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      The Accidental Sorcerer

      
      With a great flapping of wings Reg launched herself from the ram skull and landed on his booted toes. Even through the polished
         leather he could feel her claws gripping.
      

      
      “What job? With which organisation? Saint Snodgrass and all her children defend me! Didn’t you hear a word I said, Gerald?
         It takes days to choose a position properly! You have to check your prospective employer’s references, his bank balance, his social standing,
         his pedigree! I don’t believe this, it’s the Department debacle all over again!”
      

      
      Gerald peered down the length of his body at her. In the starlight from the open window her dark eyes gleamed, and her long
         sharp beak. “Actually it’s not. It’s about as far from the Department as you can get. Didn’t you say it was time I took a
         chance? Started walking the walk, not just talking the talk? Well, I’ve done it. This is me, walking. Reg, you are sitting
         on the feet of the next Royal Court Wizard to Lional the Forty-third, King of New Ottosland.”
      

      
      “New Ottosland?” she shrieked. “That obscure, sand-stranded, nothing little backwater?”

      
      “Ah.You’ve been there,” he said, pleased. “I rather thought you might.”
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      With many many thanks to Russell T Davies,
      
 who helped me rediscover my inner fangirl.

      
      and

      
     David Tennant, the 10th Doctor, because
      
      
 he rocks and also, y’know … phwoar!

   
      
      
CHAPTER ONE


      
      

      
      The entrance to Stuttley’s Superior Staff factory, Ottosland’s premier staff manufacturer, was guarded by a glass-fronted booth
         and blocked by a red and blue boom gate. Inside the booth slumped a dyspeptic-looking security guard, dressed in a rumpled
         green and orange Stuttley’s uniform. It didn’t suit him. An ash-tipped cigarette drooped from the corner of his mouth and
         the half-eaten sardine sandwich in his hand leaked tomato sauce onto the floor. He was reading a crumpled, food-stained copy
         of the previous day’s Ottosland Times.

      
      After several long moments of not being noticed, Gerald fished out his official identification and pressed it flat to the
         window, right in front of the guard’s face.
      

      
      “Gerald Dunwoody. Department of Thaumaturgy. I’m here for a snap inspection.”

      
      The guard didn’t look up. “Izzat right? Nobody tole me.”

      
      “Well, no,” said Gerald, after another moment. “That’s why we call it a ‘snap inspection’. On account of it being a surprise.”

      
      Reluctantly the guard lifted his rheumy gaze. “Ha ha. Sir.”
      

      
      Gerald smiled around gritted teeth. It’s a job, it’s a job, and I’m lucky to have it. “I understand Stuttley’s production foreman is a Mister Harold Stuttley?”
      

      
      “That’s right,” said the guard. His attention drifted back to the paper. “He’s the owner’s cousin. Mr Horace Stuttley’s an
         old man now, don’t hardly see him round here no more. Not since his little bit of trouble.”
      

      
      “Really? I’m sorry to hear it.” The guard sniffed, inhaled on his cigarette and expelled the smoke in a disinterested cloud.
         Gerald resisted the urge to bang his head on the glass between them. “So where would I find Foreman Stuttley?”
      

      
      “Search me,” said the guard, shrugging. “On the factory floor, most like. They’re doing a run of First Grade staffs today,
         if memory serves.”
      

      
      Gerald frowned. First Grade staffs were notoriously difficult to forge. Get the etheretic balances wrong in the split-second
         of alchemical transformation and what you were looking at afterwards, basically, was a huge smoking hole in the ground. And
         if this guard was any indication, standards at Stuttley’s had slipped of late. He rapped his knuckles on the glass.
      

      
      “I wish to see Harold Stuttley right now, please,” he said, briskly official. “According to Department records this operation
         hasn’t returned its signed and witnessed safety statements for two months. I’m afraid that’s a clear breach of regulations.
         There’ll be no First Grade staffs rolling off the production line today or any other day unless I’m fully satisfied that all
         proper precautions and procedures have been observed.”
      

      
      Sighing, the guard put down his soggy sandwich, stubbed out his cigarette, wiped his hands on his trousers and stood. “All right, sir. If you say so.”
      

      
      There was a battered black telephone on the wall of the security booth. The guard dialled a four-digit number, receiver pressed
         to his ear, and waited. Waited some more. Dragged his sleeve across his moist nose, still waiting, then hung up with an exclamation
         of disgust. “No answer. Nobody there to hear it, or the bloody thing’s on the blink again. Take your pick.”
      

      
      “I’d rather see Harold Stuttley.”

      
      The guard heaved another lugubrious sigh. “Right you are, then. Follow me.”

      
      Gerald followed, starting to feel a little dyspeptic himself. Honestly, these people! What kind of a business were they running?
         Security phones that didn’t work, essential paperwork that wasn’t completed. Didn’t they realise they were playing with fire?
         Even the plainest Third Grade staff was capable of inflicting damage if it wasn’t handled carefully in the production phase.
         Complacency, that was the trouble. Clearly Harold Stuttley had let the prestige and success of his family’s world-famous business
         go to his head. Just because every wizard who was any wizard and could afford the exorbitant price tag wouldn’t be caught
         dead without his Stuttley Staff (patented, copyrighted and limited edition) as part of his sartorial ensemble was no excuse
         to let safety standards slide.
      

      
      Bloody hell, he thought, mildly appalled. Somebody save me. I’m thinking like a civil servant …

      
      The unenthusiastic security guard was leading him down a tree-lined driveway towards a distant high brick wall with a red
         door in it. The door’s paint was cracked and peeling. Above and behind the wall could be seen the slate-grey factory roof,
         with its chimney stacks belching pale puce smoke. A flock of pigeons wheeling through the blue sky plunged into the coloured effluvium and abruptly turned bright green.
      

      
      Damn. Obviously Stuttley’s thaumaturgical filtering system was on the blink: code violation number two. The unharmed birds
         flapped away, fading back to white even as he watched, but that wasn’t the point. All thaumaturgical by-products were subject
         to strict legislation. Temporary colour changes were one thing. But what if the next violation resulted in a temporal dislocation?
         Or a quantifiable matter redistribution? Or worse? There’d be hell to pay. People might get hurt. What was Stuttley’s playing
         at?
      

      
      Even as he wondered, he felt a shiver like the touch of a thousand spider feet skitter across his skin. The mellow morning
         was suddenly charged with menace, strobed with shadows.
      

      
      “Did you feel that?” he asked the guard.

      
      “They don’t pay me to feel things, sir,” the guard replied over his shoulder.

      
      A sense of unease, like a tiny butterfly, fluttered in the pit of Gerald’s stomach. He glanced up, but the sky was still blue
         and the sun was still shining and birds continued to warble in the trees.
      

      
      “No. Of course they don’t,” he replied, and shook his head. It was nothing. Just his stupid over-active imagination getting
         out of hand again. If he could he’d have it surgically removed. It certainly hadn’t done him any favours to date.
      

      
      He glanced in passing at the nearest tree with its burden of trilling birds, but he couldn’t see Reg amongst them. Of course
         he wouldn’t, not if she didn’t want to be seen. After yesterday morning’s lively discussion about his apparent lack of ambition
         she’d taken herself off in a huff of ruffled feathers and a cloud of curses and he hadn’t laid eyes on her since.
      

      
      Not that he was worried. This wasn’t the first hissy fit she’d thrown and it wouldn’t be the last. She’d come back when it
         suited her. She always did. She just liked to make him squirm.
      

      
      Well, he wasn’t going to. Not this time. No, nor apologise either. For once in her ensorcelled life she was going to admit
         to being wrong, and that was that. He wasn’t unambitious. He just knew his limitations.
      

      
      Three paces ahead of him the guard stopped at the red door, unhooked a large brass key ring from his belt and fished through
         its assortment of keys. Finding the one he wanted he stuck it into the lock, jiggled, swore, kicked the door twice, and turned
         the handle.
      

      
      “There you are, sir,” he said, pushing the door wide then standing back. “I’ll let you find your own way round if it’s all
         the same to you. Can’t leave my booth unattended for too long. Somebody important might turn up.” He smiled, revealing tobacco-yellow
         teeth.
      

      
      Gerald looked at him. “Indeed. I’ll be sure to mention your enthusiasm in my official report.”

      
      The guard did a double take at that, his smile vanishing. With a surly grunt he hooked his bundle of keys back on his belt
         then folded his arms, radiating offended impatience.
      

      
      Immediately, Gerald felt guilty. Oh lord. Now I’m acting like a civil servant!

      
      Not that there was anything wrong, as such, with public employment. Many fine people were civil servants. Indeed, without
         them the world would be in a sorry state, he was sure. In fact, the civil service was an honourable institution and he was
         lucky to be part of it. Only … it had never been his ambition to be a wizard who inspected the work of other wizards for Departmental
         regulation violations. His ambition was to be an inspectee, not an inspector. Once upon a time he’d thought that dream was reachable.
      

      
      Now he was a probationary compliance officer in the Minor Infringement Bureau of the Department of Thaumaturgy … and dreams
         were things you had at night after you turned out the lights.
      

      
      He nodded at the waiting guard. “Thank you.”

      
      “Certainly, sir,” the guard said sourly.

      
      Well, his day was certainly getting off to a fine start. And we wonder why people don’t like bureaucrats …

      
      With an apologetic smile at the guard he hefted his official briefcase, straightened his official tie, rearranged his expression
         into one of official rectitude and walked through the open doorway.
      

      
      And only flinched a little bit as the guard locked the red door behind him.

      
      It’s a wizarding job, Gerald, and it’s better than the alternative.

      
      Hopefully, if he reminded himself often enough, he’d start to believe that soon.

      
      The factory lay dead ahead, down the end of a short paved pathway. It was a tall, red brick building blinded by a lack of
         windows. Along its front wall were plastered a plethora of signs: Danger! Thaumaturgical Emissions! Keep Out! No Admittance Without Permission! All Visitors Report To Security Before Proceeding!

      
      As he stood there, reading, one of the building’s four doors opened and a young woman wearing a singed lab coat and an expression
         of mild alarm came out.
      

      
      He approached her, waving. “Excuse me! Excuse me! Can I have a word?”
      

      
      The young woman saw him, took in his briefcase and the crossed staffs on his tie and moaned. “Oh, no. You’re from the Department,
         aren’t you?”
      

      
      He tried to reassure her with a smile. “Yes, as a matter of fact. Gerald Dunwoody. And you are?”

      
      Looking hunted, she shrank into herself. “Holly,” she muttered. “Holly Devree.”

      
      He’d been with the Department for a shade under six months and in all that time had been allowed into the field only four
         times, but he’d worked out by the end of his first site inspection that when it came to the poor sods just following company
         orders, sympathy earned him far more co-operation than threats. He sagged at the knees, let his shoulders droop and slid his
         voice into a more intimate, confiding tone.
      

      
      “Well, Miss Devree – Holly – I can see you’re feeling nervous. Please don’t. All I need is for you to point me in the direction
         of your boss, Mr Harold Stuttley.”
      

      
      She cast a dark glance over her shoulder at the factory. “He’s in there. And before you see him I want it understood that
         it’s not my fault. It’s not Eric’s fault, either. Or Bob’s. Or Lucius’s. It’s not any of our faults. We worked hard to get
         our transmogrifer’s licence, okay? And it’s not like we’re earning squillions, either. The pay’s rotten, if you must know.
         But Stuttley’s – they’re the best, aren’t they?” Without warning, her thin, pale face crumpled. “At least, they used to be
         the best. When old Mr Horace was in charge. But now …”
      

      
      Fat tears trembled on the ends of her sandy-coloured eyelashes. Gerald fished a handkerchief out of his pocket and handed
         it over. “Yes? Now?”
      

      
      Blotting her eyes she said, “Everything’s different, isn’t it? Mr Harold’s gone and implemented all these ‘cost-cutting’ initiatives.
         Laid off half the Transmogrify team. But the workload hasn’t halved, has it? Oh, no. And it’s not just us he’s laid off, either.
         He’s sacked people in Etheretics, Design, Purchasing, Research and Development – there’s not one team hasn’t lost folk. Except
         Sales.” Her snubby nose wrinkled in distaste. “Seven new sales reps he’s taken on, and they’re promising the world, and we’re
         expected to deliver it – except we can’t! We’re working round the clock and we’re still three weeks behind on orders and now
         Mr Harold’s threatening to dock us if we don’t catch up!”
      

      
      “Oh my,” he said, and patted her awkwardly on the shoulder. “I’m very sorry to hear this. But at least it explains why the
         last eight safety reports weren’t completed.”
      

      
      “But they were,” she whispered, busily strangling her borrowed handkerchief. “Lucius is the most senior technician we’ve got
         left, and I know he’s been doing them. And handing them over to Mr Harold. I’ve seen it. But what he’s doing with them I don’t know.”
      

      
      Filing them in the nearest waste paper bin, more than likely. “I don’t suppose your friend Lucius discussed the reports with
         you? Or showed them to you?”
      

      
      Holly Devree’s confiding manner shifted suddenly to a cagey caution. The handkerchief disappeared into her lab coat pocket.
         “Safety reports are confidential.”
      

      
      “Of course, of course,” Gerald soothed. “I’m not implying any inappropriate behaviour. But Lucius didn’t happen to leave one
         lying out on a table, did he, where any innocent passer-by might catch a glimpse?”
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” she said, edging away. “I’m on my tea break. We only get ten minutes. Mr Harold’s inside if you want to see him.
         Please don’t tell him we talked.”
      

      
      He watched her scuttle like a spooked rabbit, and sighed. Clearly there was more amiss at Stuttley’s than a bit of overlooked
         paperwork. He should get back to the office and tell Mr Scunthorpe. As a probationary compliance officer his duties lay within
         very strict guidelines. There were other, more senior inspectors for this kind of trouble.
      

      
      On the other hand, his supervisor was allergic to incomplete reports. Unconfirmed tales out of school from disgruntled employees
         and nebulous sensations of misgiving from probationary compliance officers bore no resemblance to cold, hard facts. And Mr
         Scunthorpe was as married to cold, hard facts as he was to Mrs Scunthorpe. More, if Mr Scunthorpe’s marital mutterings were
         anything to go by.
      

      
      Turning, Gerald stared at the blank-faced factory. He could still feel his inexplicable unease simmering away beneath the
         surface of his mind. Whatever it was trying to tell him, the news wasn’t good. But that wasn’t enough. He had to find out
         exactly what had tickled his instincts. And he did have a legitimate place to start, after all: the noncompletion of mandatory safety
         statements. The infraction was enough to get his foot across the factory threshold. After that, well, it was just a case of
         following his intuition.
      

      
      He resolutely ignored the whisper in the back of his mind that said, Remember what happened the last time you followed your intuition?

      
      “Oh, bugger off!” he told it, and marched into the fray.

      
      Another pallid employee answered his brisk banging on the nearest door. “Good afternoon,” he said, flashing his identification and not giving the lab-coated man a chance to
         speak. “Gerald Dunwoody, Department of Thaumaturgy, here to see Mr Harold Stuttley on a matter of noncompliance. I’m told
         he’s inside? Excellent. Don’t let me keep you from your duties. I’ll find my own way around.”
      

      
      The employee gave ground, helpless in the ruthlessly cheerful face of officialdom, and Gerald sailed in. Immediately his nose
         was clogged with the stink of partially discharged thaumaturgic energy. The air beneath the high factory ceiling was alive
         with it, crawling and spitting and sparking. The carefully caged lights hummed and buzzed, crackling as firefly filaments
         of power drifted against their heated bulbs to ignite in a brief, sunlike flare.
      

      
      A dozen more lab-coated technicians scurried up and down the factory floor, focused on the task at hand. Directly opposite,
         running the full length of the wall, stood a five-deep row of benches, each one equipped with specially crafted staff cradles.
         Twenty-five per bench times five benches meant that, if the security guard was right, Stuttley’s had one hundred and twenty-five
         new First Grade staffs ready for completion. The technicians, looking tense and preoccupied, fiddled and twiddled and realigned
         each uncharged staff in its cradle, assessing every minute adjustment with a hand-held thaumic register. All the muted ticking
         made the room sound like the demonstration area of a clockmakers’ convention.
      

      
      At either end of the benches towered the etheretic conductors, vast reservoirs of unprocessed thaumaturgic energy. Insulated
         cables connected them to each other and all the staff cradles, whose conductive surfaces waited patiently for the discharge
         of raw power that would transform one hundred and twenty-five gold-filigreed five-foot-long spindles of oak into the world’s finest, most prestigious, expensive and potentially
         most dangerous First Grade staffs.
      

      
      Despite his misgivings he heard himself whimper, just a little. Stuttley First Graders were works of art. Each wrapping of
         solid gold filigree was unique, its design template destroyed upon completion and never repeated. The rare wizards who could
         afford the extra astronomical cost had their filigrees designed specifically for them, taking into account personal strengths,
         family history and specific thaumaturgic signatures. Those staffs came with inbuilt security: it was immediate and spectacularly
         gruesome death for any wizard other than the rightful owner to attempt the use of them.
      

      
      Once, a long long time ago, he’d dreamed of owning a First Grade staff. Even though he didn’t come from a wizarding family.
         Even though he’d got his qualifications through a correspondence course. Wizardry cared nothing for family background or the
         name of the college where you were educated. Wizarding was of the blood and bone, indifferent to pedigrees and bank balances.
         Some of the world’s finest wizards had come from humble origins.
      

      
      Although … not lately. Lately, Ottosland’s most powerful and influential wizards came from recognisable families whose names
         more often than not could also be heard whispered in the nation’s corridors of power.
      

      
      Still. Technically, anybody with sufficient aptitude and training could become a First Grade wizard. Social standing might influence your accent
         but it had nothing to do with raw power. Technically, even a tailor’s son from Nether Wallop could earn the right to wield a First Grade staff.
      

      
      Unbidden, his fingers touched his copper-ringed cherrywood Third Grade staff, tucked into its pocket on the inside of his
         overcoat. It was nothing to be ashamed of. He was the first wizard in the family for umpteen generations, after all. Plenty
         of people failed even to be awarded a Third Grade licence. For every ten hopefuls identified as potential wizards, only one
         or two actually survived the rigours of trial and training to receive their precious staff.
      

      
      And even for Third Grades there was work to be had. Wasn’t he living proof? Gerald Dunwoody, after a couple of totally understandable
         false starts, soon to be a fully qualified compliance officer with the internationally renowned Ottosland Department of Thaumaturgy?
         Yes, indeed. The sky was the limit. Provided there was a heavy cloud cover. And he was indoors. In a cellar, possibly.
      

      
      Oh lord, he thought miserably, staring at all those magnificent First Grade staffs. It felt as though his official Departmental tie
         had tightened to throttling point. There has to be more to wizarding than this.

      
      An irate shout rescued him from utter despair. “Oy! You! Who are you and what are you doing in my factory?”

      
      He turned. Marching belligerently towards him, scattering lab coats like so many white mice, was a small persnickety man of
         sleek middle years, clutching a clipboard and looking so offended even his tea-stained moustache was bristling.
      

      
      “Ah. Good afternoon,” he said, producing his official smile. “Mr Harold Stuttley, I presume?”

      
      The angry little man halted abruptly in front of him, clipboard pressed to his chest like a shield. “And if I am? What of
         it? Who wants to know?”
      

      
      Gerald put down his briefcase and took out his identification. Stuttley snatched it from his fingers, glared as though at a mortal insult, then shoved it back. “What’s all this bollocks? And who let you in here? We’re about
         to do a run of First Grades. Unauthorised personnel aren’t allowed in here when we’re running First Grades! How do I know
         you’re not here for a spot of industrial espionage?”
      

      
      “Because I’m employed by the DoT,” he said, pocketing his badge. “And I’m afraid you won’t be running anything, Mr Stuttley,
         until I’m satisfied it’s safe to do so. You’ve not submitted your safety statements for some time now, sir. I’m afraid the
         Department takes a dim view of that. Now I realise it’s probably just an oversight on your part, but even so …” He shrugged.
         “Rules are rules.”
      

      
      Harold Stuttley’s pebble-bright eyes bulged. “Want to know what you can do with your rules? You march in here uninvited and
         then have the hide to tell me when I can and can’t conduct my own business? I’ll have your job for this!”
      

      
      Gerald considered him. Too much bluster. What’s he trying to hide? He let his gaze slide sideways, away from Harold Stuttley’s unattractively temper-mottled face. The thaumic emission gauge
         on the nearest etheretic conductor was stuttering, jittery as an icicle in an earthquake. Flick, flick, flick went the needle,
         each jump edging closer and closer to the bright red zone marked Danger. In his nostrils, the clogging stink of overheated thaumic energy was suddenly stifling.
      

      
      “Mr Stuttley,” he said, “I think you should shut down production right now. There’s something wrong here, I can feel it.”

      
      Harold Stuttley’s eyes nearly popped right out of his head. “Shut down? Are you raving? You’re looking at over a million quids’
         worth of merchandise! All those staffs are bought and paid for, you meddling twit! I’m not about to disappoint my customers for some wet-behind-the-ears stooge from the DoT! Your superiors wouldn’t know
         a safe bit of equipment if it bit them on the arse – and neither would you! Stuttley’s has been in business two hundred and
         forty years, you cretin! We’ve been making staffs since before your great-grandad was a randy thought in his pa’s trousers!”
      

      
      Gerald winced. By now the air inside the factory was so charged with energy it felt like sandpaper abrading his skin. “Look.
         I realise it’s inconvenient but—”
      

      
      Harold Stuttley’s pointing finger stabbed him in the chest. “It’s not happening, son, that’s what it is. Inconvenient is the lawsuit I’ll bring against you, your bosses and the whole bleeding Department of Thaumaturgy, you mark my words, if
         you don’t leg it out of here on the double! Interfering with the lawful conduct of business? This is political, this is. Too
         many wizards buying Stuttley’s instead of the cheap muck your precious Department churns out! Well I won’t have it, you hear
         me? Now hop it! Off my premises! Or I’ll give you a personal demonstration why Stuttley’s staffs are the best in the world!”
      

      
      Gerald stared. Was the man mad? He couldn’t throw out an official Department inspector. He’d have his manufacturing licence
         revoked. Be brought up on charges. Get sent to prison and be forced to pay a hefty fine.
      

      
      Little rivers of sweat were pouring down Harold Stuttley’s scarlet face and his hands were trembling with rage. Gerald looked
         more closely. No. Not rage. Terror. Harold Stuttley was beside himself with fear.
      

      
      He turned and looked at the nearest etheretic conductor. It was sweating too, beads of dark blue moisture forming on its surface,
         dripping slowly down its sides. Even as he watched, one fat indigo drop of condensed thaumic energy plopped to the factory floor. There was
         a crack of light and sound. Two preoccupied technicians somersaulted through the air like circus performers, crashed into
         the wall opposite and collapsed in groaning heaps.
      

      
      “Stuttley!” He grabbed Harold by his lapels and shook him. “Do you see that? Your etheretic containment field is leaking! You have to
         evacuate! Now!”

      
      The rest of the lab coats were congregated about their fallen comrades, fussing and whispering and casting loathing looks
         in their employer’s direction. The acrobatic technicians were both conscious, apparently unbroken, but seemed dazed. Harold
         Stuttley jumped backwards, tearing himself free of officialdom’s grasp.
      

      
      “Evacuate? Never! We’ve got a deadline to meet!” He rounded on his employees. “You lot! Back to work! Leave those malingerers
         where they are, they’re all right, they’re just winded! Be on their feet in no time – if they know what’s good for them. Come
         on! You want to get paid this week or don’t you?”
      

      
      Aghast, Gerald stared at him. The man was mad. Even a mere Third Grade wizard like himself knew the dangers of improperly contained thaumic emissions. The entire first
         year of his correspondence course had dealt with the occupational hazards of wizarding. Some of the illustrations in his handbook
         had put him off minced meat for weeks.

      
      He stepped closer to the factory foreman and lowered his voice. “Mr Stuttley, you’re making a very big mistake. Falling behind
         in your safety statements is one thing. It’s a minor infringement. Not worth so much as half a paragraph in Wizard Weekly’s gossip column. But if you try to run this equipment when clearly it’s not correctly calibrated, you could cause a scandal that will spread halfway round the world. You could ruin Stuttley’s reputation for years. Maybe forever. Not to
         mention risk the lives of all your workers. Is that what you want?”
      

      
      Harold Stuttley swiped his face with his sleeve. “What I want,” he said hoarsely, “is for you to get out of here and let me
         do my job. There’s nothing wrong with our equipment, I tell you, it—”
      

      
      “Quick, everyone! Run for your lives! The conductors are about to invert!”

      
      As the technician who’d shouted the warning led the stampede for the nearest door, Gerald spun on his heel and stared at the
         sweating etheretic conductors. The needles of each thaumic emission gauge were buried deep in the danger zone and the scattered
         drops of energy had coalesced into foaming indigo streams. They struck the factory floor like lances of fire, blowing holes,
         scattering splinters. The insulating cables linking the conductors to each other and the benches glowed virulent blue, shimmerings
         of power wafting off them like heat haze on a dangerous horizon.
      

      
      Balanced in their cradles, the First Grade staffs began to dance.

      
      “We have to turn off the conductors!” said Gerald. “Before all the staffs are charged at once or the conductors blow – or
         both! Where are the damper switches, Stuttley?”
      

      
      But Harold Stuttley was halfway out of the door, his clipboard abandoned on the floor behind him.

      
      Wonderful.

      
      Now the etheretic conductors were humming, a rising song of warning. The air beneath the factory ceiling stirred. Thickened,
         like curdling cream, and took on a faintly blue cast. He felt every exposed hair on his body stand on end. His throat closed
         on a gasp as the etheretically burdened atmosphere turned almost unbreathable. Something warm was trickling from his nostrils.
      

      
      He should run. Now. Without pausing to pick up his briefcase. Those conductors were going to invert any second now, and when
         they did—
      

      
      “Bloody hell!” he shouted, and leapt for the nearest cable.
      

      
      It wouldn’t disengage. None of the cables would disengage. He ran up and down the benches, tugging and swearing, but the leaking
         power had fused the cables to the cradles and each other.
      

      
      He’d have to get the staffs clear before they all got charged.

      
      Stumbling, sweating, parched with terror, he started hauling the gold-filigreed oak spindles out of their cradles. Tossed
         them behind him like so much inferior firewood, even as the air continued to coalesce and the etheretic conductors juddered
         and sweated and discharged bolts of indiscriminate power.
      

      
      In his pocket his modest little cherrywood staff began to glow. It got so hot he had to stop flinging the First Grade staffs
         around and drag off his coat, because it felt like his leg was burning. Moments after he threw the coat to the floor the wool
         burst into flames and disintegrated into charred flakes, revealing his smoking staff with its copper bands glowing bright
         as a furnace.
      

      
      The First Grade staffs he’d released from confinement leapt about the floor like popcorn on a hotplate. Those still in their
         cradles began to buzz. On a sobbing breath he continued tearing them free of the benches.
      

      
      Ten – twenty – thirty: oh lord, he’d never finish in time—

      
      And then the staffs were simply too hot for flesh to touch. As he fell back, scorched and panting, the power’s song became
         a scream. Both thaumic emission gauges exploded, the top of the conductors peeled open like soup cans … and a torrent of unprocessed,
         uncontrolled etheretic energy poured out of the reservoirs and into the remaining First Grade staffs.
      

      
      The thaumic boom blasted him against the nearest wall so hard he thought for a moment he was dead, but seconds later his blackened
         vision cleared.
      

      
      He wished it hadn’t.

      
      Terrible arcing lines of indigo power surged around and through the staffs he’d failed to pull free of their conductive cradles.
         The emptied conductors, ripped apart from the inside out, lay fallen on their sides. Two ragged gaping holes in the ceiling
         directly overhead spilled sunlight onto the dreadful aftermath of undisciplined thaumic energies. Through them spiralled two
         thin columns of unfiltered emissions: the leftover power not captured by the staffs escaping into the wider world beyond the
         factory.
      

      
      Groaning, Gerald staggered to his feet. If he didn’t shut down that self-perpetuating loop of energy pouring through the First
         Grade staffs it would continue to build and build until it exploded … most likely taking half the suburb of Stuttley with
         it. It wasn’t a job for a lowly probationary compliance officer, or a Third Grade wizard who’d received his qualifications
         from a barely recognised correspondence course. He doubted it was even a job for a First Grade wizard … at least, not one
         working solo. A whole squadron might manage it, at a pinch.
      

      
      But that was wishful thinking. There wasn’t time to contact Mr Scunthorpe and get him to send out a flying squad of Departmental
         troubleshooters. There was just him. Gerald Dunwoody, wizard Third Grade. Twenty-three years old and scared to death.
      

      
      So long, life. I hardly lived you …
      

      
      Looming large before him, the howling, writhing mass of thaumaturgically linked First Grade staffs, bathed in unholy indigo
         fire. Abandoned on the floor at his feet, his pathetic little cherrywood staff, as useful now as a piece of straw.
      

      
      And scattered around him, four of the First Grade staffs he’d managed to rescue before the massive conductor inversion. Rolling
         idly to and fro they glowed a gentle gold, their filigree activated. They must have been caught in the nimbus of exploding
         thaumic energy.
      

      
      Everybody knew that Third Grade wizards didn’t have the etheretic chops to handle a First Grade staff. Even using a Second
         Grader was to risk life, limb and sanity. Attempting to use one of those erratically charged First Graders was proof positive
         that sanity had left the building.
      

      
      But he had no choice. This was an emergency and he was the only Department official in sight. Instincts shrieking, fear a
         gibbering demon on his back, he reached for the nearest activated First Grade staff. If it was one of the special orders,
         keyed to a specific wizard, then he really was about to breathe his last—
      

      
      A shock of power slammed through his body. The world pulsed violet, then crimson, then bright and blinding blue, spinning
         wildly on its axis. Something deep inside his mind torqued. Twisted. Tore. His vision cleared, the mad giddiness stopped,
         and he was himself again. More or less. Something was different, but there was no time to worry or work out what.
      

      
      Bucking and flailing like a live thing, the staff struggled to join its brethren in the heart of the magical maelstrom. Gerald got his other hand onto it, battling to contain the energy. It felt like standing inside the world’s
         largest waterfall. The staff was channelling the excess energies from the atmosphere, attracting them like a magnet. Pummelled,
         battered, he wrestled with the flux and flow of power. Poured everything he had into taming the beast in his fists.
      

      
      But the beast didn’t want to be tamed.

      
      Gasping, fighting against being pulled into the maelstrom, he opened his slitted eyes. The etheretic conductors were empty
         now, their spiralling columns of power collapsed. But the trapped staffs within the indigo firestorm continued to blaze, amplifying
         and distorting the energies they’d consumed. Only minutes remained, surely, before they exploded.
      

      
      And he had no idea how to stop them.

   
      
      
CHAPTER TWO


      
      

      
      Desperate, Gerald tipped back his head and stared through the nearest hole in the factory ceiling. This was no time for pride;
         he’d take help from anywhere.
      

      
      “Reg? Reg! Are you out there? Can you hear me?”
      

      
      No reply. Did that mean she was just refusing to answer or was she really not there? Was this the one time she’d actually
         done what he asked and was keeping her beak out of his business?
      

      
      Typical.

      
      “Reg, if you’re out there I’m sorry, all right? I apologise. I grovel. Just – help!”

      
      Still no answer. Breathing like a runner on his last legs he ignored the howling pain in his shoulders and wrists and battled
         the gold-filigreed staff to a temporary standstill. Like a wilful child it fretted and tugged, still trying to join its blazing
         siblings.
      

      
      A glimmer of an idea appeared, then, an iceberg emerging out of a fogbank. Staffs were both conduits and reservoirs of power.
         They were attracted to it like flies to honey. Yes, this staff was already charged – but not completely. And everybody knew
         that Stuttley’s staffs absorbed higher levels of raw thaumic energy than any other brand in the world. So if he could just coax
         some more of that untamed pulsing power into this activated staff and perhaps one or two others – maybe he could prevent the
         imminent enormous explosion.
      

      
      Summoning the last skerricks of his strength, he inched closer to the indigo firestorm. Immediately the staff began to fight
         him again. He hung on grimly: letting go would be the worst, last mistake of his life. When he was as close to the writhing
         thaumic energy as he could get without being sucked in, he stopped. Raised the staff above his head. Focused his will, and
         plunged it end-first into the factory floor.
      

      
      Where it stuck, quivering.

      
      A questing tendril of thaumic energy licked towards it and, amidst a sizzling crackle, fused with the staff’s intricate gold
         fretwork. More power poured into the tall oak spindle. Gerald watched, the stinking air caught in his throat. If it held …
         if it held …
      

      
      The transfer held.

      
      Staggering, he picked up another partially activated staff and plunged it into the floor two feet along from the first. Within
         moments it too was siphoning off the lethal, undirected thaumic energy. He did the same to a third staff, then a fourth. A
         fifth. A sixth. By the time he’d finished, he was looking at a whole row of crackling, power-hazed First Grade staffs and
         his legs could barely hold him upright. His lungs were a pair of deflated balloons. Indigo spots danced before his eyes. But
         he’d done it. He’d averted disaster. The suburb of Stuttley and its famous staff factory were saved.
      

      
      Holly Devree had kept his handkerchief, so he smeared the sweat from his face with one shirt-sleeve and watched, exhausted, as the ferocious thaumic firestorm faded. Smiled, shaking, as the car-battering roar of untrammelled
         power abated.
      

      
      Saint Snodgrass’s trousers. Had anything like this ever happened before? A Third Grade wizard managing to successfully stymie
         a major thaumaturgical inversion? He’d never heard of it. As he stood there, gently panting, he let his imagination off its
         tight leash.
      

      
      This could be it, Dunwoody. This could be your big chance, finally.

      
      Mr Scunthorpe would have to take him seriously now. Let him off probation early. Possibly even approve a transfer to a different
         department altogether. Even – miracle of miracles – Research and Development.
      

      
      The thought of reaching such an exalted height made him dizzy all over again.

      
      With a final whimpering sputter the last randomly dissipated etheretic energies discharged into the staffs he’d plunged into
         the floor. The benches and staffs still trapped in their conductive cradles disintegrated in a choking cloud of indigo ash.
      

      
      Despite his exhaustion and his myriad aches and pains, Gerald did a little victory dance.

      
      “Yes! Yes! R and D boys, here I come!”

      
      Then he stopped dancing, because it was that or fall over. Instead he just stood there, eyes closed, heart pounding, revelling
         in his moment of unexpected triumph.
      

      
      Breaking the blessed silence, a sound. Thin. Sharp. Dangerous – and escalating. Nervously he opened his eyes. Stared at the
         militarily upright staffs plunged into the floor. Before he had time to blink, the first one transformed into a narrow blue
         column of fire. Moments later the second followed suit. Then the rest, one by one, like a row of falling dominoes. The air began to sparkle. The factory floor began to smoke.
      

      
      He frowned. “Oh.” Apparently he’d found the thaumaturgical limit of a Stuttley Superior Staff. How clever of me. Research and Development, indeed. “Right. So this would be a good time to run away, yes?”
      

      
      His wobbly legs answered for him. He had just enough time and wit to grab up his poor little cherrywood staff and reach the
         nearest door. The blast wave caught him with his fingers still on the handle, tumbled him through the air like so much leaf
         litter and dropped him from a great height into the middle of an ornamental rose garden.
      

      
      The last thing he saw, before darkness claimed him, was the irate face of Harold Stuttley.

      
      “You bastard! You bastard! I’ll have your job for this!”
      

      
      Mr Scunthorpe folded his hands on top of his desk and shook his head. “Gerald … Gerald … Gerald …”

      
      Gerald winced. “I know, Mr Scunthorpe,” he said contritely. “And I’m very sorry. But it wasn’t my fault. Honestly.”

      
      It was much later. The ambulance officers from the district hospital had fished him out of the rose garden then transported
         him, over his objections, to the emergency room, where an unsympathetic doctor extracted all the rose thorns from various
         and delicate parts of his anatomy and pronounced him sound in wind and limb, if deficient in intelligence. Which meant he
         was free to catch a taxi back to Stuttley’s and drive at not much above snail’s pace home to the Department of Thaumaturgy
         so he could make his report.
      

      
      Unfortunately, Harold Stuttley’s tongue had travelled a damned sight faster.
      

      
      “Not your fault, Gerald?” echoed Mr Scunthorpe, and looked down at the paperwork in front of him. “That’s not what the people
         at Stuttley’s are saying. According to them you barged into the middle of a highly sensitive First Grade thaumaturgical transfer,
         ignored all reasonable warnings and pleas to leave before there was an accident, used your Departmental authority to evict
         the personnel from their lawful premises and then caused a massive explosion which only by a miracle failed to kill someone,
         or reduce everything within a radius of three miles to rubble. As it is you totally destroyed the factory, which is going
         to put back staff production by months. I have to tell you Lord Attaby is profoundly unamused. One of the staffs you blew
         up had his nephew’s name on it.”
      

      
      It took a moment for Gerald’s brain to catch up with his ears. When it did, he almost choked. “What? But that’s rubbish! Yes,
         all right, the factory did blow up, but I’m telling you, Mr Scunthorpe, that wasn’t my fault! Harold Stuttley caused that!
         The etheretic conductors failed due to a lack of proper maintenance. They were on the brink of inversion when I got there!
         Ask the technicians! They’ll tell you!”
      

      
      Mr Scunthorpe tapped his fingernails on the open file. “What I just told you, Gerald, is a summary of their testimony. Theirs
         and, of course, Mr Harold Stuttley’s. He’s threatening all kinds of trouble. Lord Attaby is very unhappy.”
      

      
      “But – but—” He clenched his fingers into fists. “I went there in the first place because there was a protocol violation. Overdue safety statements. That proves they—”
      

      
      Mr Scunthorpe’s round face was suffused with temper. “All it proves, Mr Dunwoody, is that even the best of companies can fall behind with their paperwork. You were sent
         to Stuttley’s to deliver a polite reminder to this nation’s most valuable and prestigious staff manufacturer that the Department
         of Thaumaturgy looked forward to their prompt provision of all relevant documentation. You were not sent there to cause international headlines!”
      

      
      Mr Dumvoody. Gerald leaned forward, feeling desperate. “But there was a woman! I spoke to her! She said things weren’t being done right,
         she said there was trouble.” He scrabbled around in his post-explosion memory. “Devree! That was her name! Find her. Ask her. She’ll tell you.”
      

      
      Mr Scunthorpe rifled through the sheets of paper in front of him. “Holly Devree?” He extracted a statement, picked up his
         glasses on their chain around his neck, placed them on his nose and read out loud: “‘I don’t know what happened. I was on
         my tea break. I never saw the man from the Department. This means my job, doesn’t it? What am I going to do now? I’ve got
         a sick mother to support.’ Signed: Holly Devree.”
      

      
      “No,” he whispered. “That’s not how it happened, Mr Scunthorpe. My word as a compliance officer.”

      
      “Probationary compliance officer,” said Mr Scunthorpe, still frowning. “Very well then, Gerald. What’s your version of today’s unfortunate
         events?”
      

      
      Haltingly, feeling as though he’d wandered into somebody else’s insane dream, Gerald told him. When he was finished he sat
         back in his chair again. “And that’s the truth, sir. I swear it.”
      

      
      Mr Scunthorpe closed his mouth with a snap. “The truth?”

      
      “Yes, sir.”

      
      Mr Scunthorpe’s face was so red he could have found work as a traffic light. “You expect me to believe that a Third Grade wizard from Nether Wallop, who got his qualifications
         from some fourth-rate correspondence course, who got fired from his first job for insubordination and his second for incompetence,
         not only managed to single-handedly prevent a Level Nine thaumaturgical inversion but did so, moreover, by using the most
         expensive, the most finely calibrated, the most lethal First Grade staffs in the world? Is that what you expect me to believe?”
      

      
      “Well,” he said, after a moment. “When you put it like that …” Then he rallied. “But sir, far-fetched or not that’s exactly
         what happened. I can’t explain how, or why, but that’s precisely what I did.”
      

      
      “Dunwoody, what you’re saying is impossible!” said Mr Scunthorpe, and pounded a fist on his desk. “No Third Grade wizard in
         history has ever used a First Grade staff without frying himself like bacon. To suggest you managed it is to stretch the bounds of credulity across five alternate dimensions!”
      

      
      The urge to punch Scunthorpe in the nose was almost irresistible. “Are you calling me a liar?”

      
      “I’m calling you a walking disaster!” Scunthorpe retorted. “A carbuncle on the arse of this Department! Do you have any idea
         of the phone calls I’ve been getting? Lord Attaby! The Wizard General! Seven prime ministers and two presidents! And don’t get me started on the press!”
      

      
      Gerald stopped breathing. Scunthorpe was going to fire him. The intention was in the man’s glazed eyes and furious, scarlet
         face. If he was fired from another job it’d be the end of his wizarding career. No one would touch him with a forty-foot barge
         pole after that. He’d have to go home to Nether Wallop. Beg his cousins for a job in the tailor’s shop his father had sold them. They’d give him one, he was family after all, but he’d never hear the end of it.
      

      
      I’d rather die.

      
      “Let me prove it, Mr Scunthorpe,” he said. “Fetch me a First Grade staff and I’ll prove I can use one.”

      
      “Are you mad?” shouted Scunthorpe. “After this afternoon’s little exhibition do you think there’s a wizard anywhere in the world who’d risk
         letting you even look at his First Grader, let alone touch it? And do you think I’d risk my job to ask them?”
      

      
      “Then how am I supposed to show you I’m telling the truth?”

      
      It was a fair question and Scunthorpe knew it. He snatched a pencil from his desktop and twisted it between his fingers. “I’m
         telling you, Dunwoody, you won’t be let anywhere near a First Grade staff. But—”The pencil snapped. With enormous forbearance,
         Scunthorpe placed the two pieces on the blotter. “—if you can use a First Grader then a Second Grader shouldn’t pose the slightest difficulty.” He stood and crossed to the closet
         in the corner of his office. From it he withdrew four feet of slender, silver-bound Second Grade staff. Holding it reverently,
         he turned. “Lord Attaby gave me this staff with his own hands, Dunwoody. In recognition of my twenty-five years impeccable
         service to the Department. If I give it to you, here and now, will you promise not to break it?”
      

      
      Gerald swallowed, feeling ill. “I can’t do that, sir. But I can promise I’ll try.”

      
      Pale now, and sweating, Scunthorpe nodded. “All right then.”

      
      “What do you want me to do?”

      
      “Nothing spectacular!” said Mr Scunthorpe, darkly. “Something simple. Noncombustible.” He nodded at the painting on the wall beside him, an insipid rendition of the first opening of Parliament in 1142. “Animate that.”
      

      
      He swallowed a protest. Animation might be noncombustible but it was hardly simple. All right, for a First Grade wizard it
         was child’s play and for a Second it was unlikely to cause a sweat. For a Third Grade wizard, though, animation required a
         command of etheretic balances that tended to induce piles in the unprepared.
      

      
      Scunthorpe bared his teeth in a smile. “I take it you do know an appropriate incantation?”

      
      Sarcastic bugger. Yes. As it happened he knew all kinds of high-level incantations, and not all of them entirely … legal.
         Reg had insisted on teaching him dozens, even though his cherrywood staff was totally inadequate when it came to channelling
         them. Even though he, apparently, was equally inadequate. Learn them, she’d insisted. You never know when one might come in handy.

      
      Maybe she’d been right after all. Maybe this was one of those times. And anyway, what did he have to lose?

      
      He held out his hand for Scunthorpe’s staff. Reluctantly Scunthorpe gave it to him. Closing his eyes, he took a moment to
         centre himself. To rummage through his collection of interesting but hitherto irrelevant charms and incantations until he
         found the one that would rescue him from his current predicament.
      

      
      “Hurry up, Dunwoody,” said Scunthorpe. “I’ve an appointment to see Lord Attaby. Somehow I’ve got to explain all this.”
      

      
      “Yes, sir,” he said, still rummaging. Then he recalled a small but effective binding that would set the picture’s painted
         crowd politely clapping.
      

      
      The silver-chased staff in his hands felt heavy and cool. He couldn’t detect the smallest sense of latent power from it. When
         was the last time Scunthorpe had used it? Or sent it out to be thaumically recharged? God help him if the damned thing had
         a flat battery—
      

      
      “Hurry up, Dunwoody!” snapped Scunthorpe. “I’m running out of patience!”
      

      
      “Right,” he said, and settled his shoulders. Extended the staff until its tip touched the painting’s frame, closed his eyes
         and in the privacy of his mind uttered the animation binding.
      

      
      Nothing happened. No burning surge of power through the staff, no giddy-making roil of First Grade thaumic energy in his veins
         or repeat of that strange torqueing tearing sensation he’d felt in Stuttley’s factory. Not even his usual Third Grade tingling.
         And no sound of tiny painted hands, clapping. No sound at all except for Scunthorpe’s stertorous breathing.
      

      
      He cleared his throat. “Um. Why don’t I just try that again?”

      
      Before Scunthorpe could refuse he attempted to animate the painting a second time. Nothing. A third time. Nothing. A fourth
         ti—
      

      
      “Forget it!” shouted Scunthorpe, and snatched back his precious silver-filigreed staff. “You’re a fraud, Dunwoody! After a
         performance like that I’m at a loss to understand how you even got your Third Grade licence! My Aunt Hildegarde’s geriatric cat has more wizarding talent than you!”
      

      
      Stunned, Gerald stared at the uncooperative painting. Then he fished inside his overcoat and pulled out his slightly singed
         cherrywood staff. Turning, he snatched the broken pencil pieces from Scunthorpe’s desk, tapped them with his staff and uttered a joining incant, a task so simple it wasn’t even included in the Third Grade examination.
      

      
      The pencil stayed stubbornly broken.

      
      Oh God. “I don’t understand it,” he muttered. “I’ve got nothing. Nothing. How can that be? Unless—” Horrified, he stared at Scunthorpe. “Do you think I burned myself out when I short-circuited the
         inversion? Do you think channelling all that raw thaumic energy through those First Grade staffs somehow used up all my power?”
      

      
      “All what power?” roared Scunthorpe. “You don’t have any power, Dunwoody! You’re the worst excuse for a wizard I ever met! I must’ve been mad the day I took pity and gave you a job! I must’ve been raving! Get out! You’re fired!”
      

      
      Gerald felt his throat close. Fired. Again. His stomach heaved. “Mr Scunthorpe, I protest. I didn’t do anything wrong. Harold Stuttley’s the criminal here, not
         me. I don’t care what he says, I contained that thaumic inversion, I didn’t cause it. The resulting explosion was unfortunate
         but—”
      

      
      “Unfortunate?” Scunthorpe wheezed. “You mean catastrophic! Are you really this naive, Dunwoody? Stuttley’s is demanding a parliamentary
         enquiry! They’re threatening to sue the government! They want this entire Department disbanded!”
      

      
      “But – but that’s ridiculous—”

      
      “Of course it’s ridiculous!” snapped Scunthorpe. “But that’s not the point! The point is that if your head’s not rolling down
         the Department staircase in the next five minutes we will lose control of this situation!”
      

      
      “And then what? Harold Stuttley gets off scot-free?”

      
      “Never you mind about Harold Stuttley! Forget you ever heard of Harold Stuttley! This isn’t about Harold Stuttley, Dunwoody, it’s about you. Don’t you understand?You’ve embarrassed the Department and disgraced your staff.You’re finished, do you hear me? Finished! So don’t stand there staring like a poleaxed bullock! Get out of my office. Get out of the building. So that when Lord Attaby demands the privilege of personally kicking you into the street I can put my hand on my heart and
         say I don’t know where you are!”
      

      
      Gerald shook his head. “This isn’t right. I’m not going to take this lying down, Mr Scunthorpe. I’m going to—”

      
      “What?” sneered Scunthorpe. “Demand an enquiry of your own? Go on record claiming you’re a better wizard than the likes of
         Lord Attaby himself? You? A correspondence course Third Grader? Well, I suppose you can. If you insist. But you’ll never work as a wizard again, Dunwoody.
         That much I can promise you.”
      

      
      Stung, he looked at his red-faced superior. “I thought I was already finished!”

      
      Abruptly Scunthorpe’s manner softened. “You are, son. At least around here. But if you go quietly, no fuss, no indignant,
         outlandish claims and accusations, lay low for a while, well, I’m sure once the dust has settled, in a few months, a year
         maybe, some little locum agency somewhere will take you on.”
      

      
      “A year?” He almost laughed. “And what am I supposed to do in the meantime?”

      
      Scunthorpe shook his head. “Sorry. That’s not my problem. You should have thought of that before you blew up Stuttley’s. Now
         if I could just have your official badge …”
      

      
      Fingers numb, Gerald pulled his identification wallet out of his pocket and handed it over. In a final act of petulant defiance,
         he undid his official tie and thrust that at Scunthorpe as well. Then, with as much dignity as his tattered pride could muster, he turned on his
         heel and marched out of Mr Scunthorpe’s poky office.
      

      
      Mr Scunthorpe slammed the door closed behind him.

      
      Braving the gauntlet of eyes beyond it, the secretaries and the other inspectors, the visiting bodies from elsewhere in the
         DoT, he felt as insignificant as a beetle and as conspicuous as an elephant. Not one of his former colleagues said a word,
         just watched him walk past desk after desk to the lifts in hot, humiliating silence.
      

      
      Life in the street outside the DoT building continued in blissful ignorance of his latest wizarding debacle. Well-dressed,
         affluent citizens of the city were smiling, laughing even, as they bustled about their lives, the insensitive bastards. How
         could they? Didn’t they know his lifelong dream had just gone up in smoke right along with Stuttley’s bloody staff factory?
      

      
      No. They didn’t. And even if they did, would they care? Probably not. Nobody cared. Not even Reg. She’d flown off and left
         him. He was all alone. Alone, disgraced and unemployed.
      

      
      Stop snivelling, Dunwoody, he told himself derisively. Self-pity doesn’t suit you.

      
      Maybe not, but wasn’t he entitled? After three failed attempts at wizarding hadn’t he earned himself at least one small snivel?

      
      All I wanted was to be a wizard. Is that so damned much to ask?

      
      Yes. Apparently it was.

      
      The motor he’d driven out to Stuttley’s belonged to the DoT carpool. When he wasn’t on official business he caught the bus.
         Well, he couldn’t afford to do that any more. He’d have to watch every last penny now until he somehow managed to find another job. Street-sweeping, probably,
         if he decided he really couldn’t face his revolting cousins and the tailor shop his father had loved and toiled in for most
         of his working life.
      

      
      With his spirits sloshing about his ankles he headed for home, the Wizards’ Club, where he rented a room.

      
      But for how much longer he had no idea.

      
      At the time of its official opening – October 19, 1274, according to the tarnished plaque by the front doors – the Wizards’
         Club had been brand spanking new. The wrought iron gates were shiny and silent, the brass-bound front doors undented and scratchless,
         the windows unwarped, the roof tiles gleaming, and its sandstone bricks clean and creamy white like newly churned butter.
      

      
      But down the long centuries the club’s pale sandstone bricks had acquired a patina of soot and ivy; exotic weeds began a ceaseless
         war for equal squatting rights amongst the flowerbeds; and a tangled jungle of briars, blackberries and tigerteeth grew up
         to flourish like living barbed wire around the property’s perimeter, guaranteeing privacy without the tedium of having to
         regularly renew unfriendly incantations.
      

      
      Now, nearly six hundred years later, all that could be said of the club was that it was still there, defiant in its grimy
         and time-twisted old age like an ancient relative who refuses to be decently shuffled off to the Sunshine Home for Old Wizards.
      

      
      Dusk was dragging slow fingers through the tops of the ornamental amber trees as Gerald dawdled his disconsolate, chilly and
         blistered way along the quiet street. Even the starlings settling in for the night sounded derisive as they commented on his reluctant progress towards
         the club’s now rusty and slightly mangled front gates.
      

      
      His heart sank as he scanned the visitors’ car park. Errol Haythwaite’s gleaming silver Orion. James Kirkby-Hackett’s scarlet
         Chariot. Edward Cobcroft Minor’s black Zephyr. Oh lord. They were all here? So soon?
      

      
      Well, of course they were. Haythwaite and Co had probably rushed right over as soon as the news about Stuttley’s hit the streets.

      
      He perused the residents’ car park, hoping to see Monk Markham’s battered blue Invincible, but it wasn’t there. Hardly surprising.
         Monk’s current secret project for the Department’s Research and Development division had swallowed him alive, metaphorically
         speaking. He hadn’t been home for three days.
      

      
      Gerald sighed. A pity. Monk was his best friend, and such a genius not even the likes of Haythwaite and Co dared to offend
         him. What he was doing renting rooms at the club and slaving away as a civil servant when he could name his price anywhere
         in the world and have his pick of palaces to live in was a mystery.
      

      
      The lowering sun sank a little further behind the trees. He shivered.

      
      Come on, Dunwoody, you gutless worm. You can’t loiter out here on the footpath all night. Might as well get it over with.

      
      He stared at the gates. They were shut. To open them, all he had to do was wave his hand and say the word.

      
      Except …

      
      What if it didn’t work? Walking home he’d steadfastly refused to let himself dwell on that heart-stopping moment in Scunthorpe’s office when the thaumatic ether wouldn’t obey him. But now he had to think of it. What if he really
         was finished? What if that insane stunt with the First Grade staffs had burned out his meagre talent? What if the only thing
         in the world he was good for now was tailoring?
      

      
      Please, no. No. Heart thumping, he scrabbled for his cherrywood staff and waved it at the closed club gates. “Open! Open!”

      
      A spurting fizzle of power. A momentary pause that lasted for ever. Then, with a complaining groan and a flaking of rust,
         the wrought iron gates dragged sluggishly apart. He fell against them, panting. Thank you, thank you, thank you.

      
      His abilities, such as they were, had returned.

      
      Straight ahead, at the end of a long brickwork path, squatted six wide stone steps. Above them loomed the club’s ancient,
         imposing front doors. And behind those doors waited Haythwaite and Co, doubtless primed with Bellringer’s best brandy and
         salivating at the thought of dragging that upstart nobody Dunwoody down a peg or two. Because the idea of discretion or sympathy
         was as foreign to them as a delegation of ambassadors from Katzwandaland. Errol and his friends had tongues like well-sharpened
         knives and there was nothing they enjoyed more than carving up their social inferiors. Especially when those inferiors made
         spectacularly public blunders.
      

      
      On the other hand, perhaps loitering isn’t such a had idea after all.

      
      “Bloody hell,” he said to the fading sky. “When did I turn into such a coward?”

      
      Heart colliding painfully with his ribs, he walked through the gates.

      
      The club’s parquet reception area was blessedly deserted. Blinking in the carefully cultivated gloom Gerald checked his pigeonhole and found a letter from his globe-trotting parents. This one was postmarked Darsheppe. He had to think for a moment where that was. Oh, yes. Capital city of Hortopia. Halfway round the world. Suddenly that seemed
         even further away than it actually was.
      

      
      As he stared at his mother’s sprawling scrawl he found himself torn between relief that they weren’t here to witness his latest
         disaster, and sharp sorrow that he’d disappointed them again. That was the trouble with being the only offspring: no sibling
         shoulders to help carry the burden of familial expectations.
      

      
      Mr Pinchgut, the club’s retainer and general factotum, emerged from his tiny office set underneath the grand staircase that
         led up to the private apartments. He saw Gerald and stopped. From the angle of his bushy eyebrows and the particular stiffness
         of his tail-coated spine it was clear he’d heard all about Stuttley’s. Gerald tucked the letter into his pocket and nodded
         at him.
      

      
      “Mr Pinchgut.”

      
      The retainer favoured him with a frosty bow. “Mr Dunwoody.”

      
      He sighed. “Would it help if I said it wasn’t my fault?”

      
      Mr Pinchgut thawed, ever so slightly. “I’m sure it’s not for me to comment, sir.”

      
      “Even so. It wasn’t.”

      
      Another bow. “Yes, sir. May I say I hope that’s a comforting thought?”

      
      “You may,” he said, heading for the stairs. “But we both know you’d be wasting your breath.”

      
      The staircase stopped being grand after the first two flights because all the posh apartments were on the first and second
         floors. For the next two flights it was plain but serviceable, just like the rooms it led to. After that the stairs became narrow, uneven and downright higgledy-piggledy, which was also a fair description of
         the cheap rooms crammed beneath the roof of the building. Puffing, Gerald staggered on up to his bedsit.
      

      
      It was tucked away at the rear of the club’s top floor. Squashed cheek-to-jowl inside were a saggymattressed single bed, a
         lopsided wardrobe, a narrow cupboard, a three-legged card table, a rickety chair, a very skinny bookcase and a single temperamental
         gas ring. Mysterious plumbing groaned and gurgled at all hours of the day and night. The bathroom he shared with six other
         wizards was on the next floor down. This meant a chamber-pot, which added a certain piquancy to the atmosphere. There was
         one miserly window with a fine view of the noisome compost heap and only two places where he could stand completely upright
         without cracking his head on an exposed roof beam.
      

      
      “Reg?” he called softly as he kicked the bedsit door unstuck and shoehorned himself inside. “Reg, are you here?”

      
      A resounding silence was the only reply. He flicked on the light-switch and looked around, but the room was empty.

      
      Dammit. Where the hell was she? He’d left the window open, just in case. She should be here, all broody and complaining on the tacky, revolting old ram skull she insisted on using for a perch. Eating a mouse
         and leaving the tail on the floor because tails always get stuck halfway down. Why wasn’t she here? They’d quarrelled before.
         Hell, they quarrelled practically every day. Just because he’d lost his temper and called her a moulting feather duster with
         the manners of a brain-damaged hen, was that any reason to fly off in high dudgeon and not come back?
      

      
      Had she gone for good?

      
      Scrunching down to avoid the rafters, he crossed to the window and stuck his head out. The last of the daylight was almost
         gone and the first faint stars were starting to sparkle. A thin rind of moon teetered low on the distant horizon. All in all,
         it was a beautiful evening.
      

      
      He couldn’t have cared less.

      
      “Reg!” he called in the loudest stage whisper he could manage. “Reg, are you out here?”

      
      Nothing.

      
      “Don’t be an idiot,” he told himself sternly. “She’s fine. She’s only a bird on the outside. Anybody who tries to mess with
         Reg is making their last mistake. She’ll be back. She’s just trying to wind you up.”
      

      
      And it was working, dammit.

      
      Defeated, Gerald pulled his head back into the room and slumped on the edge of his horrible bed. Two more springs died, noisily.

      
      His stomach grumbled. Lunch had been hours ago and he’d been a bit busy since then, one way and another. But steak and chips
         in the club’s dining room was an expense he could no longer afford and anyway … Errol Haythwaite and his ghastly friends were
         downstairs.
      

      
      He didn’t have the heart to face them. Not without Monk Markham as back up, at least. And if that made him a coward then fine.
         He was a coward.
      

      
      There was a tin of baked beans in the cupboard, and a can opener, and a spoon, for emergencies. If this didn’t qualify as
         an emergency he didn’t know what did.
      

      
      Bloody hell. I hate baked beans.

      
      Morose, disconsolate and feeling more alone than he’d ever felt in his life, he went about eating his pathetic, solitary supper.

   
      
      
CHAPTER THREE


      
      

      
      Melissande heard the commotion when she was still one dingy corridor away from the palace’s Large Audience Chamber. Raised
         voices. Indignant expostulations. The rat-a-tat-tat of ebony canes on marble-tiled flooring. She felt her insides clench. Her brisk footsteps slowed, and her heart suddenly
         felt too large for her chest.
      

      
      Someone was arguing with Lional.

      
      She started hurrying again, breath caught in her throat. More than likely it was the Council. Oh, how could they be so stupid? Didn’t they understand her brother yet? When were they going to realise that Lional wasn’t his father? The late king had
         been a kind, mostly ineffectual man who was more than happy to let the Council run the kingdom on his behalf. Leave him alone
         to potter in his gardens and trundle out once or twice a year for public display and he was perfectly content.
      

      
      Lional wasn’t. For a start, he didn’t like gardens. Even less did he like being told what to do by a bunch of nattering old
         men. The only thing Lional and the late king had in common was the name. And in the last few months, as kingship took its toll, Lional’s temper had grown markedly short.
      

      
      Fearing the worst she sprinted the final eight yards and skidded around the corner to the audience chamber’s reception area.
         Now she could make out actual words in the shouting. Words like “foolish” and “ridiculous” and “misguided”.
      

      
      Saint Snodgrass preserve them.

      
      Her other brother was sitting in a plush red velvet chair, his bony nose stuck in a book as usual. From the ratty state of
         his britches and jacket he’d come straight from his butterfly house. It was possible he’d even slept there last night; half
         a green butterfly wing was caught in his hair and he had a rumpled, unbedlike look. Ignoring the shouting and the two discomfited
         attendants on either side of the open chamber doors, she rushed up to him and snatched the book from his hands.
      

      
      “Rupert! What’s going on? What are they yelling about now, do you know?”

      
      Rupert blinked at her myopically. “What are who yelling about? Oh! You mean Lional and the Council?” He shrugged. “Haven’t
         a clue, Melly. Sorry. I was engrossed in a particularly fascinating chapter about the mating habits of the Larger Crested
         Swamp Butterfly of Lower Limpopo.” A gleam of passion shone in his faded blue eyes. “I’d give just about anything to have
         one in my collection but the Lower Limpopo government is so unreasonable when it comes to exporting their native fauna. I’ve
         even asked Court Wizard Greenfeather to help, since he’s from Lower Limpopo and seems to know everybody important, but—”
      

      
      “Rupert!” Confiscated book pinned between her knees, Melissande clapped her hands sharply in front of his face. “Are you sure you don’t
         know what they’re yelling about?”
      

      
      “Positive,” said Rupert cheerfully. He wiggled his fingers at her. “Can I have my book back, please?”
      

      
      Swallowing an impatient sigh she shoved it at him. There was no point getting angry with Rupert. He was a darling man, a sweet
         and thoughtful brother, but not even an adoring sister could call him the brightest candle in the palace chandelier.
      

      
      Inside the audience chamber the shouting stopped. She heard Lional say, “Raise your voices to me one more time, gentlemen,
         and there will be consequences, is that clear?”
      

      
      There was a moment’s silence and then the voices resumed. This time they were pitched at a respectful murmur.

      
      “Whoops,” said Rupert, wincing. “I think they’ve really made him cross this time.”

      
      Melissande slumped into the chair beside him. “They always do, the silly old fools.You’d think they’d learn.” With a sigh,
         she patted Rupert’s threadbare knee. “What brings you here, anyway?”
      

      
      He brightened. “I need permission to leave the country. There’s a terribly important symposium in Aframbigi I want to attend.
         ‘Natural Mutations Arising From Captive Lepidoptery Breeding Programs.’ It’s being chaired by Professor Sunyi herself!” He
         released a tiny, ecstatic sigh. “I’ve read every book and pamphlet she’s ever written. The idea of meeting her—”
      

      
      “Is pretty much out of the question,” she said, as gently as she could. “Balloon season’s over and the Kallarapi are still
         refusing nonessential camel-train passage.”
      

      
      Rupert’s expression turned mulish. “There’s still the portal.”

      
      “The portal? Don’t be silly, Rupert. Lional will never let you use it. Not for a butterfly symposium.”
      

      
      “He might. If I ask him nicely.”
      

      
      Dear Rupert. Deluded, ever-hopeful Rupert. There was no point arguing, either. The only trait he and their older brother had
         in common was a streak of stubbornness as wide as the Kallarapi Desert. She patted his knee again. Sometimes she felt like
         Rupert’s mother, not his little sister.
      

      
      “Yes, Rupe.You can always ask.”

      
      “Don’t worry, I will.” He sniffed. “Why do you want to see him?”

      
      “I don’t. I was summoned.” She chewed at a fingernail. “I hope it’s not about finishing school again. How many more times
         can I say no? For pity’s sake, I’m nearly twenty-one! Finishing school would finish me all right, but not in the way he thinks. And anyway, I don’t have time.”
      

      
      “Because of your correspondence course with Madame—”

      
      “Shhh!” she hissed, and glanced at the po-faced chamber attendants. They never looked as though they were listening but one couldn’t
         be too careful. She lowered her voice. “Partly. And I have a feeling I should be here.”
      

      
      “But Mel …” said Rupert anxiously, “you might not have a choice. After all, Lional’s the king now. Father didn’t much mind
         what any of us did so long as we weren’t running all over his flowerbeds. But Lional’s got views. Especially about being contradicted.”
      

      
      She waved a dismissive hand. “I’m his little sister. Putting me in prison wouldn’t look good. Besides, Lional’s bark is far
         worse than his bite, you know that.” She patted his knee again. “Don’t worry.”
      

      
      Rupert smoothed his thin fingers over the cover of his precious book. “Well, I hope you’re right, Mel. But I still think you
         should reconsider. You never know, finishing school might be fun and at least it’d get you away from here for a—”
      

      
      “Dismissed?” roared a voice from inside the audience chamber. “The entire Council? Is Your Majesty quite mad?”

      
      “Mad? No!” was Lional’s cold reply. “But I am sorely tempted to serve you your liver fried with onions for daring to take
         that tone with me, your king!”
      

      
      Melissande and Rupert leapt to their feet. Even the diplomatically deaf, dumb and blind chamber attendants quivered. “That
         sounded like Lord Billingsley,” Rupert whispered hoarsely. “He always was a bit tactless.”
      

      
      “There’s tactless and then there’s suicidal,” Melissande whispered back. She felt Rupert’s cold hand groping for hers and
         wrapped her fingers round it. “I’m sorry, Rupe, but I think asking Lional for permission to leave the country will have to
         wait.”
      

      
      Rupert nodded. “Yes. D’you want me to stay anyway? You know, for moral support?”

      
      A fresh babble of angry voices rose within the audience chamber. “No, I’ll be fine. You go. We both know Lional in a temper
         gives you hives.”
      

      
      He let go of her hand. “Well,” he said, sounding relieved. “If you’re sure …”

      
      She was certain. Rupert got on Lional’s nerves even more than Lord Billingsley and the rest of the Council. All her life she’d
         pushed herself between them like a wodge of cotton wool, preventing unfortunate breakages.
      

      
      “Positive.” She stretched up and kissed his stubbly cheek. “I’ll see you at dinner, all right? Say hello to the butterflies
         for me – and don’t forget to shave. Lional’s got views about that too, remember?”
      

      
      Rupert departed, clutching his book. A moment later Lional’s Council – his former Council – filed out of the audience chamber. Their expressions were identically thunderous. Ebony cane tips rapping the floor,
         they muttered to one another under their wheezing breaths as they limped and shuffled into the chamber’s reception area, a
         group of old men whose aggregate age approached a staggering one thousand years.
      

      
      No wonder Lional was tired of them.

      
      Lord Billingsley, the youngest at seventy-six, paused to look down his bulbous nose at her. Like his colleagues he was dressed
         in the height of courtly fashion: striped trousers, tail coat and boiled shirt, with half a diamond mine’s worth of stick
         pins and gewgaws thrust into his polka-dot silk cravat.
      

      
      “Your Highness.”

      
      She nodded. “Lord Billingsley.”

      
      “Here to see the king?”

      
      “That’s right.”

      
      “Then I suggest you take a moment to talk some sense into him!” Billingsley snapped. His left eye twitched uncontrollably,
         threatening to shoot his monocle clear across the room. “He seems to have completely lost his reason!”
      

      
      What could she say? The stuffy old man might well be right. It did seem crazy for Lional to dismiss the Council. He might
         be the king but he could hardly run the country on his own. However, agreeing with Billingsley meant disagreeing with Lional
         and that was treason. Technically, anyway. If Lional overheard he might ship her off to finishing school out of pique, no
         matter how old she was or how many times she declined the offer.
      

      
      She graced Lord Billingsley with her most imperious smile. “Like you, my lord, I am His Majesty’s loyal and obedient subject.
         If, during our audience, he asks me to talk some sense into him I will certainly attempt to do so. Was there anything else?”
      

      
      Lord Billingsley cast a glance towards his colleagues, huddling like elderly sheep at the reception entrance, and made a great
         show of harrumphing and pretending he’d got the answer he wanted. Then he bowed, creakily.
      

      
      “Not at this moment, Your Highness. Doubtless this is but a temporary state of affairs. I’m sure His Majesty will soon come
         to regret this decision. We will return to our estates now and await our recall. Good day.”
      

      
      Watching the offended Council members retreat, she almost felt sorry for them. All those years running the show behind the
         scenes while her father the cabbage king played figurehead … and now here was Lional. At nearly thirty he was less than half
         Lord Billingsley’s age, and to the Council’s mind scarcely old enough to shave unassisted. Throwing his weight around. Inconveniently
         insisting that kings had more important things to do than poison aphids and peruse seed catalogues.
      

      
      “Melissande!” a deceptively sweet voice called from within the audience chamber. “I’m waiting!”
      

      
      She sighed and looked to the rigidly noncommital chamber attendants. The one on the right banged his ceremonial pikestaff
         on the floor and said, unnecessarily, “His Majesty will see you now, Your Highness.”
      

      
      “Apparently. Don’t bother announcing me, Willis.” She poked a couple of escaping hairpins back into her slapdash bun, squared
         her shoulders and marched into the enormous, echoing audience chamber.
      

      
      Lional was down off his throne, standing instead by the large leadlight windows in the grandiose room’s far wall. Shafting
         sunlight turned his wavy hair to burnished gold and sparkled the rubies and emeralds in his crown. Long and lean, he wore his dark green silks like
         a second skin. His thickly lashed blue eyes were luminous, his wide cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass. His skin was lightly
         golden, and blooming fresh like a child’s. Every inch of him shrieked athletic elegance and grace. He looked like a living
         legend.
      

      
      It was hard to believe they were related.

      
      A fat orange cat wove complicated patterns around his booted ankles. Tavistock. She didn’t like Lional’s pet, but the fact
         that he loved it without reservation gave her heart when his casual inconsiderations drove her to swearing and sometimes to
         tears.
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