly smile. A shadow on the stairs. A woman in a garish yellow paisley suit crept behind Duck Pin with a knife gleaming in the dark.

      Adrenaline became reckless bravery, Jack dropped the severed hand and tackled the newcomer to the ground, she was strong and twisted out of his grip. They locked eyes and Jack knew how the first one-celled organism felt when it came face to face with a two-cell organism. Duck Pin grabbed Jack by the arm and pulled him up the stairs. 

      Life continued on the concourse with workers going home and drinkers going out.

      Duck Pin turned to Jack. ‘Run.’

      

      Jack pounded up Charing Cross Road trying to keep up with Duck Pin. He dared a look back and saw The Woman in The Paisley Suit tracking them through the crowds. It was too busy to run so instead they pushed and squeezed their way north into Soho.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Duck Pin called out. 

      Jack stepped into the road to avoid a hen party mocking a man's choice to pair salmon pink trousers with a navy blue shirt. ‘Following you.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘You told me to.’

      ‘No, I didn’t.’

      The Woman in The Paisley Suit was catching up fast. Jack replayed the events at the train station. ‘Where are we going?’ he said, hoping to change the subject.

      

      Jack and Duck Pin stood in the doorway on a deserted side street somewhere in Soho. The Woman in The Paisley Suit stood at the end of the road. She had lost them when a theatre had kicked out for half time and caused an impregnable wall of people to swarm into the street buying them just enough time to hide. The sounds of revellers summoning rain filled the air.

      ‘I’m Jack by the way.’

      ‘Muriel,’ Duck Pin said.

      ‘Who’s chasing us? And what did you do to his hand?’

      Muriel kept her eyes on the end of the road as The Woman in The Paisley Suit moved out of sight. ‘Not sure, elves will work for anyone and you wouldn’t’t believe me.’

      Jack laughed. ‘Elves?’

      ‘Didn’t you spot her ears?’ Muriel mimed points coming from the top of her own ears.

      ‘I had other things on my mind, to be honest.’

      Muriel decided The Elf in The Paisley Suit was gone and stepped out.

      Jack followed. ‘And the hand?’

      ‘Magic.’

      ‘If you don’t want to tell me you don’t have to.’ Jack said. ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘To hide, you coming?’
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        * * *

      

      Theo knew it wasn't going to be a normal job interview. Meeting at night was fine. The bag over the head was fine. Being thrown in a van and driven halfway across London was borderline but acceptable. Theo was used to high jinks from his schooldays at St George's but being dragged backwards up two flights of stairs without much care was a bit much. Even Big Seb and his gang knew there was a line.

      Unseen hands removed the bag and Theo found himself sitting alone in front of a desk. Wood panelling covered the walls of the room and a green carpet spread out beneath his feet. Hammering and the other noises that come with building work drifted up through the floor. Builders at night, his cousin must be doing something right to afford that. He dared a look over his shoulder and found a shell of a room; the carpet didn't extend much further than his chair and most of the wood panelling had been removed. The desk was old. The top carved from a single piece of wood and covered in handwritten notes.

      His phone felt heavy in his trouser pocket. He caressed it through the faded material. Pulling out the phone, he scrolled until he found his banking app. The app connected. He needed this to go well. A very small number flashed onto the screen and caused Theo’s lungs to deflate. He needed this to go very well.

      A door behind Theo flew open and he shoved the phone back into his pocket. Mimi, dressed immaculately in red, glided into the room. He knew class when he saw it because he had it, and she did too. They hadn’t seen each other since they were young, perhaps four or five, before being sent off to their respective boarding schools. And once their parents had an agreement to alternate summers at the chalet, childhood became adulthood very quickly and they were strangers in all but blood.

      ‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ Mimi said without a hint of sincerity.

      He offered a hand that went un-shook. The impression of her gliding grew as she floated behind the desk and sat. Her chair did not creak. Seated, she somehow seemed taller than when she was standing. Her eyes locked on Theo and he swayed in the breeze.

      ‘Tell me,’ she said, ‘this seems an unusual job for a failed banker turned teacher. Why do you want it?’

      He was failing as a teacher too. He was too much of a free thinker for management. They preferred teachers who nodded along and said nothing. They had even given a promotion to that idiot in physics who Theo had once found hiding from students in the stationary cupboard.

      ‘I wouldn’t say I failed as a banker, the markets crashed. Science was always my first love and when Uncle Harry told me about your little project, I asked him to put in a word.’

      She smirked at his version of events. ‘What did he tell you?’

      ‘Not a lot, you had a new venture you were struggling with and needed a scientist you could trust.’

      ‘So you’re here out of family loyalty?’

      ‘No, just the chance to get into research,’ he paused, ‘and the pay of course.’

      She considered this. ‘Honest at least, this could work. Now a thought experiment for you-’

      ‘-oh fun.’

      ‘Don't interrupt. Arthur C. Clarke said, “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.” Do you agree?’ she asked. 

      He crossed his legs. ‘Yes, I suppose so. A washing machine or television would be beyond the comprehension of someone born thousands of years ago and would appear to be magical.’

      ‘Would knowledge of the concept mean the concept no longer applies?’

      His mouth opened but he had nothing. ‘What do you mean?’

      She grew impatient and tapped her perfect fingernails on the desk. ‘You agree that an advanced technology could appear magical to primitive people, yes?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Good.’ She stood and walked to the far end of the room. Theo twisted left and right in his seat to try and maintain eye contact. ‘You can stand up,’ she said. Theo didn’t see but could almost hear the eye roll. He had to do better, this wasn’t his job yet. ‘So,’ she said opening the door, ‘if you came across an item that could do things far beyond our understanding of what is possible, would you believe it to be magic and unknowable or, because of Arthur's famous line, something that could be studied and learnt from?’ The door opened onto a set of stairs heading down into a poorly lit hallway.

      Theo stood and took quick strides to catch up. ‘I see what you mean, yes. You could approach it more rationally than someone who had never considered that technology and magic are the same.’

      She led the way and they emerged onto a landing bright with the glare of builder's work lamps. They continued down another flight of stairs and Theo peered into the rooms as they went and saw a mass of workmen stripping the building of every socket, skirting board and light switch. They ripped wallpaper off the walls and smashed furniture. ‘Do you think the same applies to biology?’ she asked.

      ‘Biology?’

      Builders stood flat against the wall as they, or rather she, walked past.

      ‘Forget ray guns and wormholes. What if you came across a creature that broke all the rules of what you know a creature to be? Would it be magical or just something else that could be studied rationally?’

      They passed the ground floor and headed through a locked door and into the basement. Sheets of plasterboard rested against bare walls. A clinical light from a single halogen lamp and the smell of damp filled the space. Theo wrinkled his nose.

      ‘I would do something about that but I don’t want the builders down here for reasons that will soon become apparent, but back to my question.’

      Sense began to creep back into Theo’s brain. Whatever was going on here was likely to end badly but history was full of brave men doing foolish things and bringing prosperity for generations to come. His family had had one such man and now it needed another. ‘Yes, but living creatures are already pretty strange if you think about it: Dinosaurs, chameleons, anglerfish. Biologists are dealing with a far stranger data set than physicists or engineers. We're pretty open-minded to begin with, nature is already supernatural.’

      ‘I'm glad to hear it.’ She slid back a sheet of plasterboard. A tunnel had been dug deep into the soft London clay.
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        * * *

      

      Nisha was an artist. A year at college before university, three years on her undergraduate degree and another year doing a master’s. Nisha was an artist so she waited tables in a restaurant. She had grand plans to write an opera based on the music of Jona Lewie. She was going to try and kill a tardigrade with kindness, the only thing no one had tried. But right now she could barely afford paper so made do with the back of old order slips. Closing her eyes, she tried to draw the sounds of the kitchen on the back of an order for two prawn dhansaks and a bottle of rose. If you listened, the room had a rhythm, endless onions being tapped off endless wooden spoons, the whirl of fans, both oven and extractor, and the constant yelling added a top note. She went to put pen to paper when someone shouted her name.

      ‘I can give this to someone else if you want, clearly you don’t need the tips,’ Chef said, looming over her in his whites. Speckled with food from a thousand dinners his jacket looked like an edible Jackson Pollock. Nisha was never sure if she should frame it or report it to the council.

      She looked at the ceiling. ‘No.’

      ‘Pardon?’

      ‘No, Chef.’

      ‘Good, take these.’

      

      Nisha fixed her smile in the mirror before entering the private dining room. The room, and the rest of the restaurant for that matter, was filled with paraphernalia intended to soothe customers with a history that didn’t exist. Smiling sepoys, moustachioed white saviours delivering civilisation from the back of elephants, photos of English ladies in crisp linen teaching the gospel to willing ears.

      The only table in the room could fit twenty but tonight only two seats were filled: A woman, facing the kitchen and wearing a bright red suit, and a man sat opposite in a faded two-piece suit. It was rare for people to book the private dining room for dates but not unheard of. Judging by the man’s clothes he needed all the help he could get. 

      ‘And then what happened?’ the man asked. A few years ago Nisha would have described him as old but now she would say early middle age. She was becoming all too aware that twenty-nine is a lot closer to forty than twenty-one in all the ways that mattered.

      ‘I went down as far as his knuckle and he passed out from the pain.’ The woman’s voice was slate, the result of a thousand years of breeding, designed to strike fear and respect into the population. The man’s laugh said she was buying dinner so maybe not a date.

      ‘It’s strange, the different paths we’ve taken, you with your little business and me with my science,’ the man said.

      The woman offered a brusque smile in response to this statement.

      ‘I mean,’ the man continued, ‘it’s not a normal line of work for someone in our family to go into but you seemed to have made a go at it.’

      ‘I disagree, my side of the family has always been ambitious. You remember that great-great-uncle or whatever, Francis I think, gave the Spanish a lot of trouble and got in with the queen because of it. Some called him a pirate but you’re only a pirate until you get a Royal Warrant — then you’re in import-export.’

      ‘That’s a way of looking at it.’

      Passive aggression, bragging and tension. Nisha knew a family reunion when she saw one.

      Crisp poppadoms, fresh from the fryer, were placed between the diners and Nisha poured them each a glass of wine. Nisha chanced a smile at the woman who didn't so much ignore her as fail to comprehend her existence. So much for the tips. 

      ‘Even if the food isn’t great, at least you don’t have to worry about being overheard in a place like this,’ the man said as Nisha turned to leave.

      

      A bag of potatoes was dropped in Nisha’s arms and Chef turned without waiting for a reply.

      ‘Yes, Chef.’

      She contemplated carving the potatoes into different appendages so when Mrs Goodwin — down from Boston Spa for a slice of London life — looked down at her Chana Aloo she’d get an eyeful of stiffened starch. 

      

      The woman in red ran her finger around the rim of her glass while the man spoke: ‘If it does what it seems to do at face value…’

      Nisha approached with two platters of chicken tikka and a bowl of rice to share. The woman flicked her wrist and the man continued. ‘Then it will just be a case of finding what triggers it in the body, stomach enzymes for example, and distilling it. Then you could use it as needed.’

      He could be an inventor, it would explain the faded clothes and not being able to afford dinner. The woman had the cheekbones of someone who took other people’s ideas and made money from them. Maybe they were working on some new health gimmick for the rich and old: Is the slow march of time getting you down? Live forever for only two hundred pounds a month.

      Nisha topped up their glasses with more wine.

      ‘I’m glad you’re confident,’ the woman in red said. ‘We have a lot of tissue but I would hate to waste any.’

      ‘Oh no, I think this will be quite simple really.’

      Nisha spooned some of the steaming rice onto their waiting plates and turned to leave with the leftover. A hand grabbed her wrist, the woman leaned in and stared. ‘Leave the rice.’ Nisha feigned confusion, gave a deep nod and placed the rice on the table with a smile. An old waitressing trick: let the customer think they are teaching you how to do your job. If you’re lucky they take on the role of a mentor. If not, they pity you and anything you get right is considered a boon.

      

      Nisha returned to her pile of old order slips and wrote down ‘source stomach enzymes’. She could place one of her old paintings from university in a vat of the stuff and call it: The artist consumes their work in lieu of payment.

      ‘Nisha! I swear to God do some work.’

      ‘Yes, Chef.’

      She re-read her idea and underlined it. It was a keeper.

      

      Plates hot from the heat lamp burned Nisha’s hands as she passed into the dining room for the final course. She placed their fig strudels on the table and rubbed the heat from her hand onto her skirt while she poured the last of the wine.

      The man cracked the pastry on his dessert with the back of his spoon. ‘What will you do once you have all that power?’

      Nisha waited until they had ignored her for the correct amount of time to show there was nothing else they needed before backing away — another old waitressing trick.

      ‘Change people’s minds. For anything to change, people need to be open to different ways of living. Humans are infinitely adaptable and have invented so many ways of existing yet we seem stuck in the same endless cycles of stupidity. There’s no one out there saying: “Let’s try something new”. I want to try something new,’ the woman said.

      ‘And bring everyone along with you, very clever,’ the man said.

      Nisha stood by the kitchen doors and listened.
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        * * *

      

      Jack had never been to war, in fact, he came from a long line of cowards and cheats but ordering two pints in a Soho pub during a heatwave must count for something. Bodies surged towards the bar as those at the back pushed their countrymen onwards. They hadn't seen what those at the front had seen but their time would come. Their time would come. Two wide-eyed boys stood behind the bar, barely old enough to serve, holding back the horde as best they could. There was no blame exchanged across the divide. It was Soho in a heatwave; no one wanted to be here.

      Jack returned from active service and placed two pints on the table pushing their empties to one side. ‘Giants?’

      ‘No,’ Muriel said, clinking Jack’s glass.

      ‘Goblins.’

      ‘Yes, they look almost human but have big ridges on their head, anyone wearing a beanie in the summer is probably a goblin, or going bald. You probably see one every day.’

      He knew about Elves. ‘Do I see Elves every day?'

      ‘Maybe, depends on the pubs you go into.’

      ‘Witches?’

      ‘How many of these have you got? And depends on what you mean. Women who can do magic? Obviously. Devil worshippers? Also yes but they aren’t mutually exclusive.’

      ‘Only a few more and Devils are real?' Jack said, looking around the pub trying to spot an elf.

      ‘Yes, but they aren’t evil as such, they’re like cats. Cats knock stuff over and kill mice but they aren’t evil, they’re just being cats. It’s the same with devils except it's burning churches and eating children.' She put her glass down and glanced at the door. ‘Why did you get involved back there?’

      He shrugged. ‘You seemed like you might need some help.’

      She repressed something under a smile. ‘Thanks, but you’ve got yourself messed up in something complicated. They’ll think you're involved now.’

      ‘Involved in what?’

      Her hand went to her jacket pocket.

      ‘What is that?’ Jack asked.

      ‘I don’t know, but we’ve heard rumours of something big starting.’ She moved her hand back. Her eyes tracked a man too old to be wearing double denim stumbling past their table on his way to the loo.

      ‘Who's we?’

      ‘The people I work for, they’re a group. Well, they’re two people, but I work for them and they try and stop bad things from happening. They might be able to help you, put the word out that you were a bystander and just did something silly. Keep you safe and out of all this.’

      Jack picked up his pint. ‘Was it silly or brave?’

      ‘Silly,’ she said. ‘But you can help me get this to their place tomorrow.’

      ‘Like Frodo,’  Jack said, wide-eyed.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Frodo? From Lord of the Rings? Taking the ring to Rivendell, you’ve not read it?’ He was speaking louder than he intended. ‘You’ve not read Lord of the Rings and you’re a magic policeman?’

      ‘I'm not a policeman on two accounts and I tried to read it but I don’t read books about rich people.’

      ‘Sorry?’

      She took a sip of beer. ‘Bilbo left him that big house in the country, stocked larder, all those waistcoats. Classic trust fund kid. It wasn’t for me. Besides, those kinds of books are a bit of a busman’s holiday for me,’ she said. ‘What do you do?’

      ‘I teach physics at St George’s.’

      ‘Ok. So I bet you don’t watch documentaries about Isaac Newton on your day off.’

      ‘Well yeah, but he’s trash, got lucky that one time. Frodo’s a badass.’

      She turned to face him. ‘Issac Newton could beat Frodo one on one.’

      ‘Frodo’s got the ring, Newton wouldn’t see him coming.’

      ‘It’s not about magic it's about reach, Frodo couldn’t land a punch, besides at least Issac Newton is real.’

      ‘Is Frodo not real?’ Jack asked.

      Her glass stopped on its way to her mouth. ‘Are you asking if Lord of the Rings is real because you've just seen an elf?’

      He paused. ‘No.’

      

      The door to the pub was bolted shut behind Jack and Muriel. The panic and fear of a few hours ago had dissolved into a distant memory and belonged to a different time. A drunken debate about the inherent classism in a beloved fantasy novel is a great way to forget your worries. Jack, adamant he was standing perfectly still, checked his watch, everywhere would be shutting or ringing last orders.

      ‘So,’ Muriel said, standing perfectly still. ‘What I’m about to say I say as a professional. I may have had six pints.’

      ‘Seven.’

      ‘Seven pints.’

      ‘And that retro cocktail thing.’

      ‘Old Fashioned and let me finish. I may have had seven pints and an Old Fashioned but you should come back to mine and sleep on my sofa. That Elf in The Paisley Suit is out there somewhere and she might still be looking for us. We can go straight to The Shed in the morning and get you on your way. Back to your life.’

      Jack was in no rush to get back to his life. ‘Only if we get a kebab first.’

      Muriel pointed Jack towards the purgatory of Piccadilly Circus at night and the bus stop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The butter, reading the room, sunk into Jack’s slice of toast. Jack clasped a cup of tea in Muriel’s kitchen and wondered what the other Jack was doing. The one that went for pizza last night instead of Japanese. You can’t hide anything in pizza, something he would remember for next time. Maybe the hangover was dulling his capacity to panic but he seemed to be coping with the existence of magic and elves and such quite well. If he was being honest with himself it made as much sense as quarks, photons, and plektons. If he could trust in Pentaquarks then why not Pentagrams?

      Truth be told, he was more disturbed by the knitted duck tea cosy staring at him across the gallery kitchen. It stood between him and the living room and it was a close call if he could get past it in his current state unscathed. Not that the living room was any better — mallards, geese and possibly moorhens guarded that room as well. Paintings, photos, cushions, and even the lampshades were printed with waterfowl.

      He took a deep breath. Holding the tea and toast as a sword and shield he stepped forward.

      ‘Morning.’

      The tea went up and the toast down but he breathed easy when it turned out to be Muriel.

      ‘Morning,’ he said, picking up the toast and popping it back onto the plate. ‘I helped myself, hope you don’t mind.’

      ‘No worries. How was the sofa?’ she asked stepping past him on the way to the kettle.

      Jack thought back to night — the moonlight reflecting on the duck bookends would haunt him forever. ‘Fine. Thanks for suggesting I stay, I’m too old for the night bus anyway.’

      She filled the kettle. ‘And too drunk, god knows where you would have ended up or who would have found you.’

      Chislehurst. It had happened before and the ducks were preferable.

      

      Jack sat on the mallard green sofa while Muriel made herself some cereal; he scanned the room for somewhere to look that wouldn’t look back. It had been a long time since Jack had been in someone else’s home and he had forgotten how much life people can accumulate. Four copies of the same book from four different flat shares, a bottle of strange liqueur on the side that didn’t taste the same after you got back from holiday and a kitchen appliance still in the box tucked under a chair, no doubt a gift from a well-meaning relative that had no idea how small London flats could be.

      ‘How are you feeling after last night?’ Muriel asked, taking a seat on the opposite sofa.

      ‘Couple of paracetamols and I’ll be fine.’

      ‘No, I mean about being a wanted man.’

      ‘Am I though? I’m just some guy. I don’t even have the thing anymore.’

      Muriel made a noise that said she disagreed. ‘Yes, but distinctions like that aren’t often made in the criminal underworld. It’s more slash and burn.’

      Jack ate his toast instead of saying anything. The words slash and burn had penetrated his hangover and were running amok. Things like this didn’t happen to Jack, he had a routine, he had a system: work home work home. He tried not to break this routine unless he had to. He didn’t move to London for the theatre, he moved here for the public transport after that incident on his driving test with the police van. Jack had his world and things like this weren’t meant to happen in it. But it was half term and he could afford a day or two out of his normal routine in order to not be slashed or burned.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Muriel said. ‘We’ll have this sorted by the end of the day. My bosses are very well-connected and very respected. You’ll be in the clear in time for dinner.’

      Jack offered her a smile. ‘Great.’

      They ate the rest of breakfast in silence, their hangovers lounging over them, muffling thoughts and conversation.

      Muriel put her empty bowl on the floor. ‘I’m going to shower unless you need it first?’ Jack shook his head and took a bite of his toast.

      He glanced at her jacket hanging on the door, its pocket still containing the napkin and whatever he had nearly eaten from last night. He took another bite of toast. The sound of teeth crushing burnt bread filled his head. If his life was in danger he might as well know what was in the napkin. He glanced again. A duck gave him a look. A moorhen told him it wouldn’t hurt to have a peek. He’d just make some more toast. Bread bin, plastic bag, toaster down, gentle steps to the jacket before it’s too late. The shower sang through the bathroom door. Swallowing his heart, Jack pried open the napkin. Inside, a small pebble, polished to a high sheen, reflected a blurred version of Jack back at himself.

      He gave it a rub and the image became clearer. The pebble version of Jack stood in a white void and jumped when he saw he was being observed. Pebble Jack walked backwards and away from the real Jack. Pebble Jack then broke into a run until he became a smudge of a man in the distance and disappeared completely. Jack peered to the left and the right to see if there was more. There wasn’t. He frowned, he hoped it might be a sparkling ruby that granted wishes or a god trapped in a chuck of amber. Not a small man running away from himself.

      The pebble turned a deep orange. Moving on strange currents, flecks of gold danced beneath the surface. In the centre sat a tiny figure on a throne of carved ivory. His flowing robes and glorious beard suspended in time.

      The shower stopped.

      Jack folded the pebble back into the napkin and ran as quietly as he could back to the toaster.

      ‘Shower’s all yours,’ Muriel said on the way to her bedroom.

      ‘Thanks,’ Jack said, buttering another slice of toast.
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        * * *

      

      The Elf in The Paisley Suit turned right out of Chigwell Tube station and headed north. It was that quiet spot when the weekend workers had finished their rush hour and the leisure classes weren’t heading out for brunch yet. The carnations she brought from the supermarket smelled of false spring. She knew Frank wouldn't care, retirement gifts were never well received. The motorway hummed in the distance giving the sensation that the peaceful suburb could take off at any moment. She checked her A to Z before turning down a few streets of Victorian terraces, trackable GPS wasn’t for a job like this.

      The house looked the same as any other on the street, murky bricks and a front garden turned into a driveway. Someone had painted the door a grown-up blue and attempted some window boxes. She checked the house number and rang the bell. She jogged on the spot releasing some nervous energy, it never got easier but then it never got harder either. The lock clicked open and her game face slid into place. It was a reflex, she was no longer herself. She was the work version of herself, this version didn’t have nervous energy or concerns beyond the moment. This version got paid very well which both versions of her enjoyed.

      A figure silhouetted by the hallway light stood in the doorway. The stump where a hand should be told her who it was. 

      ‘Hello Frank, is the family in?’

      For a moment it appeared rigor mortis had already set in but then his shoulders slumped and he was alive again. ‘Is this business or pleasure as I'm retired now.’ He held up the stump where his hand should be. 

      ‘A bit of both, but it's worth your time. I promise.’

      He turned without a word and walked into the living room.

      She knew the living room was on the left as she had grown up in an identical house a few miles south. Everyone had the living room on the left, the toilet backed onto the kitchen in the converted coal shed with Mum and Dad in the big bedroom at the front. She closed the door and flicked the latch. The hallway was bog roll pink. 

      ‘Lovely shade of pink in the hallway, very brave.’

      Frank sat in a faded armchair which took up most of the tiny room and said nothing. As a sign of respect, he had muted the TV. 

      ‘May I?’ she gestured to the sofa but didn't wait for a reply. ‘How long has it been since you joined the other firm?’

      ‘Coming on five years,’ he said. ‘You were just a fledging when I left. How's Collapsing Cliff Cartwright?’

      ‘Dead,’ The Paisley Elf replied.

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘He had a job down near Dover,’ she said. ‘Perry Winkle had been talking to police about the Cambridge Job and been moved to the coast for his own protection.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘So Cliff finds out where Perry’s hiding and it’s this big house, middle of nowhere, right up on the cliffs.’

      Frank nodded along.

      ‘Perry spots Cliff and runs off, as you would. Cliff is chasing him across the actual White Cliffs of Dover. The wind is howling, driving rain, the lot.’

      Frank whistled. ‘It’s why you get into the job, isn’t it? Days like that. What happened next?’

      She shrugged. ‘He catches up with Perry so Perry climbs over the fence and is running along the very edge of the cliff now. God knows what he’s thinking.’

      Frank nodded along, eyes wide.

      ‘Then there’s a big gust of wind.’

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘And Perry falls over the edge into the sea.’

      Frank looked confused. ‘But how did Cliff die?’

      ‘Oh, hit by a bus on the way back.’

      Frank burst into laughter. ‘Good. Never liked the guy.’

      She crossed her legs. ‘You've probably guessed why I'm here.’

      He nodded and the small talk was over.

      ‘Mimi wants you to know there's no hard feelings about you switching sides all those years ago, it was just business. But I've got some questions about last night. In exchange for some answers, your family will get one of these,’ she pulled out a small bar of gold and threw it into his lap. ‘Every Christmas until your youngest turns eighteen.’

      Frank held the gold bar up to the light as if it were a totem or a gift from the gods. In some ways it was, pensions were rare in this line of work. 

      ‘But you also need to retire. Permanently.’

      His head tilted to one side. ‘Seems harsh.’

      ‘Mimi wants this shut down. Most of your former colleagues are having eventful mornings as we speak. Anyone with even a whiff of it is to be taken out of the game, with or without answering questions.’ She scratched at what was probably dried blood on her suit while he mulled the decision over. It was an easy choice but not everyone took it. Some of her colleagues had spent their whole lives fighting the world and having it fight back. Most didn't throw the first punch but they wanted to try to throw the last. 

      ‘Ok,’ he said, something in him deflated. ‘But I need a favour before I answer any questions.’

      ‘Go on.’

      He stood, walked to the chimney breast and pointed to a brick with his good hand. ‘‘Can you pull that out?’

      Without getting up from the sofa, she held out her hand and the brick appeared in her palm. A small alcove had appeared in the brickwork, space for a few things that it would be useful to forget about when the inheritance tax had to be paid. He placed the gold bar in the alcove and nodded. 

      The Paisley Elf walked across the room and slid the brick back into place. It fit perfectly, barring a chisel the only way to move it would be magic. Something Frank could no longer do but presumably his wife could.

      ‘Let's start with what I know and then move on to what you know,’ she said, returning to the sofa. ‘I know some of Mimi's property had been stolen and was being exchanged at the restaurant. I turn up and spot you having some dinner which I know is not a coincidence. Am I right so far?’

      He nodded. 

      ‘So let's start there. What was the job?’

      ‘It was meant to be simple. Go to the restaurant and order a katsu curry with a side of dumplings and take whatever was inside back to the boss.’

      ‘Inside?’

      ‘In the dumplings, there was meant to be a package of some kind. Seemed a bit dramatic for my tastes but you know how management can be.’

      She smiled and he continued: ‘That's it, I don't know what the package was, where it's from or where it is now.’

      ‘That's good, so what went wrong?’

      ‘My dumplings were uneventful but I noticed some guy struggling to chew and slip something into his napkin and then his pocket, so I followed him back to Charing Cross.’

      This tallies with what she saw, she had waited outside and didn't give the napkin guy a second look as he seemed like a civilian but that must have been who she chased through Soho. 

      ‘I give him a scare and go to grab the damn thing when some woman swoops in and does this.’ He held up his arm. ‘And takes me out the game.’

      ‘Did you get a good look at them?’

      ‘She wasn't young, about your age. Gangly with red hair.’

      She would ignore that. ‘And the guy?’

      ‘Looked like an elder tree in a cheap suit. Either very good at playing dumb or just plain dumb. I could probably point him out if you wanted some help,’ he said scratching his stump with a hopeful look in his eyes.

      These must have been the same people she chased. She stood, took off her jacket and folded it neatly before placing it on the sofa. ‘You know that’s not how this works but I’ll be sure to tell Mimi you were very cooperative.’

      Frank pulled himself out of the chair, and he winced as he put weight on his wound without thinking. ‘What will you do now?’

      ‘I’ll start with the Gods, I’d rather not deal with Foresight unless I have to.’

      

      Trying not to get blood on the sink, The Elf in The Paisley Suit picked up the bar of soap with the tips of her fingers. The soap mixing with the blood had turned her hands bright pink. She gave them a sniff, sandalwood and expensive at that, you always were full of surprises, Frank. She washed the soapy blood away and rinsed her hands again to make sure. Killing never bothered her. The job isn’t to be good at killing people — which is surprisingly easy — what’s hard is forgetting about it afterwards. That's what she was good at, forgetting. Once she was done here she would step outside and forget what happened, she would forget Frank, she would forget his blood and his crying. When she first started the job she tried to repress it, bury it deep but keep it somewhere so she could learn from it and get better but after a while, she realised there wasn't much to learn. 

      She chose the dirtier of the two tea towels to dry her hands, the last thing Frank's wife needed was two dirty tea towels. She picked up the carnations and searched for a pair of scissors before giving up and holding out her palm, the bottom few inches of the flower stems fell away and dropped into her hand. Magic never got old, not really. She threw the bottom of the stems in the bin, spotted an empty milk carton, gave it a rinse and arranged the flowers in the makeshift vase. The room looked tidy but she gave it one last pass, straightening the tea towels and wiping crumbs onto the floor. She worked her way around to the sink and her eyes lingered on the bar of expensive soap.
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        * * *

      

      Jack and Muriel got the train from Waterloo to the far reaches of South West London. It was the land of magnolias and parakeets. Victorian mansions besieged by postwar sprawl. It reminded Jack of Essex, except no one knew how to have any fun.

      ‘Your boss is all the way out here?’ Jack said as they approached a rusted chainlink gate leading to an allotment. They’d got off the train at a small suburban station about half an hour from town. Still London, but far enough out that you could live your whole life without ever needing to go into the middle. Jack liked it. He bet no one here accidentally ate magic pebbles and got chased through Central London by gangsters.

      ‘Bosses, there’s two of them. They like to be near trees and this part of London has the most, it’s good for their chi apparently.’ Muriel’s look implied that she wouldn’t be answering any more questions on that. She opened the lock on the gate and waved Jack in.

      ‘And these guys are the police?’

      ‘Not really, no one’s in charge enough to call themselves the police but they, we, try to keep a lid on anything too loud. The Laurels — that’s what they call themselves — never venture out but there’s a group of us, myself included, who try to keep things in order,’  she said with pride. She shut the padlock with a click behind them and tested it with a shake.

      The last time Jack had set foot on an allotment, he had fled at the first opportunity. One sunny weekend he had put his name down on the waiting list for his local site. The website estimated the waiting time to be over twenty years and implied only a fool would add to it. Jack had added his name anyway as waiting twenty years to start a hobby gave you carte blanche to spend the next two decades scrolling aimlessly on your phone and pretending you would go outside if only you had something to do. To Jack’s surprise, a spot opened up after a few months. It turned out that most of the people on the list had died, presumably while scrolling aimlessly on their phones. He had turned up on the first day to be met with treacle-thick enthusiasm from the other plot holders. Invites to AGMs, bee-keeping courses, and even a birthday party. It was all too much and Jack had never returned. ‘So what do The Laurels do?’ He said.

      ‘Listen mostly.’

      Jack nodded as if he knew what that meant. ‘How do you do this? You must have rent to pay.’

      ‘One of the things they listen to is the stock market.’

      They exchanged a smile with a woman laden with courgettes heading for the exit.

      ‘That doesn’t seem very magical,’  Jack said.

      ‘Making money out of thin air is about the most magical thing you can do.’

      Jack conceded the point. The allotment site was like any other: plots in various states of use, each an expression of the owner's soul. Union Jacks, wind chimes and bug hotels all stood side by side. Neatly trimmed verges fought wildlife havens and old tyres.

      About halfway down, taking up most of a plot, sat an ancient apple tree. its trunk thick and draped in moss, its upper branches casting shade onto the nearby houses. Under the tree sat a small shed painted blue with yellowing net curtains hung in a Perspex window.

      Muriel turned down a gnome-lined path towards the shed.

      ‘Here?’

      ‘Why, what were you expecting?’ she said, watching the uneven ground.

      ‘I don’t know, a stone circle or something.’

      ‘Would be a bit obvious, wouldn’t it?’

      

      Muriel’s knock on the shed door was answered by an elderly man in a pink cardigan.

      ‘Muriel my love, how are you? Come in come in,’ he said, not waiting for, or expecting, an answer to his question.

      ‘Who is it, Nigel?’ a voice asked.

      ‘It’s Muriel, Denise.’

      ‘Well let her in, don’t leave her standing out there for goodness sake.’ Denise appeared at the door matching Nigel in outfit and age. ‘Sorry about him.’ Her face brightened when she saw Jack. ‘And who’s your gentleman friend?’

      ‘I’m Jack.’

      ‘Enchanté.’ Her hand reached out for a kiss.

      Not a single atom on Muriel’s face moved. He was on his own. Jack leant in before thinking twice and gave it a gentle shake instead. Denise’s smile dropped for a moment before she recovered and invited them in.

      The shed was full of rusted tools, the smell of turps and faded plastic garden furniture, of which, two chairs were offered to Jack and Muriel.

      ‘Cup of tea?’ Nigel said, he pulled a bone-white mug of tea out of nowhere and placed it in Jack’s hand. Nigel and Denise fussed over Muriel for a moment and Jack took in the shed. It was a perfectly normal shed and not what he imagined the headquarters of a secret group of vigilantes who protect the country from magical threats to look like. The only nod to a workplace, or at least workplace humour, was a faded Keep Calm and Carry On poster on the wall.

      ‘What do you do, Jack?’ Denise asked, jolting Jack back into the room.

      ‘I'm a teacher at St George’s,’ he said.

      Denise hit Nigel on the arm. ‘No? St George’s? Very nice. Did you hear that, Nigel?’

      ‘Doesn't the Prime Minister's son go there?’ Nigel said, equally impressed.

      As did the Prime Minister and his dad.  ‘We're not really meant to talk about it,’ Jack replied. 

      Nigel tapped the side of his nose and gave Jack a wink that implied they shared a secret about the education of prime ministers and their sons.

      ‘Anyway,’ Muriel said.

      ‘Yes. Tell us about last night,’ Denise said with a subtle nod in Jack’s direction. ‘Seems eventful.’

      ‘It was mixed,’Muriel said with a sigh. ‘I got this.’ Muriel pulled out the napkin from her pocket and passed it to them. The Laurels looked inside the napkin and then looked at each other with barely contained excitement.

      ‘What do you know about The Dragon?’ Nigel said. He held the pebble up to the light. The bearded man and tiny Jack were both gone. Instead, the pebble's reflective surface took on a rosy hue.

      The question seemed to throw Muriel for a moment. ‘They’re big and scary. Breathe fire if the stories are to be believed.’

      ‘Yes and no. It is big, scary and can definitely breathe fire but it’s also singular, there is only one dragon and this is one of its scales. Was only one dragon, I should say. And it's somewhere under London,’ Denise said taking the scale from Nigel and placing it on a shelf next to an old lawnmower blade and jar of nails.

      ‘A dragon?’ Jack said.

      ‘This feels like the middle of a story,’ Muriel said.

      ‘I guess it was the end until you brought that in here. Somewhere under London is the corpse of The Dragon,’ Denise said.

      ‘The beginning was 1666 when it attacked London,’ Nigel said.

      ‘The fire?’ Muriel asked.

      ‘A dragon?’ Jack tried again.

      The Laurels nodded.

      Denise suddenly had a plate of custard creams in her hand and placed them under Muriel’s face; she performed a patient smile and took one.

      ‘But that was a baker,’ Jack said, feeling like he should say something else.

      Nigel took a biscuit. ‘No, it was The Dragon but we chose to pretend it wasn’t.’

      ‘Sorry?’ Jack said.

      Denise offered the plate to Jack’s nose and his hand accepted.

      Nigel shifted and crossed his arms, his biscuit uneaten. ‘PTSD, repressed memories. These things aren’t new, we just have words for them now. You have to remember this was the 1600s, witch hunts were still in living memory and standing up and saying you saw a dragon could be a quick way to the end of a rope.’ He took a bite of the custard cream.

      ‘It would disappear for years, centuries at a time before returning and razing a city to the ground. Rome, Moscow, Stockholm to name a few,’  Denise said.

      Jack leant forward and pointed at the plate of biscuits. His hangover needed feeding.

      ‘What use is a dead dragon?’ Muriel said sitting up to see over Jack’s crouched form.

      Denise bent low and offered the plate to Jack.

      ‘Plenty, have you ever wondered how we conquered half the world?’ Nigel stood on tiptoe to see Muriel over the biscuit exchange.

      ‘Coal, the oldest son getting all the land leaving the youngest with nothing to do, the Inclosures Act, and my God sit down.’ Muriel snatched the plate from Denise and gave it to Jack.

      ‘Yes, but other countries had things going for them too, Spain had a literal mountain of silver, Portugal had the best sailors, China could command millions of men.’ ’ Nigel’s chest swelled. ‘No, it was glorious England and her plucky redcoats and factories that seemed to come out of nowhere, and they did. When The Dragon died it started to decay, not just its flesh but its life force⁠—’

      ‘—magic life force,’ Denise added.

      ‘Yes, it seeped magic into London and the rest of the country, slowly at first but soon vast amounts was embedding itself in the buildings, institutions and people. We were suddenly capable of great things, we no longer needed the weather to keep Spanish ships from invading, we discovered new trade routes and whole continents without guns. We dreamed things and made them real,’ Nigel said.

      ‘We’re getting off-topic,’ Denise said. ‘What matters isn’t what it did, it’s that someone has a scale.’ She nodded to the shelf where the scale had been placed. ‘Which means someone has found it. The Dragon can change everything, Muriel.’ Denise’s eyes grew serious. ‘Its life force brought about the modern world and if one person had all that power there is no telling what they could do. They could do terrible things with that power if they wished.’

      ‘Or great things,’ Nigel added.

      ‘Yes or great things,’ Denise replied with a nod. ‘But until we know more let’s presume terrible. Muriel, see what you can find out.’

      ‘I think I know someone who can help. Which brings us to the other matter,’ Muriel said.

      Jack put down the empty plate.

      ‘Would you be able to put the word out that Jack isn’t anything important? He’s just a bystander in all this. Let him go on his way?’ asked Muriel.

      ‘Of course,’  Nigel said.

      ‘It will take some time to get the word out though.’

      ‘Will it?’  Nigel looked at Denise.

      ‘Yes, it will, Denise said, bringing decades of marriage to bear with a look.

      Nigel caught on. ‘Oh yes, ages.’

      ‘I’ll tell you what Muriel, why doesn’t he stick with you for now?’Denise said, directing them to the door. ‘You can be his knight in shining armour.’ She laughed at the idea; Denise seemed like the type of person who thought Germaine Greer was a type of apple.

      ‘You can teach him a thing or two, a bit of self-defence,’ Nigel said with a wink.

      Muriel opened the door and ushered Jack out without saying goodbye.

      

      Jack and Muriel stood outside the shed in silence. ‘I thought it would be a quick fix. They would contact a few people and I’d be fine,’ Jack said once he had processed what had happened.

      ‘Me too,’ Muriel said. ‘It’s ok, they know what they’re doing.’ She took a deep breath and looked Jack up and down with so much pity it almost became wonder. ‘I know you can run, which is good — ninety per cent of this job is running. The other ten is the spell. You should learn the spell.’

      Empty tin cans had been lined up on a garden bench outside the shed. Muriel gave the cans one last tweak and joined Jack under the tree and away from the hot sun. ‘Ok, the first and only rule of magic, here it comes, are you ready?’

      Jack jumped on the spot like a boxer. ‘Hit me.’

      ‘Any adult can do magic. The only thing stopping them is that it never occurs to them to try.’

      He stopped and stood. ‘That can’t be true.’

      ‘Yep, watch.’ She held out her hand and a baked bean can fell through the bench, as if the space under the bench had disappeared, and landed in her palm. It was the greatest thing Jack had ever seen and in no way exciting.

      ‘You said adults, can children not do magic?’

      ‘No, their brains aren’t developed enough so forget about getting a job at a magic school. Kids need geometry and crafts.’ She walked to the bench and placed the can back with the others.

      He stood side-on and took a deep breath.

      ‘Now, you aren’t trying to move the can, you’re trying to will the can into your hand. It was always there,’  she said, moving to stand next to him.

      ‘Why will it appear in my hand? It wasn’t there before, why would pretending make it move?’  he asked.

      ‘The convenient lie you can tell yourself is you’re rearranging atoms so the ones above your hands turn into a can and the ones that make up the can become air. The actual answer is: it’s magic,’  Muriel said, an empty custard tin falling into her hand. Jack took a deep breath and turned back to the bench, his eyes narrowed. Don’t move the can. Move the atoms. He reached out. Don’t move the can. It was always there. Nothing. He breathed out.

      ‘It's tricky at first, but you’ll get it,’ Muriel said with a kind smile.

      ‘Is there an easier spell I could try?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘So I have to learn this first?’

      ‘There isn’t anything else, there’s one spell.’ She looked at the cans making them disappear one by one and form a stack on her open palm.

      ‘What about dragons and goblins, this thing,’ Jack said waving his hands at a very mundane looking shed.

      ‘Goblins aren’t magical, they’re people. Are you magical?’

      ‘But there’s got to be more to it than moving things around, you can’t just be a really efficient lorry driver.’

      She let the cans fall. ‘Well, you need to see both points at once so in some ways lorry drivers are better as they can move things to places they can’t see.’

      He knocked the last few cans to the ground and sat on the bench. ‘Very funny.’

      ‘Look, there is powerful magic out there. It's just not for the likes of you and me. Those two in there aren’t what they seem I can tell you and it sounds like The Dragon was capable of a lot more than us.’

      Jack folded his arms and stared at the ground near Muriel’s feet. The hangover was wearing off and it was all becoming real. Being real, it was all slightly disappointing but still scary and a bit overwhelming.

      She patted him on the knee and headed towards the gate. ‘Come on, we’ve got to speak to a ghost about a dragon.’
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