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      To Sylvie

      Who believed in my stories

      Even before I did.

      And still does.
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            LEEDS HAS TEETH

          

        

      

    

    
      There comes a time in every cat’s life when one needs to take stock of where one is, and where one’s road is leading. To meditate on times past and times yet to come, and to consider paths to be taken or not, dreams to be lived or shared or laid to rest.

      Or so I’ve heard. Mostly people keep killing me off before I get to such a point, and since that seemed unlikely to change anytime soon, I figured I might as well get a jump on things in this life. If I had time, obviously, since right at that moment I was being forcibly removed from my body, thrust across a bone-chilling void, and deposited unceremoniously at the feet of a sorcerer.

      Which was made only marginally less alarming by the fact I knew the sorcerer concerned.

      “I’m done,” I said.

      Ms Jones looked at me, eyebrows raised.

      “All this. Out-of-body experiences. Every Folk and their familiar trying to kill me. I resign.”

      She waited, although one corner of her mouth quirked up slightly.

      “This was never in the job description,” I pointed out.

      She folded her long-fingered hands together, her elbows resting on her knees. She was sitting on a roughly hewn stone bench and wearing bright blue Doc Martens that were luminous against the dull grey floor. “I wasn’t aware you had a job description,” she said.

      “Well, if I did, it wouldn’t include this,” I said, and pressed my claws experimentally into the flagstones beneath me. They didn’t feel quite right. They looked alright, if a bit damp and grimy, and with dubious things growing in the cracks, but there seemed to be a strange give to them. Maybe they were actually some sort of sorcerer laminate flooring. It was hard to be sure of anything in the smoky, uncertain light of the sconces on the wall. “Where are we?”

      “You tell me. It’s your subconscious.”

      “It is not,” I said. “You’re the one dragged me out of my body.”

      She gave a little maybe sort of shrug. “I called you. I didn’t bring you anywhere. You’re just seeing what you expect to see, and so am I.” She looked around, and while I wasn’t a fan of the whole stone dungeon and squidgy floor vibe I had going on, I very much did not want to know what a sorcerer’s subconscious meeting place looked like.

      “So?” I said, before she could decide to share any details with me. “What is it?”

      She turned her gaze back to me. Her eyes were dark and distant in the low light, but I’d seen them as pale and clear as spring frosts, and I don’t think either were the truth of her. I could smell that truth, though, even in my own subconscious or wherever we were. Ancient and deep-rooted and vaguely feral. “You took your time leaving wherever you were,” she said.

      “Whitby,” I said. “And not my fault. We tried to leave, but there were Black Dogs keeping us in, and then there was a whole thing with Reaper Leeds and the pirate captain and the Sea Witch, plus there was a kraken and this bloody mermaid who Callum still owes a favour to, and don’t forget the damn parrot⁠—”

      She held up a hand. “Sorry I asked. I can’t keep you here too long⁠—”

      “Why?” I asked. “Where are you? What’s happening? We’ve⁠—”

      “Because at some point you won’t be able to go back into your body,” she said, which made all my questions about where our missing sorcerer had been hiding out – and what an ancient, powerful being had to hide from in the first place – suddenly very unimportant.

      “Hurry up, then,” I said, and she gave a very un-sorcerer-like snort.

      “I need to know the situation in Leeds,” she said. “And I need you to locate Malcolm.”

      “We already did that, then he ran off with a pack of weres.”

      “So go and find where he’s run to. I need you to keep hold of him for me.”

      “Why?” I still couldn’t understand why a creature who reeked of power, who could make reality dance and physics shudder, had such a thing for a balding, pot-bellied dentist with bad teeth.

      “Because you I can find easily. Him, I currently can’t. The weres must be keeping him hidden, and I’m not about to trek about chasing down every were pack in the north when you can just get on and finish the job you started.”

      I wrinkled my snout, but it didn’t seem to be the time to argue. Not when I was at risk of becoming permanently disembodied. “Alright. But we’ve got our own things on, you know. Gerry’s missing. And Gertrude’s in trouble with Grim Reaper Yorkshire, so we need to check on her, and⁠—”

      “Why’s she in trouble?” Ms Jones frowned at me. “And why was she in Whitby? She’s Reaper Leeds, isn’t she?”

      “Mini-break. But at least she didn’t lose her scythe⁠—”

      “Someone lost their scythe?”

      “I’m trying to tell you, if you’d let me finish⁠—”

      The sorcerer got up abruptly. “No time. I’ll be in touch. Find Malcolm.”

      I opened my mouth to say that a little help might be nice, maybe some sort of charmed wolf whistle or magical were muzzle or something, but it was too late. The terrible, bone-chilling grip of the void laid into my bones, and the dungeon was torn away from me, but not before I saw Ms Jones give the smallest grimace of pain, as if standing had hurt more than she’d expected.

      But before I could wonder what secrets our friendly local sorcerer was hiding, I thudded back into my body with a stomach-churning crash. For one horrified moment I thought I was going to bounce straight back out again, that I’d already been away too long and my body had moved on without me. My paws didn’t seem to fit right, and my ears were too cold, and I was being jostled so violently that losing my grip on my skin seemed entirely likely. I blinked around, trying to get the world to make sense, and realised I was being carted at a sprint across a frozen field of churned earth, clutched to Callum’s chest by one of his hands while he flailed wildly for balance with the other.

      A sharp, hungry crack rang out behind us, and Callum yelled, “Don’t shoot!”

      “What?” I squawked, and tried to twist in his grip so I could see what was going on. All I encountered were the bright eyes of Green Snake, staring at me with alarm. Or possibly disapproval, or delight, or who knew. Snakes don’t give much away.

      Another crack snapped behind us, and now I could hear dogs barking. Callum hit a gate and scrambled over it onto a weed-strewn, rutted track sandwiched between drystone walls, half crushing me as he slipped on the rungs.

      “Watch it!”

      “You want to be dog dinner?” he managed, stumbling as he landed then taking off in a gangly, long-legged sprint as the clamour of the dogs reached the gate. I still couldn’t see them past his flapping coat, but I decided I was better not to. There was a lot of snarling and I will tear your throat out barking going on that didn’t sound like empty threats.

      “And stay out!” a woman bellowed behind us, and punctuated it with another potshot from whatever firearm she was carting. Callum yelped and ducked, stumbled, managed a few more unsteady strides, then his borrowed wellies slipped on the frozen ground and he went down hard, rolling into a clumsy half-somersault. I threw myself clear, skittering over the hard ruts and coming to a stop next to a clump of nettles growing out of the base of the wall. I peered back down the lane and spotted a head topped with a soft, faded purple felt hat glaring over the gate at us. Multicoloured crocheted flowers decorated the hat, and under it all I could see was a red nose and an angry scowl. A couple of dogs had their heads through the rungs, and two more had their paws up on the top. Their barking went up a notch when they spotted me, but they didn’t seem to be about to come after us.

      “Bloody cat people,” the woman hissed, and rested what looked an awful lot like a rifle on the top bar of the gate.

      “We’re going,” Callum shouted, scrambling to his feet. He’d torn the knee of his jeans and his hands were grazed. “I just wanted to use your phone!”

      “Likely story,” she shouted back. “I know your type! Preying on defenceless old ladies!”

      “I’d hate to see what she calls un-defenceless,” I muttered.

      “Our car’s broken down,” Callum called. He was backing away up the track, so he obviously wasn’t holding out much hope of being invited in for a cuppa. Which, as I recalled, had been one of the motivations for walking to the creepy farmhouse we’d spotted from the road as the reluctant February dawn had spread across the moors. We’d made it to the gate that led into the yard before Ms Jones had unceremoniously summoned me, so I’d evidently missed all the fun. “I’ve lost my phone, and it looks like snow.”

      “Oh, boo hoo,” the woman shouted. “Go tell your sob story to someone who cares, and get off my land!” She punctuated that by swinging the gun in our direction, and Callum turned and bolted back up the track, wellies flopping wildly.

      I decided I definitely needed to revisit the bit where I was rethinking my life choices, but it was going to have to wait. I sprinted after him.
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        * * *

      

      Our car was where we’d left it, pulled into a lay-by not far from the entrance to the farm track, but still far enough for cold paws and an out-of-body experience. We’d pulled into it last night when the engine had started making unhappy noises and even worse smells, and it had steadfastly refused to start ever since. Traffic had been non-existent, and our decrepit phone had no signal out here, even if we’d known a car doctor to call.

      I scrambled to Callum’s shoulder as we walked, coughing pointedly when he fished his cigarettes out of his pocket and paused to light one. Other than the murderous old lady’s dilapidated house, dribbling smoke from one chimney and with a sagging, mossy roof as patchy as a shedding snake, there were no other buildings in sight. No cattle either, and no sheep, just the curling tails of old stone walls to divide the rocky fields. It was a scoured and disinterested landscape, snow coating the heather and spackling the black skeletons of stunted, wind-twisted trees, griming the tumbled rock and hard edges of the land. There was no colour anywhere I looked, the world turned two-tone under a low grey sky and the snow just making things starker rather than softening it. I couldn’t even see any birds circling to pick our bones after we died of exposure.

      All of which was either the fault of the weres, the mermaids, or the sorcerer. Or possibly the troll. I hadn’t decided yet.

      “What happened?” Callum asked me, once he’d sucked down a couple of lungfuls of smoke. “Was it Ms Jones?”

      “As no one else seems inclined to drag me out of my skin, that’s a good guess.”

      “And?”

      “And she still wants her dentist,” I said with a sigh.

      “That’s all she said?”

      “Pretty much. She threw me back pretty quickly. But apparently she can’t find him because the weres are hiding him, so we have to.” I looked at Green Snake as he poked his head out of Callum’s pocket to look at me. “So now we have to find Dental Dan as well as Gerry.”

      “His name’s Malcolm. Or Walker. Not Dental Dan.”

      “He should be called Pain in My Tail.”

      Callum made a non-committal sound and unlocked the car so that he could pop the bonnet. It had been running perfectly when we left Whitby, but I had a feeling that was due to a little non-typical mechanical help from someone at the boarding house we’d stayed at. Evidently non-lasting help, too.

      “I’m thinking about my life choices,” I told Callum, jumping to the ground.

      “Are you?” he asked, without much interest. He propped the bonnet up, and poked around inside with more hope than expertise.

      “I don’t want to be a PI anymore.”

      He straightened up and looked at me. “Oh?”

      “It’s bad for my health. Stress levels. All that sort of thing.” I inspected the soft black fur on my flanks, which was flecked with white dust. “I think I’m having an allergic reaction to it.”

      “That might be from the salt water.”

      “Also something I want to avoid in the future.”

      “It wasn’t so bad.”

      “I’m flaky!”

      “I wouldn’t say flaky,” Callum said, leaning against the front of the car and puffing smoke into the chill air. “A bit fickle, maybe.”

      I glared at him, and he grinned. The thin, keen wind rumpled his mess of copper-streaked hair and pinched my ears, and the winter sun was small and pale and ineffectual as it drifted across the edge of the sky.

      “Have you fixed it yet?” I demanded.

      “Would I have gone to get shot at if I could?”

      “You’re not even trying.”

      “Would you like a go?”

      “Don’t be a parsnip. I haven’t got thumbs.” I twitched my ears at him pointedly.

      “If only that was the only thing you didn’t have,” he said, and I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “Shall I point out who saved you from the kraken?”

      “Green Snake?”

      The snake in question bobbed his head, and I huffed. “Well, other than him.”

      “Gertrude?”

      “I really am done,” I said.

      “Honestly, I’d like a change myself,” he said, staring down the empty road. “It’s been a year.”

      It had been a year. It had started with a simple enough job: find a stolen book. Only that had very quickly gone pumpkin-shaped – pumpkins with tentacles and teeth – when it turned out that the book was a Book of Power, the client was our sorcerer Ms Jones, and the thief was her very human Dental Dan ex-boyfriend, more technically known as Malcolm Walker. The book had tried to turn reality inside out, and I’d finally dumped it in the void that runs within all things, the Inbetween, which cats use to move from one place to another without bothering about annoying things like doors and walls and so on. That had almost got me monster munched, since the void is anything but empty, and had resulted in us being somewhat indebted to a very displeased Ms Jones, who had had a huge chunk of her power tied up in the book. Hence my being subjected to out-of-body experiences at alarmingly regular intervals.

      Then there had been the outbreak of undeadness in Leeds, including Callum getting all grrr, brainzzz on us for a bit, which just took going undercover a bit too far. We’d fixed that with help from Ms Jones and Gertrude the reaper, as well as a couple of cats, one Watch, one not. The Watch being the cat council who keep the human and Folk worlds separated, and also the ones most likely to ensure I did get monster munched in the Inbetween, as they had it in for me for reasons I couldn’t quite recall, and had already fed me to the beasts at least once. As it happened, though, Claudia of the lovely mismatched eyes might’ve been Watch, but she had a slightly more lenient attitude toward me than seemed to be typical.

      We’d followed the zombie hunt up with a unicorn hunt in the pocket town of Dimly, which had ended in a pitched battle in an underground warehouse against Callum’s sister and a bunch of goons, since it turned out he wasn’t quite as clueless a human as he liked to pretend. He was a North, a human family that had run the north of the country with a mix of muscle, money, and magic for centuries. He just wasn’t so keen on the whole thing. Unlike his sister.

      Then more of Callum’s past had come calling, in the form of his dead bestie who turned out not to be dead, and whose magician dad, with the help of some necromancers, had tried to pull an ancient god through from another realm to basically rule the world. Well, mostly the magician wanted his son back, but the necromancers definitely wanted to rule the world. And we’d kicked that in the teeth too, which should have earned us a bit of a break, but had instead landed us dealing with hairy bloody werewolves and trying to find Walker. We’d found him, but not Ms Jones, who was currently missing along with Claudia, and then we’d had to flee Leeds before things got really dicey.

      I’m not sure what scale of dicey we were using anymore. Anything less than imminent annihilation was starting to seem pretty stress-free.

      Anyhow, fleeing had got us to Whitby, which should have been a quiet little backwater to recoup in, but instead mermaids had stolen Gertrude’s girlfriend; the drowned dead had stolen three other reapers and their scythes, which was unlikely to be a good thing; Callum had ended up indebted to a mermaid; a Sea Witch had got the hump and sicced a kraken on us, and I’d had to sort the whole lot out again. Well, with help. I’m exceptional, not super-cat.

      And now we were meant to be on the way back to Leeds to look for a missing friend, but were instead sitting by the side of a narrow, empty road high in the North Yorkshire Moors while our old car collected little drifts of blown snow and we worked on our frostbite. I’d like to say I expected more from life, but it all felt pretty much situation normal.

      “Try it again,” I said to Callum. “Maybe it just needed a rest.”

      “For the whole night?” Callum looked dubiously at the engine, but ground his cigarette out in the snow and tucked the butt back into the pack before slamming the bonnet down. “And it can’t exactly have overheated in this weather.”

      “Under-heated?” I suggested.

      “Pretty sure that’s not an issue for engines.”

      “Is for me,” I said, jumping past him into the driver’s seat then across to the passenger side. Callum swung in after me, tucking his long old coat around him. It still smelled faintly of seaweed, and I really wished we’d been able to leave it with the mermaid. He patted the dashboard encouragingly, pulled at a knob, pumped a couple of pedals, then tried the key again. The engine hiccoughed and gave the groan of a dying buffalo.

      “Don’t think it was rest it needed,” he said.

      “Call the AA?”

      He gave me an amused look. “Gobs, we can barely keep fuel in it. How d’you think we can afford AA?”

      “I thought it was like a charity thing. You know, meet in church basements then go and tow cars as penance or something.”

      He snorted. “Different AA. We need the Automobile Association, not the one you’re thinking of. And the car AA definitely charges.”

      “Could we try the other one then? Since they tow cars anyway?”

      “They don’t have anything to do with cars.”

      “That’s very misleading.”

      He started to say something, then shook his head and took a packet of cat treats from the open front of the glovebox. “Snack?”

      “Obviously.”
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      The dying of exposure outcome was starting to look more and more like a possibility, and despite the empty skies I was actively watching for circling vultures when a tractor appeared on the road, puffing and grumbling and jolting along the tarmac. It pulled in behind us in answer to Callum’s enthusiastic waving, and the short, muscular woman who swung out looked at me, curled under Callum’s spare jumper on the front seat with Green Snake just visible peering out of cover, then at Callum, shivering in his hoody and coat and a very bright striped scarf as he asked if we could get a lift to a bus stop or something. She grunted, pulled her wool hat tighter down over her ears, opened the car’s bonnet, clattered around for a moment, then pointed at the driver’s seat.

      “I already tried,” Callum started, turning the key, and the car bellowed into life with something like alarm, as if it had already resigned itself to a cold death and wasn’t sure about being revived so unceremoniously.

      The woman clattered something else, making the car rev and belch black smoke, then slammed the bonnet, nodded at Callum, nodded at me, and retreated into the enclosed cab of the tractor. A snatch of rousing opera drifted out as she opened the door, then was cut off as she closed it after her. A moment later she was rumbling away down the road again, not looking back.

      Callum revved the engine cautiously, then wrestled the car into gear and pulled back out onto the empty road.

      “Are there car magicians?” I asked, as the heater started to dribble marginally above-freezing air. “Because I think she was a car magician.”

      “Possibly,” Callum agreed. He was hunched over the wheel as if he suspected the engine might fail if he relaxed for an instant.

      “Much better than the AA.”

      “Cheaper, too,” he said.

      “I still think we should have tried the church basement one. I mean, it’d be a challenge for them, right?”

      “You’re a challenge for anyone,” he said, more to himself than to me, and I decided to take it as a compliment. My nose was still too cold for arguing.

      The car kept going, although Callum was so anxious about it that we almost ran out of fuel before he finally stopped. Which wasn’t that different from our usual situation, to be honest, but this time it was due to lack of confidence in the car restarting rather than our normal lack of funds. Being pirate ship crew in Whitby had been surprisingly lucrative by our standards – at least until the boat sank. Tips had been good and accommodation provided, and other than the mermaids and hungry kraken, it had been a good job. It was amazing how often the PI trade paid in gnome-made fungi drizzle scones or pixie-crafted carnivorous pens, none of which exactly paid the rent.

      Callum rushed out of the garage and back to the car with a takeaway cup of tepid tea in one hand and a couple of promisingly greasy paper bags in the other. He wedged the cup between the seats, dumped the paper bags unceremoniously on top of Green Snake and myself, and grabbed the key, looking at me.

      “At least we’re at a garage,” I said. “Seems like a good place to break down.”

      He gave a small nod, closed his eyes, and turned the key. The car grumbled into life with a few less coughs and splutters than usual, and we looked at each other.

      “Car magician,” I said, and we pulled back onto the road, seeking out the quieter routes down toward Leeds as the wide bleak expanses of the moors crumbled to tame fields and old stone towns, then to the scraped swathes of subdivisions and industrial estates and the endless sprawl of the cities, resolutely, furiously human.

      I thought it would feel safer than the hostile expanse of moors and the press of the endless, hungry sea behind us, but it didn’t.

      There were too many things waiting for us in Leeds, and most of them had teeth.
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      Even if our apartment hadn’t been a little bit wonky since the Book of Power incident, with mysterious gaps that appeared in the walls and whistled into other dimensions for a night or so before they vanished again, the last time we’d been home something had tried to shove me straight into a void. I wasn’t sure if it was the Inbetween, the same void the Watch keep trying to shove me into, or if it was a different void and someone else doing the shoving, but either way I wasn’t keen for a repeat. Going back to the apartment seemed like a bad plan when there could still be a trap waiting for me. Plus our landlady would definitely be waiting, along with her large and expressionless sons. We hadn’t exactly had time to give notice, and she wasn’t the sort of person we could say, sorry, something came up to. Or we could, but then her large expressionless sons would express her displeasure for her.

      But we weren’t heading back to Leeds because it was home. We were heading back because, among other things, we had reason to believe that our friend Gerry was in trouble. Our last contact with the troll mayor of Dimly had been a weird phone call which someone else had evidently forced him to make, and before leaving Whitby we’d had a message we thought was from Poppy, one of his young troll charges. It had been as cryptic as a young troll with a shaky grasp of English (but still a better grasp than most trolls, who tend to consider fight me to be a complete conversation) could make it, so we weren’t actually sure it was about Gerry. But he and Poppy were two of a very small handful of people who weren’t actively trying to kill us (again, unusual for trolls), so we couldn’t ignore it. Gerry had sent us to Whitby to keep us safe, and if he was in trouble then it was probably because of us.

      Walking into Dimly, a magic-ridden pocket town nestled into the outskirts of Leeds like a particularly virulent boil, was a risky proposition at the best of times, and this was about three worlds removed from the best of times, given the aforementioned weres, magicians, and other hazards. So heading straight there to look for Gerry was occupying a similar spot to a return to our apartment on the list of bad options we had.

      Callum poked our new phone as we stopped at a set of lights, Leeds growing up around us in a snarling mix of old, stained brick buildings and a rush of glossy regeneration, all resting uneasily next to each other along the half-smothered edges of the river Aire. It was a new phone as in we’d had to buy it to replace the one a kraken was presumably using to decorate its nest, which we’d bought to replace one a Black Dog had stolen after chasing us into the sea. Which encapsulated our Whitby experience, really, but anyhow – in all other senses the phone was ancient, and since we always had pay-as-you-go we no longer had our usual number. However, we did still have most of our contacts, since there’s phone magic as well as car magic. Now Callum put it on speakerphone as we rolled on, the roads feeling broad yet crowded after Whitby, the press of buildings and people too cluttered and loud, the sky too low and claustrophobic.

      “You’ve reached Gerry, mayor of Dimly,” the phone told us. “Please leave a message and I’ll⁠—”

      Callum cut it off with a sigh. “Still nothing.”

      “Have you left a message?” I asked. “Maybe he’s not answering because it’s a different number. Screening his calls or whatever.” I don’t think I really believed it, but I also didn’t want to believe anyone could really threaten a full-size troll who looked like he was hewn out of Yorkstone, even one with a penchant for twinsets and nice hats. Certainly no more than I wanted to believe certain sorcerers actually needed to hide from anything.

      “I don’t want to,” Callum said, fishing in his pocket. He came up with a piece of Whitby jet, black and dully glossy. He rolled it in his fingers as he drove, and I could smell the sea on it. “It could make things worse for him.”

      We were both silent for a moment. We had no way to contact Poppy, and even if we had, I don’t think I’d have wanted to. The more she stayed out of this, the better. She might not be as eloquent as the mayor, but I trusted her more than I trusted pretty much anyone in this world. It was hard not to have faith in someone who believed so firmly in the goodness in all abandoned things.

      “Emma?” I suggested finally. “Maybe Gertrude’s back. And we did say we’d contact her as soon as we got to Leeds.”

      “True,” Callum admitted. Emma was Gertrude the reaper’s human partner, who had been kidnapped by the Sea Witch. We’d got her back, but Gertrude had been marched off by her boss for whatever the reaper equivalent of detention was, as punishment for going on a mini-break. Which seemed a bit harsh to me. It was only Whitby, after all.

      Callum scrolled through the phone and hit another number. It rang briefly, then someone picked it up with a bright, “Hello?”

      “Emma?” Callum said.

      “Yes, you’ve reached Dead Good Cafe,” she said, in those same bright tones.

      “Emma? It’s Callum⁠—”

      “No,” she said immediately.

      “What?”

      “You can’t come here. I know I said to, but Gertrude’s still not back, and no one will tell me when she will be, and I can’t risk bringing any trouble here.” There was a tightness in her voice, but no hesitation. “I’m sorry.”

      “That’s fine,” Callum said. “We understand. Are you okay, though?”

      There was a pause that went on for just a moment too long, then she said, “I will be. Sorry.” The phone clicked off. We stared at each other, and a car honked irritably. Callum sped back up so that he could rush to wait at the next set of lights.

      “That seems bad,” I said. “Gertrude still not back?”

      “It’s only been a day,” he said.

      “Still. I thought she was just going to get a stern talking to about not leaving Leeds or something.” I shifted on the threadbare seat, whiskers twitching. “What d’you think’s happened?”

      “I hate to think,” Callum said, tucking the jet away again and taking his cigarettes out instead. “That’s reaper business. I doubt we could get in the middle of it even if we wanted to.”

      The hair on my back popped to attention just at the thought. And if reapers weren’t enough, the Dead Good Cafe also served as a foster home for baby ghouls, which was something I was happy to stay as far from the middle of as possible. “Right. So there’s no point worrying about her, but we also can’t stay there. So where to next? We can’t just drive around all day.” Or what was left of the day – the early February night was already on the way in, hastened by heavy dull clouds that crushed the city ever closer around us.

      Callum hesitated, shooting me a sideways glance. “There’s⁠—”

      “I am not going to Magic Boy’s palace. Even if he has got good chicken.” His dodgy magician bestie might live in a house with more spare rooms than I had spare lives, but that didn’t make it safe. Nothing about Ifan was safe.

      “That’s a high degree of resistance for you.” Callum lit a cigarette and rolled the window down a little to let the smoke out. I wheezed anyway, just to make the point. “No apartment, no Dimly, no Gertrude, no Ifan. Who’s left?”

      “Pru?” Pru had been the other cat that had helped us deal with zombies, as well as a couple of other sticky situations. She was as fearless as she was hairless, and also pretty much my favourite cat of the moment.

      “Her human doesn’t know anything about Folk,” Callum said. “We can’t risk it.”

      “Not to stay. But what if we just asked Pru if she knew what was going on? If she’d heard about Gerry, or our apartment, or anything?”

      Callum looked at me. “A reaper helped us, and now she’s been hauled off by her authorities. A troll helped us and is now possibly missing. Claudia’s Watch, but she helped us, and she’s gone too. And Ms Jones. What d’you think might happen to Pru’s human if we go anywhere near her?”

      Neither of us spoke for a long moment, while Leeds rushed and roared around us, and my back twitched and rippled with the sense of returning to the lair of a vast and hungry beast. One that I couldn’t even see, but knew was there. Waiting with the sort of patience that brings down empires.

      “We’ve got nowhere,” I said.

      “Welcome home,” Callum replied, as the light turned green and we rolled forward with the traffic, simply to be moving.
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        * * *

      

      Since we couldn’t start by finding somewhere to stay, we went with the next best – or least worst – option. Starting our search for the dentist. Not that we hadn’t been going to get started fairly smartly, since sorcerers aren’t known for their patience or leniency, but it would’ve been nice to feel we had a wall to put our backs to first. That didn’t seem to be happening, though, and the sooner we found the dentist, the sooner we could have a sorcerer to put our backs to instead. Or to put in front of us, more to the point. So we went to the last place we thought Walker might’ve been, and also the last place a cat wanted to go. A were bar.

      Callum leaned through the open doorway, peering into the dimness and frowning at the neon signs and two-for-one drink posters that had replaced all the old metal and wood that had been going on the last time we’d been here.

      I snuffled the door frame and looked up at him. “They’re not here anymore,” I hissed, keeping my voice low.

      “Hello?” he called, ignoring me.

      “I’m telling you – there’s no weres in this place.” It says a lot about just how few options we had that we’d voluntarily returned to Yasmin’s bar, in the dark arches of the old industrial buildings in Bradford. When we’d been here before there had been the dank, savage whiff of wolf mixed in with bright lemon cleaning stuff and a curious, light scent that spoke of open fields and bright skies and the glory of fleet, fast paws. Now all I could smell was the dull stink of stale beer and bored desire and the acrid reek of exhausted, pointless rage, half concealed by bleach and fear. It smelled like every pub everywhere.

      “We need to check,” Callum muttered, then raised his voice as a man approached out of the shadowed reaches of the bar, wiping his hands on his jeans. “Hello?”

      “Yeah?” the man said, examining Callum. “We’re not hiring.”

      “I’m looking for Yasmin,” Callum said. “She had this place about a month ago?”

      “That’s when I took it on.” He crossed muscled, tattooed arms over his chest. He was wearing a black T-shirt with the name of the bar emblazoned across the front, and I could smell his hair gel from here. “Saved it, really. She was running some alcohol-free thing in here, like that was ever going to work. Women get some weird ideas.”

      Callum gave him what was probably supposed to be an all-guys-here grin, but which mostly looked like he had toothache. “Yeah, weird. D’you know where she is now?”

      “Nah.” The man gave Callum a curious look. “Trying to punch a bit above your weight there, aren’t you?”

      “I’m just a friend.”

      “Yeah, sure. Anyway, don’t bother. I tried. Reckon she must be playing for the other side.” He made a regretful noise. “What a waste.”

      “She would quite literally eat your face,” I said, and the man looked around, puzzled.

      “That your phone?”

      “Yeah, sorry,” Callum said, nudging me with a boot. “Got a contact number or anything?”

      “No. I only met her a couple of times – she insisted everything go through the estate agent. Bloody pain, it was.”

      “Can’t imagine why,” I said, avoiding Callum’s light kick. “Imagine depriving herself of such company.”

      The man blinked and glanced around again, as if sure he’d heard something, but not sure what. Humans know cats don’t talk, so obviously it wasn’t me.

      “Alright,” Callum said. “Thanks anyway.”

      “Yeah, sure. You should come back Friday, though, mate. It’s ladies’ night – I do it right classy, you know, two for one on the bubbly and so on. Can’t miss.” He gave a broad, lazy grin, and I retched so hard I actually started throwing up a hairball. The man finally looked at me properly. “Is that yours?”

      “Yeah. Think he’s allergic to something,” Callum said.

      “Something,” I agreed.

      “More of a dog man, myself,” the man said. “Bit girly, cats, aren’t they?”

      Callum shrugged. “Never thought about it.”

      “Well, they are. You want a dog. And a decent one, you know. None of these soppy little lapdogs, or some fluffy lab or something. I’ve got a pitty.”

      Callum made a non-committal sound, and I said, “Is it called ‘A Lingering Sense of Self Doubt’?”

      That bit he heard, but again – I was a cat, so it couldn’t have been me that said it. Callum scowled at me, and the man scowled at Callum, then said something that was anatomically impossible and also startlingly intimate, and slammed the door in our faces. I finished throwing up my hairball, then looked at Callum.

      “Don’t you dare move it.”

      “No intentions of it,” he said, tucking his hands into the pockets of his coat. “Come on, my girly little kitty.”

      “He meant you were girly, not me,” I said, trotting after him. “Although, if you want to go with the caring for one’s appearance stereotype, I am a better candidate.”

      “Other than the dandruff.”

      “That’s an allergic reaction.”

      “If you say so.”
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        * * *

      

      Yasmin’s bar – or, rather, the bar that had been Yasmin’s and was now a bastion of fervent masculinity – was in the centre of Bradford, a city to the west of Leeds. Once there had probably been vast tracts of forest and farmland between them, but these days they had swollen and spread to form one amorphous beast, outskirts becoming suburbs crushed between the two. Dimly was out on this side of Leeds too, a rotting tooth sending waves of infection across the Folk world. I was almost certain I could feel it, hot and fevered, at the edge of my consciousness, and I wondered what was happening in there. What had happened to Gerry, and what was waiting for us when we, inevitably, had to return.

      We’d parked in front of a strip of shops beyond the train station, and we walked back without talking, the streets crowded with shoppers and workers hurrying about the place with urgent purpose. It wasn’t the sort of city where anyone would worry much about a human talking to a cat – most cities weren’t, when you came down to it. Everyone’s just a half step away from difference, and the only people who really worry about it are the ones who fear they’ve already taken that step. But with Dimly seeping its own breed of strangeness into the world, I couldn’t shake the sense that we were more visible than usual. That we weren’t passing under people’s attention the way we usually did, and that there’d be others out here who were actively looking for us. Leaving Whitby had left us exposed, and away from its narrow streets and wild cliffs and ancient charms I could feel the attention of others scraping at my bones.

      It was a relief when Callum let us back into the car, not just to get away from the wind but from that sense of being noticed. He seemed to feel it too, because he let out a slow breath and rolled his shoulders before he started the car. The engine turned over happily again, so whatever magic the farmer had worked was still holding.

      “I was really hoping not to go back to life on the streets,” I said. “Being a stray has its upsides, but I’d kind of got used to not having to fight the local tom for my dinner.”

      “We’re not at that point yet,” Callum said.

      “Are you sure? I’m not seeing a lot of options here.”

      “There’s one.” He pulled out of the parking spot, and I could see the skin on his knuckles white with the force of his grip.

      “Such as?”

      He glanced at me sideways, then looked back at the road as he indicated to join the slow flow of traffic. “Ifan.”

      “Have you been at the paint thinners or something? No. Not the magician.”

      Callum didn’t look at me. “Ifan will know what’s going on with everything. With the weres, with Dimly, with Gerry – maybe even if there’s any news on the necromancers. You know this.”

      “We also know he almost took us out with fireballs. Twice. And let’s not forget that oh, yes, he also likes playing with the godsdamned necromancers.”

      “It’s that or nothing, Gobs. We can’t go back to our flat – it’ll have been rented out by now anyway, and there’s no one else we can go to. We can’t risk trying Pru and putting her human in danger, or anyone else, for that matter.”

      I thought about it. “So by going to Ifan we could put him in danger?”

      “It’s possible.”

      “I do like that idea. But still no. I’m certain he wants to turn me into cat chum, since I’m a steadying influence on you.”

      “Is that what you are?” Callum took Green Snake out of his pocket and set him on the dashboard, where he immediately draped himself over a heater vent. “What d’you think?”

      Green Snake tilted his head, which was helpful.

      “I vote we stay out here,” I said. “Even a couple of nights in the car’s better than sneaky bloody magicians.”

      Green Snake shuddered and curled in on himself.

      “I vote Ifan’s,” Callum said. “We know he’s devious, so we won’t let our guard down. And I don’t know about you, Gobs, but I feel a bit …” He trailed off, hesitating, and I sighed.

      “Exposed?”

      “Yeah. Don’t know if it’s just being out of Whitby or what, but it’s making me jumpy.”

      “Me too. And I don’t think it’s just being out of Whitby. I mean, that’s part of it, but it feels like everyone here’s looking for us. And there’s too many people.”

      Green Snake looked from one to the other of us anxiously, then finally pointed his nose at Callum. I bared my teeth at him, but he ignored me. Trust the snake to pick the magician. At one point we’d lost the bloody reptile and he’d sneaked off with Ifan. He was literally in the dodgy turnip’s pocket. So who knew what angle Green Snake was playing, since a head tilt couldn’t tell us much.

      “There’s nowhere else,” Callum said. “I don’t trust him, but I don’t not trust him either, if you see what I mean.”

      “No,” I said. “But with any luck we can make things nice and dangerous for him.”

      “I like how you always look on the bright side.”

      “It’s a talent.”

      Callum snorted and put the indicator on, pulling across a couple of lanes of traffic and heading toward the looming threat of the magician. At least it was in the opposite direction to Dimly. I almost thought I could feel the pocket town no matter where I turned now, like feeling the heat of a fire on my fur.

      Which seemed like a bad development.
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        * * *

      

      Cats don’t have any innate magic, as such. Sure, we can scratch a few charms into things, and we can shift, stepping into the Inbetween and back out again entirely. I say we in the general sense. In the specific sense, I couldn’t because certain Watch cats had held me in there to be chewed by the beasts that roam endlessly through the void. It had been an unpleasant way to end my last life (maybe others as well, but I couldn’t remember), and it also meant that if I put a paw in the Inbetween it was likely to be bitten off. The beasts follow my scent the way I follow the whiff of frying bacon. But all cats know magic when we sniff it, and as we headed north and east, away from Bradford and away from Dimly, I patrolled the car restlessly, jumping into the back seat to peer out the back window, crossing from one side to the other, returning to the front to sit down only to get up a moment later and start again.

      “Gobs, stop,” Callum said the second time I jumped across his lap to put my paws up on his window, scanning the road for … something. The sorcerer’s heavy, muscular bike, perhaps, parting the rain with its hungry grumble. Or a pack of weres racing the cars toward us. Or tentacles or voids or something else entirely.

      “I can’t help it,” I said. “I can feel something coming.”

      “I can’t feel anything,” he said, lighting a cigarette from the butt of a previous one.

      “No, doesn’t look like it.”

      He gave me a sideways look, but didn’t put the new cigarette out. “We’re both on edge is all. Being back here, and not being able to get in touch with anyone.”

      “Speaking of that, why don’t we call Magic Boy rather than go straight there?”

      Callum blew smoke toward the gap in the window, which merely served to swirl it back around the car. “I was thinking surprise might be better than giving him time to prepare.”

      I stared at him. “So you’re not entirely clueless.”

      “Evidently. Now stop climbing all over the bloody place before I get stopped for having an animal loose in the car.”

      “I hear jail cells are pretty warm,” I said, going back to my seat. “All meals provided, too.”

      “Let’s keep that as plan C.”

      “Aren’t we already on about plan H?”

      “We can circle back if needed.”
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        * * *

      

      I was leaning pretty hard toward circling back when we pulled into a wide, tree-studded street on the north side of Leeds and puttered softly down it. It was lined with high walls and not for you, commoner gates, and the only cars we passed that weren’t delivery vans looked like they cost the equivalent of a small town’s annual budget.

      “Are you sure we can’t revisit the jail idea?”

      “I’m not getting myself arrested just because you hate Ifan,” Callum said, pulling up at a set of tall, solid metal gates with rust streaks marring the pale green paint. Definitely not up to neighbourhood code, that.

      “I don’t hate him. I simply object to how many times he’s popped up in the middle of things that have almost got us killed. It’s a pattern, you know?”

      “Do you really want to end up at the RSPCA or something? Because they won’t put you in a cell with me.” He wound his window down and pushed the intercom.

      “Not even just for the night? You could fake a drunk and disorderly and I’ll be your emotional support animal.”

      “I’m not getting arrested,” Callum said, more sharply than was required, and the gates blew open in front of us so hard that they smashed into the walls to either side. One popped off a hinge with a screech of torn metal, and the other rebounded, flying back to latch itself closed again. Beyond the open side I could see the potholed gravel drive curling up to the front of the house, and running down it a slim man in jeans and a T-shirt, his feet and the smooth dark skin of his forearms bare. He threw out a hand and the one intact gate opened again, a little more circumspectly this time.

      “Last chance,” I said. “Quick, before he blows our tyres out or something.”

      “I’m almost sure this is a better option than lurking about the streets of Leeds waiting for something to eat us,” Callum said, watching Ifan stop mid-run and wave enthusiastically, beckoning us in.

      “Almost seems risky,” I said.
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      Callum pulled forward through the gates, and as we passed them a shiver ran over my spine. Somewhere on the edge of hearing I caught a small, faint snap, and suddenly the constant pressure of Dimly was gone, like a splinter that had been worming its way deeper into a paw and growing ever hotter had just up and vanished. The sense of being exposed, of being noticeable, went with it, and as the gates swung shut again in dutiful response to another of Ifan’s waves (the one with the broken hinge leaning somewhat drunkenly against its partner and leaving a little gap at the bottom where they met), I took a breath that was suddenly easier than any since we’d left Whitby. Maybe even before.

      And I did not like it.

      “Callum!” Ifan grabbed the driver’s side door and wrestled it open, looking for a moment as if he were about to fling himself in, then stepped back like a chauffeur instead and bent to look inside. “And Gobs. You’re okay.”

      “Pretty much,” Callum said. “Should I park?” He pointed through the windscreen at the gravel turning circle at the end of the drive, pocked with muddy potholes. The house stared blandly back at us through its two storeys of tall windows, the door lying open onto a dim-lit foyer full of shadows. The winter skeletons of ivy crawled over the walls, and a huge old Bentley rusted quietly near the garage. Nothing had changed, not even the mouldy, non-functioning fountain in the middle of the turning circle or the fluffy heads of dead weeds all over the gardens.

      “Love what you’ve done with the place,” I said to Ifan, and he flashed me a quick, easy grin.

      “It’s winter. Give me a couple of months with no one trying to fling me through summoning circles or needing interference run with weres and I’ll have it looking croquet-ready.”

      “No one needed—” I started, and Callum tugged on the door pointedly.

      “I’m going to park.”

      Ifan let the door go, and we rumbled up the drive with him jogging behind us, keeping to the grass in his bare feet. I hoped he got frostbite.

      “Needed? He’s acting like he saved us from weres!”

      “He did say that he thought that’s what he was doing.”

      “Absolute rotten bloody beetroot with worms in.”

      “Possibly,” Callum said, parking with the nose of the car to the Bentley, so that there was still a clear route to the garage. “But did you feel it as we came in?”

      “Obviously. He’s strengthened the charms.”

      “And if even I can feel it, it’s by a lot,” Callum said. “We’re safe as we can be in here.”

      “Sure. Until we want to get out.”

      Callum made a face that suggested he’d already thought of that but was trying to ignore it, and then Ifan was hauling his door open again. This time the magician leaned in and grabbed Callum’s arm, pulling him out and straight into a hug. I jumped out onto the gravel, Green Snake slithering after me, as Callum patted the shorter man on the back a little awkwardly. “Um, hi,” he said.

      Ifan stepped back, one hand still on Callum’s arm, grinned, and said, “Tea?”

      “Oh God, please.”

      The two men turned toward the house, Ifan slinging one arm over Callum’s shoulders, and I looked at Green Snake.

      “And just like that. One mention of tea and he’s anyone’s.”

      Green Snake tilted his head, presumably in agreement.

      “Hey,” Ifan called from the front door. “I just bought some fresh salmon this morning. Fancy it?”

      “Yes,” I said, and bolted after them.

      Look, we’ve all got our price.
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        * * *

      

      The house didn’t look that much different inside, either. The freaky taxidermy army was still in residence in the foyer, hawks gliding on invisible strings above the stairs that curled up to the next floor, and slightly threadbare foxes and deer and rabbits were frozen along the walls as if interrupted in the middle of some secretive zombie forest dance. The biggest change was that the overstuffed living room we passed through on the way to the kitchen looked a little less overstuffed, with just a couple of big sofas left in it, and the stridently floral wallpaper had been painted over. An oversized TV on one wall was playing the news on mute, and a fire rumbled in a log burner that had taken over from the open hearth.

      Ifan led the way through to the kitchen, which was still all black and chrome and slick surfaces, and flicked the kettle on. Callum had picked Green Snake up when we came inside, and now he set him on top of the kitchen island. I jumped to one of the stools and looked around suspiciously. A pizza box rested next to the back door, and an unwashed blender jug was sitting in the sink with green stuff smearing its sides. It could’ve been some arcane potion, but judging by the empty bag lying next to the chopping board, it was more likely a smoothie. Unless baby spinach was a popular ingredient in arcane potions. A smart speaker was playing something heavy on guitars in the corner, and the whole place gave off more of an affluent bachelor vibe than a deadly magician one.

      “So,” Ifan said, setting two mugs on the counter and getting the salmon from the fridge. “What d’you need? Because I’m going by the way we left things that you’re not here for a social call.” His tone was light, but there was tightness at the corners of his mouth, and smudged shadows under his eyes as he looked at Callum.

      “You mean after you tried to blow us up?” I asked.

      Ifan unwrapped the salmon. “I didn’t try to blow you up.”

      “You did. At Muscles’ and at the club.”

      “At the club I thought Callum was about to be eaten by angry weres. I may have overreacted a little.” He topped up the mugs with boiling water, then went back to the salmon.

      “And at Muscles’?”

      “Gobs, leave it,” Callum said. He’d peeled his old coat off and was looking for somewhere to hang it.

      “There’s a fire through there,” I said to him.

      “Do I suggest burning your coat?”

      “Mine’s attached. And it’s glorious. And doesn’t smell of fish.”

      “That was your coat?” Ifan said. “I didn’t like to ask.”

      Callum scowled at us both. “It’s not that bad.”

      “It is,” Ifan and I said together, then he added, “You can have one of mine. I’m with Gobs on this one.” He grinned at me, and I stared blankly back at him.

      Callum muttered something under his breath and hung the coat on the back of one of the stools. “It’ll be fine once it dries.”

      “I’ve got spares,” Ifan said. “And some boots, while we’re at it. Why are you wearing wellies?” He peered down at Callum’s feet. “With fish scales, no less.”

      “I borrowed them,” Callum said. “A Black Dog ate mine.”

      “Of course it did.” Ifan pushed a mug of tea toward him, then finished chopping the fish and set one bowl in front of me and another in front of Green Snake. He took a packet of biscuits from a cupboard, slid them to Callum, and finally sat down, examining us. “So tell me,” he said. “Other than new shoes, what do you need? You must really be stuck if you’ve come here.” He gave us a slightly uneven smile, cupping his mug in both hands.

      “It’s not like we had nowhere else,” I said around a mouthful of salmon. I’d had one uncertain moment when I’d wondered if it were wise to accept food from magicians, but it was a bit late. We’d done it before. And besides, this was seriously fancy salmon. It had come all done up in paper, and not the chip shop sort, either.

      “Eh,” Callum said.

      “We’ve got options,” I insisted.

      Ifan took a sip of tea. “Look, if it helps, you can’t be much safer than here.”

      “Really?” I said. “Your bloody taxidermy tried to eat us, and that was even before the whole ancient gods being raised in the basement thing. It’s not super safe, is it?”

      “That was when it was Dad’s,” Ifan said. “It’s mine now, and it’s safe for you.” He looked at Callum as he spoke. “I promise.”

      Callum glanced around as if checking for rogue taxidermy, then said, “So it’s just you.”

      Ifan shrugged. “Far as I can tell, Dad’s definitely gone. I’ve been looking, and there’s no sign of him. That makes me the last of the Lewises, and the most powerful magician in the north.” He said it almost regretfully, which jarred with the words. It was like someone saying, so I suppose I’ve inherited the cat food factory with a tear in their eye. “I should be able to offer some pretty solid help, if you’ll take it.”

      I sat back on my haunches, licking my chops as I looked at Callum. He’d opened the packet of biscuits, and now he took one out, examining it like he’d never seen one before. To be fair, they looked as posh as the salmon, and had so many no this and no that labels emblazoned on the pack that I wondered they had anything left in them at all. Most of our biscuits were broken and mislabelled. Callum had bought a packet of Ginjar Nobs the other day that had been such a curious shade of luminous orange he’d thrown them out without trying them. He may well have never seen biscuits that looked as though they came with their own pedigree before.

      He dunked one in his tea, took a bite, then said, “Nice.”

      “Yeah, they’re not bad,” Ifan said, taking one, and for a little while the kitchen was quiet but for the slurp of tea and the burble of the radio, which had moved on to something very stompy. I didn’t mind it, but Green Snake keep peering at the speaker irritably. He seemed to have quite clear opinions on music, and they veered more toward pretty singing and elevator music, as far as I could tell.

      Finally Callum folded his forearms on the island, his sleeves pushed up and his skin pale against the black marble. “So what’s happening?” he asked.

      “That’s a pretty large question,” Ifan said.

      “Alright. What’s happening in Dimly?”

      “Still so large.” He grinned as Callum made a frustrated noise. “Seriously. It’s Dimly.”

      “Is Gerry alright?” I asked. “Have you heard anything?”

      “I haven’t heard that he’s not alright,” Ifan said. “But I’ve not been back to Dimly since the whole were thing.”

      “Well, this is useless,” I said to Callum. “Thought you said he was our best source of information.”

      Callum ignored me and said, “Why haven’t you been back?” He was watching Ifan steadily, and the magician looked away, rubbing one forearm as if he had cramp.

      “I’m not entirely welcome.”

      “So they’ve got some sense, then,” I said, but neither man looked at me. Green Snake did, though, and stuck his tongue out. I bared my teeth in return.

      “Why aren’t you welcome?” Callum asked, and Ifan hmm-ed.

      “Ez is back up and running,” he said. “And not on a small scale, either.”

      “Of course she is,” Callum said with a sigh. Ez, his sister, the only other North left after the Watch had wiped out everyone else. Callum had been long gone by that point, turning his back on all of it, all the power and all the money, and she’d stepped into running the family business. She traded everything from American breakfast cereals and Japanese chocolates to enchanted hat pins and unicorn dust weapons, and everyone knew that if she didn’t have it, she’d get it, whatever it might be. Some products were marginally legal in Folk or human worlds. Much of it was unknown in human worlds. And some of it was the sort of thing that shouldn’t be traded by anyone, ever, because it could tear holes in the universe. But where there’s demand, there’s supply, and there’s Ez.

      “Gerry was meant to be reforming her or something,” I said. “Had her on cleaning sewers and all sorts.”

      “I don’t think that lasted long,” Ifan said, taking another biscuit. “Ez is a tougher prospect than reforming wayward troll kids.”

      I opened my mouth to say that nothing could be harder than convincing trolls to not be trolls, but then remembered we were talking about Ez. I had another piece of salmon instead.

      “Have you heard anything about them, then?” Callum asked. “Poppy and William?”

      “Sort of. Apparently he sent them off, out of Leeds. Guess he was worried something might happen to them if things got too bad for him in Dimly. Bit weird, those two.”

      “They’re modern trolls,” I said. Which, as far as I could tell, involved dressing well, taking elocution lessons from Gerry, and having career paths – animal rescue for Poppy, and hospitality for William. All of which was weird, really, as trolls are best known for making a living smashing heads, and for finding words of more than two syllables unnecessary. But I wasn’t having some sneaky magician insulting them. They were worth at least four of him, and not just in size.

      “So Gerry’s there on his own?” Callum asked. “When did you last see him?”

      “Not for a bit,” Ifan said. “Like I say, I haven’t really been back to Dimly. I’ve still got some contacts, but not everyone’s so keen to speak to me these days.”

      “Shocking,” I observed, and he gave me a look that was mostly amused.

      “I mean they won’t speak to me because it’s too dangerous, not because they don’t like me.”

      “That’s what you think.”

      Callum gave me an impatient glance, then looked back at Ifan. “Why?”

      “Because Ez and I have some differences of opinion.”

      Callum nodded. “And no one wants to be on the wrong side of Ez.”

      “No one wants to be on the wrong side of a North.” Ifan tapped his fingers against his mug. “Last I heard Gerry was still mayor, even if he was clinging on by his favourite manicure. But I don’t see how it can last. Ez is fully back in business, and Dimly’s becoming known as the place to be again.”

      “Place to be for who?” I asked.

      “Anyone who can make themselves useful. To Ez, that is.”

      “Muscle and smugglers?” Callum asked.

      “Magicians and magic-workers, too,” Ifan said. “When my contacts stopped talking to me I tried to sniff around a bit, but she’s put the word out that I’m to be shown the door pretty quick if I turn up. Suppose she figures anything I find out will get back to you.” He smiled slightly.

      “Or she just doesn’t like you,” I said. “I mean, she’s a devious bloody sewer-dweller, but she’s not silly.”

      “I’d really forgotten how much I love your company,” Ifan said, and I showed him my teeth.

      “What about the weres?” Callum asked. “Have you had any contact with them?”

      He hesitated, then said, “A little. Not in person.”

      “What does that mean?” I demanded.

      “It means Yasmin calls me every now and then to ask if I’ve found out how to get Anton out of wolf form.”

      “He’s still stuck?” Anton hadn’t been able to change back to human form since the explosion at the were club, which I was still convinced Ifan was responsible for. “Are you even licensed to do magic?”

      He gave me a half smile. “Are you licensed to stick your nose into everything?”

      “I’m a PI,” I snapped.

      “Sort of,” Callum said, and I growled at him, then looked back at Ifan.

      “Fine. So you don’t know where Yasmin is, then?”

      “No. I don’t even have a number. It’s always withheld.”

      “You didn’t ask?”

      “Of course I asked. But I guess she’d rather I didn’t have that info. You may have noticed she’s a little protective of her pack.”

      “So she should be, with you around,” I said. “What about necromancers?”

      Ifan shrugged. “Haven’t had contact with them since they tried to feed us to the Old One. For obvious reasons.”

      “Ms Jones? The sorcerer?”

      “No desire to cross paths with her ever again. No idea.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “So, what – you’ve just been sitting here the whole time like a forgotten Halloween pumpkin, rotting away and knowing nothing about what’s going on anywhere? My fishy breath, you have.”

      “I told you I’ve been trying. No one’s talking.”

      “Then what’s the use in us being here?” I demanded. “So far all we’ve got is stuff we could’ve figured out for ourselves with a couple of phone calls.” Which, fine, we hadn’t actually been able to make, but still. One expected more from the most powerful magician in the north.

      Ifan sighed, looking down at his hands, then said, “Cal, you want another cuppa?”

      Callum was resting his forearms on the island, rolling the piece of jet between his fingers. He didn’t look like he was even listening to us, but he said, “Sure.”

      “Good. Because I need something stronger.” Ifan put the kettle on, then took a bottle of whisky and a glass from the pantry and set them on the island, pouring himself a generous tot.

      “This seems ominous,” I said. “Is this where you tell us you’re really sorry, but you’ve got some Old Ones out the back who’re going to use our bones for biscuits?”

      “Gobs,” Callum said, tucking the jet into his jeans pocket. He came up with a pink seashell and frowned at it.

      “What? He’s given us nothing so far, and now he’s hitting the bottle. It doesn’t look great.”

      “Nothing other than a safe place,” Callum said, putting the seashell back with the jet, and looked at Ifan. “I’m right, aren’t I? The charms are heavier. We’re hidden here.”

      “There’s nothing can get through,” Ifan said, taking a sip of whisky. “The whole property is reinforced, the house doubly so. It’s the safest place in … well, anywhere.”

      “Why?” Callum asked. His voice was calm and level, but he’d interlaced his fingers on the worktop, and his knuckles were white.

      Ifan didn’t answer right away, just made Callum’s tea, clattering about with the spoon and the milk. When he spoke it was with his back to us, and he said, “Because at some point Ez is going to come for me.” He turned and looked at Callum. “She’ll come for me, because if the most powerful magician in the north isn’t standing with her, then she’s going to expect that I’m standing against her.” He pointed at the kitchen door, out to where the charms twisted around the walls and encircled the house, an unseen perimeter alive with power. “Whether Gerry’s still there or not, Dimly is hers in everything except name. She’s a North, so if she claims it, it’s hers. And anyone who wants a piece of it’s going to have to go through her. So if you want to find necromancers, I have a good idea where they’ll be.” He took another sip of whisky and added, “And at some point, she’s going to make sure no one’s left who can change that.”

      Callum didn’t say anything for a long moment, then he said, “And are you standing against her?”

      Ifan slid the mug of tea to him, some slopping over the rim on the worktop. “I don’t want to stand for anything. I was never even that into being a magician. I wanted to hang out on a beach in Mustique and drink fruity rum drinks.”

      “Don’t we all,” I said, and even Green Snake looked quite taken with the idea. It was probably closer to his natural habitat than Leeds.

      Ifan looked at me and said, “Maybe you should.”

      “Why?” I asked, but I already knew. I could smell it in the quiet wash of grief that had deepened around Callum like a noonday shadow, see it in the set of the magician’s face as he looked back at the only other North in the country.

      “Because she’ll come for me, too,” Callum said, and threw a longing look at the whisky. Then he took another biscuit and added, “Gods know why. She beat me at everything when we were kids. I’m hardly a threat.”

      “Maybe she knows you better than that,” Ifan said, and Callum’s face twisted, like the biscuit had soured in his mouth.

      “Do you have any custard?” I asked the magician. “I think this calls for custard.”
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      Custard wasn’t forthcoming, but Ifan offered me some almond milk, which was terrible and I spluttered all over the glossy worktop in disgust.

      “Callum, he’s trying to poison me!”

      “Can’t imagine why,” Callum said. He’d put his cigarettes on the counter, one already out of the packet and ready to be lit, but now he held his hand out to Ifan. “Give me your phone.”

      “Why?” Ifan asked, but handed it over anyway. It was as sleek and glossy as the kitchen.

      “I’m trying Gerry again. We need to find out what’s going on in there, and it’s worth trying from another number.” He pulled the number up on our tatty phone and tapped it into Ifan’s, putting it on speakerphone. It only rang a couple of times before the message came on again.

      “Hi, you’ve reached Gerry⁠—”

      Callum hung up, thought about it, then scrolled through our phone and tried Ms Jones’ number from Ifan’s phone. Still nothing, and he made a frustrated noise.

      “How the hell are we meant to find out what’s going on when we can’t get hold of anyone?”

      “Yeah, your magician’s not much help,” I said, and Ifan raised his glass to me. “If we want to get out, can we? Through the charms?”

      The magician rolled his hands together, a quick smooth movement as if he were washing them, then spread his fingers with an ozone whiff of power to reveal a key. It was old steel, a little rusted at the edges, with a short, fat barrel and a slightly ornate head, and he slid it across the worktop to Callum. “That’ll get you in and out,” he said. “It’ll get anyone in and out, though, so don’t lose it.”

      “What’re you thinking?” Callum asked me. “Who do we try?”

      “Just wanted to make sure we had the option, is all,” I said. “Make sure we’re not locked in here for all eternity.”

      “I wouldn’t inflict that even on myself,” Ifan said, and I got up and stretched.

      “Well. Since we’ve got a safe bed for the night, I’m sleeping.”

      “We need a plan,” Callum started, and I jumped to the floor.

      “We need sleep, then a plan to deal with your sister, find Gerry, find the dentist, and get Ms Jones. Which is too much for tonight. Is anything going to eat me?” I directed the question at Ifan.

      “Probably not,” he said. “I wouldn’t go in the east wing upstairs, though. No one’s been in there since my grandmother vanished, so either she’ll be really hungry, or whatever ate her will.”

      “Magicians,” I grumbled, and padded into the living room to sit and groom myself by the fire. We did need a plan. But I wasn’t sure my plan was the same as Callum’s. After all, he was the one Ez and her army were going to be coming for.

      I was just one small black cat, and no one ever paid much attention to small black cats.
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