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‘I want to find out what happened to that girl Richard was holding,’ I said.

Rachel’s head snapped around to stare at me and she went utterly still. ‘You were still free to move around back then,’ I said. ‘What happened to her after I—?’

‘She sent you, didn’t she?’ Rachel whispered.

‘What? Who?’

‘Get out.’

I opened my mouth to answer … and my precognition screamed a warning. Rachel was standing tense, frozen, but if I spoke a single word she was going to come at me with all her power and do her absolute best to kill me. ‘Get out,’ Rachel whispered again.

I began to back away. ‘Del,’ Cinder rumbled, looking suddenly uneasy.

‘Get out.’ Rachel’s voice rose suddenly to a scream, echoing in the empty building. ‘Get out. GET OUT! GET OUT! GET—’
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The night was warm and still. Through the open windows of my flat a gentle breeze blew, faint scents carrying on the air: tarmac, burnt rubber, the distant smell of a barbecue. The street outside was filled with the steady whisper of traffic, voices rising briefly above the background noise before fading into it again, and from two blocks over came the rhythmic thump of club music. A helicopter was prowling the skies above, tracking the wail of police sirens, and from time to time it would pass overhead in a clatter of rotors.

Inside, my flat was peaceful. Flies moved in lazy arcs under the light, and birds and animals looked quietly down from the pictures on the walls. The coffee table had been moved to the centre of the room; it was covered with cardboard hexes and wooden playing pieces, and four out of the five of us were sitting around it. Sonder and I were on chairs, Luna was sitting cross-legged on a beanbag and Variam was at one end of the sofa, scowling down at his cards. At the other end of the sofa and a little way from the game was Anne, curled up with her legs tucked under her.

‘Uh, Variam?’ Sonder said. Sonder has messy black hair and glasses, and always seems to have a permanent air of scruffiness about him as though he’s just slept in his clothes. ‘Your turn.’

Variam picked up the dice and threw them without looking. ‘Seven.’

Luna stretched to see. ‘That’s an eight, you idiot.’

Sonder perked up. ‘Awesome! Five ore, two grain.’

Variam ignored them both. ‘We should be practising,’ he told me.

‘You’ve been practising for weeks,’ I said, waiting for Sonder to finish scooping cards before taking my own.

‘It’s better than just sitting here.’

‘Are you done?’ Sonder asked Variam.

Variam nodded and Sonder picked up the dice. ‘We could do more combat drills,’ Variam said as Sonder made his roll.

‘You don’t need more combat drills.’

‘She does,’ Variam said, pointing at Anne.

Luna looked at Variam in annoyance. ‘Your appointment tomorrow’s for a consultation, not a battle,’ I said before Luna could start an argument. ‘She just wants to find out a bit about you. I’ll be surprised if she even asks you to cast a spell.’

Sonder hesitated, looking between us.

‘We might need to show her what we can do,’ Variam said.

‘Variam, she’s a little old lady,’ I said. ‘She lives in a terraced house in Brondesbury. She is not going to want you to show her how well you can incinerate things.’

Variam sat back with an aggravated look.

‘Um,’ Sonder said. ‘I’ll get a city and a development card.’ He pushed the dice over to Luna. ‘Your turn.’

Luna waited for Sonder to withdraw his hand before picking up the dice and rolling them. To my mage’s sight Luna’s curse appeared as a silvery aura, twining around her limbs and body like living mist. Silver tendrils played over the dice as they bounced and disappeared once the dice came to rest. ‘Seven,’ Luna said with satisfaction. ‘Let’s see, I think the robber can go …’ – she picked up the black piece and traced a circle with it over the board – ‘… there.’ She set it down in the middle of Variam’s settlements and held out a hand, fingers extended. ‘Gimme.’

Variam woke up. ‘What?’

‘Card, please.’

‘Why are you going for me? They’re going to win!’

‘Annoying you is more fun. Card, please.’

Variam scowled and held his cards out with poor grace. Luna took her time over picking one, making Variam’s scowl deepen before she plucked one out. The silver mist of her curse pulled in close to her fingers as she did. Luna’s curse brings bad luck, and it’s quite lethal: even a strand of that mist is dangerous and skin-to-skin contact is deadly. Once upon a time Luna would never have been able to get so close to another person without putting them at risk, but she’s been training to control her curse for nearly a year and a half now and it’s paid off. The silver mist was layered near to her skin, bright and dense, and only a few faint traces had spread to the playing pieces, leaving them bathed in tiny silver auras. The auras around the items weren’t a problem: her curse doesn’t do much to objects. Living creatures are another story.

The dice came around to me, and after the resources had been counted out I looked at my hand. The first to ten points would win, and I had eight. Glancing into the future in which I turned over the top development card, I saw that it was a victory point. ‘Settlement,’ I said, placing the wooden playing piece down on the map, then rose to my feet. ‘I’m getting a drink; you guys want something?’

‘Could I have some water?’ Sonder asked.

‘I kind of want a drink but I’m not sure what,’ Luna said.

‘I think there’s some of the cordial I made yesterday left,’ Anne said in her soft voice. ‘The elderflower and lime?’

Luna perked up. ‘Oh, that was nice.’

I walked into the kitchen, took the bottle out of the fridge and was just filling a glass when I felt the presence behind me. I held out the drink without looking and it was taken from my hand after a moment’s pause. ‘Thank you,’ Anne said.

Anne is tall and slim, only an inch or so shorter than me, with black hair that brushes her shoulders and reddish-brown eyes. She looks striking, but she’s got a quiet, unobtrusive manner that tends not to draw attention. ‘What’s up?’ I asked, filling another glass.

‘You could have won that game, couldn’t you?’ Anne said.

I turned with a smile. ‘Guess I need a better poker face.’

Back in the living room I could hear raised voices: Variam and Luna had started arguing again. ‘Were you letting them win?’ Anne asked curiously.

‘To win I’d have needed Luna or Vari to trade me their cards,’ I said. ‘Probably could have convinced them but I’d have had to lie.’

‘You don’t think it’s worth it?’

‘I’ve done enough shady stuff,’ I said. ‘I’d rather stay friends unless I’ve got a really good reason not to.’

Anne gave a smile but it faded quickly. She glanced back over her shoulder, up at the cupboards.

‘Something wrong?’ I said.

‘There’s someone outside.’

I straightened, suddenly alert. ‘Where?’

Anne is a life mage, and a powerful one. Most people think ‘life mage’ means ‘healer’ and they’re half right, but life magic is far more than that – it gives control over every aspect of a living creature, healing or harming with a touch. Life mages can sense life, ‘seeing’ living creatures, and Anne’s particularly good at it. Her accuracy is amazing: she can learn more in a minute just by looking at you than a doctor could work out in twenty-four hours with a full hospital’s worth of equipment. I’ve never been able to figure out exactly how she does it, though she’s tried to explain it a couple of times. She just seems to read a person’s body in the same way that you or I can read the expression on someone’s face.

On a practical note, this makes Anne really, really good at spotting people – she can notice them through walls, floors and even solid rock if she feels like it, and if she’s ever met them she can recognise them with perfect accuracy. ‘He was down on the street,’ Anne said. ‘I didn’t pay any attention at first but … he moved away and came up to the rooftop. It looked like he was trying to watch us.’

‘Who is he?’

‘I’ve never met him before,’ Anne said. ‘He’s about eighteen years old, not very big or strong but he’s healthy, and he’s on his own.’ She pointed up through the wall at a slight angle. ‘About seventy feet that way.’

‘No one’s after you or Vari at the moment, are they?’

‘Not that I know of,’ Anne said simply.

There was a reason I was asking. Anne and Variam are what you might call very advanced apprentices: they aren’t mages but they’re experienced enough that they probably should be. Four years ago they got involved with a Dark mage called Sagash. The official story (at least, the story the Council believes) is that Anne and Variam entered Sagash’s service as apprentices before leaving nine months later. What actually happened was that Sagash kidnapped Anne and tortured her until she did what she was told. Variam went looking for her and when he tracked her down there was an almighty battle. Their next stop was a rakshasa named Jagadev, who arranged for their entry into the Light apprentice programme and took them into his household right up until last winter, when Anne got arrested by the Council on suspicion of being an accessory to murder. In the aftermath Jagadev kicked them out and I let them move into my flat. When you have a history like that you attract a lot of attention, and in the time I’d known Anne and Variam they’d been hunted by assassins, constructs, a pair of Council Keepers and two different Dark mages, just for starters. It’s not that they look for trouble but it does seem to follow them around.

Of course, Anne and Variam aren’t the only ones with a bad reputation. The Council thinks I was trained as a Dark apprentice too – the difference is, in my case they’re right, and if our mystery guest wasn’t after Anne or Variam there was a good chance he was after me. But while we’d been talking I’d had the time to confirm he was there and I’d gathered enough information to decide that he wasn’t any immediate threat. My abilities aren’t as good as Anne’s at analysing living creatures but they’re much better for sensing danger, and I’d already decided I could handle this on my own. ‘I’ll go have a chat,’ I told Anne.

Anne hesitated, glancing back at the living room.

‘I’ll be okay,’ I said. ‘When Vari and Luna finish arguing and Sonder wins on his next turn, tell them I’ll be back in five minutes.’

Anne looked concerned but nodded. ‘Be careful.’

The roof of my flat has a great view. It’s not especially high, but it’s right in the middle of the densest part of Camden. Brickwork and bridges and parapets and aerials and chimneys reach up all around, surrounding you in a sea of buildings as though you’re looking out over a horizon made from the cityscape. It was a clear night and a few fuzzy stars shone down from above, struggling against the light pollution, while to the left a crescent moon was rising. The scent of food drifted on the warm air: Indian from the restaurants at the end of the street, Italian from the one a block over, barbecue from the gardens near the canal. I moved into a chimney’s shadow and let the darkness cover me.

The guy trying to spy on us was three rooftops over, and as I got a closer look I mentally changed his designation from ‘guy’ to ‘kid’. I could have snuck up on him without too much trouble, but as I looked into the future I saw that he was going to come my way before long. I settled down to wait.

A few minutes passed. The helicopter that had been buzzing around the council estate to the south passed overhead again, the discordant clatter of the rotors drowning out everything else until it lost interest and flew away north, its lights blinking white-green-red in the night. A pack of teenagers in hoodies swaggered down the street below us, shouting drunkenly; there was the tinkling crash of a bottle breaking followed by a scuffle and a yell. Once the street was quiet again the kid left the cover of his rooftop and crept towards my hiding place.

Divination magic works by sensing probabilities. To me, potential futures appear as lines of light against the darkness – the brighter and more vivid, the more likely. By glancing over the futures in which I stepped out into the kid’s line of sight I could watch him despite the objects between us, and as I did I kept an eye on the futures of the kid’s actions. Most of them showed a sudden flurry of movement as he saw me, while in a few he continued to move steadily, unaware. I saw that the futures in which he stayed unaware of me were the ones in which I moved left around the chimney and I did just that, matching my actions to the futures in which I was undetected. I hardly had to pay attention to do it; I’ve had so much practice at using my divination for stealth that it’s become automatic. The kid passed by, oblivious, and walked onto the roof of my flat.

I’d had time to do a fairly thorough scan of the rooftops around us, flicking through the futures in which I went searching in different directions, and I was pretty sure the kid was alone. As I watched, he moved to the ladder leading down to my balcony and crouched, peering over the edge. I rose silently from behind the chimney and walked quietly up behind him, stopping ten feet away. ‘Looking for someone?’ I said to his back.

The kid jumped, trying to leap up, spin around and look in every direction all at once. He nearly fell over the edge, and as he saw me he scrambled to reach into his jacket, fumbling out a weapon. It was a short combat knife, about the length of his hand, and he promptly dropped it with a clatter. He bent down to grab it, nearly fell off the roof again and finally got it pointing in my direction, breathing fast.

I watched the whole thing with an expression of mild interest. ‘Finished?’

The kid didn’t answer, staring at me with wide eyes.

‘So I’m guessing you’re looking for me?’ I said.

Silence. The kid was Chinese, though looking through the futures I could tell he spoke with a London accent: I pegged him as British-born. He was small and wiry, and looked quick. ‘You know,’ I said, ‘if you’re just going to stand there staring this is going to be a really one-sided conversation.’

Yet more silence. I opened my mouth to make another snarky comment and stopped as I suddenly recognised the emotion in the kid’s eyes. He was terrified – not just jumpy but scared out of his wits. And the person he was terrified of was me.

I’m really not used to people being afraid of me. Don’t get me wrong, a lot of mages get uneasy around diviners, but it’s because they think you might dig out their secrets – they know a diviner’s no physical threat. And while secrets can be as deadly as any other weapon in the magical world, fear is an instinctual thing. When you know you can beat someone up it’s a lot harder to be scared of them.

Obviously this kid hadn’t gotten that particular memo. He was practically paralysed, to the point where it looked like he could barely move. I wasn’t worried about the knife – from what I could see he looked more likely to stab himself than anyone else. ‘Who sent you?’ I said, my voice sharp and commanding. I didn’t ask who he was – this guy was a pawn, not a king.

The tone of voice worked and the kid mumbled an answer before he could stop himself. ‘Will.’

‘You his apprentice?’ I asked. The kid stared at me in obvious confusion and I cocked my head. He wasn’t acting like a mage. ‘Adept, then?’

He started and I nodded to myself. ‘Okay, what do you want to know?’

‘Huh?’

I shrugged. ‘You came here to find something out, right? Let’s hear it.’

The kid continued to stare at me. Apparently this hadn’t been in the script.

‘Okay, look,’ I said. ‘Could we speed this up? I’ve got company over and don’t take this personally, but you’re not turning out to be the most fascinating conversation partner.’

‘Are—’ The kid’s voice wavered and he swallowed. ‘You’re Verus, aren’t you?’

‘Yes. I’m the big bad scary Verus.’

‘What were you doing?’ the kid said.

I stared at him for a second before answering slowly and carefully. ‘I was playing a board game.’

The kid hesitated. ‘So you’ve discovered my secret,’ I said. ‘Congrats.’ I nodded to the knife. ‘Now put that away. You obviously don’t have a clue how to use it.’

By the way, just in case any of you are thinking about trying this at home, this is not how you’re supposed to handle a nervous guy with a knife. If someone pulls a weapon on you, the correct response is to run – or if you can’t manage that, to deck them before they get the chance to draw it. But I’d been looking into the futures in which I engaged the kid and it was woefully obvious that he had absolutely no idea how to use the thing. If I went for him it was three to one that he’d fall off the roof and probably stab himself in the process.

The kid started and looked down at the blade – he’d obviously forgotten he was holding it – but didn’t lower the weapon. I sighed, suddenly running out of patience. Oh, screw this. I walked to one side. ‘Get out of here.’

The kid stared at me again. ‘Beat it,’ I said, gesturing. I’d left the kid a clear path back where he came. ‘If your boss wants to spy on me, tell him to come do it himself.’

The kid looked from me to the empty darkness and began slowly moving away, trying to retreat and watch me at the same time. I took another look into the futures and saw how easy it would be to take him down. Lunge, grab, twist and he’d be on the ground. The knife would be out of his hand and into mine, and then we could have a nice long chat about exactly who’d sent him here.

I didn’t do it. I would have, once. A spy usually just means someone’s being nosy but it can also mean they’re thinking about making a move on you, which means that it’s fairly common for mages who realise they’re being spied on to shoot first and ask questions later. On top of that, the kind of people I used to hang out with tended to assume that not reacting to a potential threat with immediate violence was a sign of weakness. It might be nothing but why take the chance?

But here’s the thing about living like a paranoid hermit: it sucks. It’s impossible to explain just how tired you can get of violence; that weary feeling where you see someone who’s looking for trouble and want to ask, ‘Do we really have to do this?’ The more time I spent with Luna and Sonder and Variam and Anne, the more I realised that I liked not treating everyone I met as a potential threat. Going after the kid and interrogating him felt like stepping away from that, and I didn’t want to do it. So I stood and watched as he edged around me. Once he had a clear line of retreat he turned and ran into the darkness. The sound of racing footsteps faded and I was alone.

Now that I look back, I wonder what would have happened if I’d done things differently. If I’d spoken or acted another way, could I have avoided the whole ugly mess? Or would it just have made things worse? Maybe someone else could have managed it. I don’t know.

But at the time I had no idea what was coming. I just waited to make sure the kid was gone, then headed back down to my flat to tell Anne and the others the story.

I woke the next morning to the pleasant feeling of light and warmth. From long habit the first thing I did was scan the future for danger, looking for the tell-tale flashes of threats and violence. Absolutely nothing came up and I stayed relaxed, turning to get my head out of the light before opening my eyes. The sun was streaming into my bedroom, the rays lighting up my bed and carpet in brilliant colour and, glancing up through the window, I could see a bright blue sky. It was going to be a clear summer’s day.

My bedroom’s a comfortable size, with two tall windows that let in the morning sun and give a view out onto the rooftops of Camden. The walls are white and bare except for a couple of pictures I inherited from the previous owner, and there’s a long desk that’s usually cluttered with whatever magic items I’m working on at the moment. A door leads into the living room. From under the door I could smell something tasty coming from the kitchen and I didn’t even need to look to know that Anne was there. I wasn’t in a hurry so I just lay there in my bed, enjoying the sun and quiet while lazily looking through the futures ahead of me. Once I was completely awake I got up and took a few steps on the carpet in my bare feet, stretching my legs before dressing and opening the door.

The living room was neat and clean except for the corner with Variam’s camp-bed, which looked as though it had been converted into a nest for a medium-sized tornado. Variam has a ridiculous amount of energy and only sleeps about six hours a night, which usually means that by the time I’m up he’s already left the house. I washed, shaved and wandered into the kitchen where Anne was making breakfast.

Since Anne and Variam had moved in last winter, my home had gone from a fairly lonely place to something more like a shared house. It had been eight months since Anne and Variam had arrived, and between seeing them and taking lessons from me Luna was spending so much time here that she might as well be living here too. We’d all had plenty of time to learn each other’s quirks, and one of the first things we’d found out was everyone else’s cooking styles. My cooking can be best described as functional. I’m one of those people who doesn’t care much about food – I like it enough to appreciate it when it’s done well, but not enough to learn to get really good. The end result is edible, but I don’t think there’s much chance anyone’s ever going to get excited about eating it.

Anne’s a superb cook. She told us that she grew up doing the cooking for her house and it shows – she can make a meal out of literally anything and it’ll taste good. Luna isn’t bad but she’s accident-prone. The bad luck from her curse might not affect her but it works just fine on everything else, and putting her in an environment filled with lit fires, sharp knives and potentially poisonous substances is just a really bad idea. Her last attempt at oil-frying is the reason I’ve got a CO2 extinguisher mounted on the wall. Variam is terrible. His dishes come in three flavours: scorched, charred and burnt to a crisp. I have the suspicion that he makes it awful on purpose just so he doesn’t get asked to do it again, but I can’t prove it.

Anne met me with a smile and a plate of delicious fried stuff. ‘Anne, I love you,’ I said as I took it from her.

Anne laughed. ‘You probably say that to any woman who feeds you.’

‘I didn’t say it to the last woman who used this kitchen before you and Luna.’ I sat down at the table and started eating. It tasted as good as it smelled.

‘Really?’

‘Yeah,’ I said between mouthfuls. ‘Turned out she was working for a guy who wanted to kill us. She helped catch me and Luna so he could have a try at murdering us both. Was one of my more spectacularly dysfunctional break-ups.’

Anne paused and looked at me. ‘You’re not joking, are you?’

‘I’ll tell you the story sometime,’ I said. ‘Vari gone out?’

‘He went for a run.’ Anne took the remainder of the sausages, hash browns and bacon from the pan and divided them in two. Half went on her plate and the other half in another pan which she closed carefully.

I nodded at the pan. ‘For Vari?’

‘Mm-hm.’ Anne took her plate over and sat opposite me. She had just as much food as I did. Anne might be thin but she eats a lot.

‘It really annoys Luna that you’re always so nice to him.’

‘I know,’ Anne said with a rueful look. ‘I keep telling her I don’t mind.’

I laughed. ‘You never mind being nice to people.’

‘Well … maybe sometimes,’ Anne said with a quick smile. ‘Vari can be bad-tempered but he’s not a bully. He never tries to control anyone. And … he’s a little nervous at the moment.’

I looked at Anne in surprise. ‘Why now?’

‘He’s worried we’ve been looking for a master for too long,’ Anne said. ‘We’re not really supposed to be in the apprentice programme, are we? Vari thinks that the longer this goes on, the more chance someone will start paying attention to us.’

Well, that spoiled the fun a bit. I didn’t answer but Anne was watching me and I knew she could already tell from my reaction that Vari was right.

One of the reasons I’d invited Anne and Variam to stay with me last winter had been for their protection. They’re not recognised members of magical society but I am (just about) and the idea had been that I’d try to find them a master. Unfortunately that had proved a lot harder than I’d expected. It turns out that if you add up the number of novice mages in Britain looking for a master and the number of qualified and respected Light or independent master mages looking for an apprentice, there are way more applicants than places. And Anne and Variam’s record only made things worse – to most Light and independent mages, being associated with a Dark mage, a rakshasa and a murder investigation is sort of the equivalent of being a terrorist, an illegal immigrant and a registered sex offender all at once. By this point I’d been at it for more than half a year and it was starting to feel depressingly like job-hunting, right down to the ‘we regret to inform you’ rejection letters and the creeping sense of futility.

The one bit of good news was that Anne and Variam were still enrolled in the Light apprentice programme, a kind of university structure where apprentices are taught in small classes, meaning that even if they don’t have a master they still have opportunities for study. Problem is, you’re not supposed to be allowed into the programme unless you’re sponsored. Jagadev had arranged for Anne and Variam’s entry, and when the two of them had moved into my flat people had assumed I’d taken over their sponsorship, even though officially I hadn’t. If I petitioned I might be able to manage it … but then again I might not, and whether or not it worked it would draw all the wrong kinds of attention. ‘Do you want to push harder?’ I asked Anne.

‘How?’

‘You know why you’ve been turned down so much,’ I said. ‘It’s the whole history with Sagash and Jagadev.’ I hesitated, choosing my words carefully. ‘There are mages who’d be less concerned by that.’

‘Dark mages?’ Anne said quietly.

‘Not all of them,’ I said. ‘It’s just … Look, so far I’ve been pretty picky about the mages I’ve approached. If anything’s made me even a little bit twitchy, I’ve steered clear. I could change that. It’s not something I want to do, but … as things stand right now you and Vari have absolutely no rights under mage law. Living with me gives you a little protection but not much, and it’s not like I’m exactly short on enemies. I don’t like the idea of you guys signing up with a mage I don’t trust but in the long run it might actually make you both safer.’

Anne had listened quietly as I spoke, watching me closely. As I finished my food she thought for a second and shook her head. ‘No.’

‘Not all of them are going to be bad. They’re just ones I’m not sure about.’

‘Then I don’t want to go near them. I don’t want to be apprenticed to a mage I don’t trust. I’d rather have no master than a bad one.’

‘It might take a while…’

‘Then I’ll wait,’ Anne said. ‘I don’t care how long it takes. I was Sagash’s apprentice once and I’m not doing that again, not ever.’ Her eyes were set and there was an anger there that brought me up short. ‘As long as there’s any chance they could be like that I’m never going with them.’

I leant back in surprise. ‘Okay. I guess we’ll cross off that plan.’

Anne stared right through me, and for just a moment I wondered where I’d seen that expression of hers before. A memory flickered through my head: green light flashing off bones, a body falling…

Then Anne seemed to realise what she was doing and the moment was gone. ‘Um …’ She brushed her hair back, turning her face away, suddenly embarrassed. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean … Is it okay us still staying here? I don’t want to…’

‘Oh, it’s fine,’ I said, though inwardly I was curious. What had triggered that? ‘Look, you guys have been here long enough to see how active a social life I usually have. It’s nice having people to talk to.’

‘You don’t mind being so crowded?’ Anne asked. ‘I mean, this flat’s not that big.’

I shrugged. ‘I’m kind of the self-contained type. As long as you guys don’t start sleeping in my bedroom I’m fine.’ Though come to think of it, I always used to have trouble sleeping if anyone else was in the flat. For some reason Anne and Variam didn’t trigger that reflex.

Anne smiled but it faded quickly. She looked like she was working her way up to asking something. ‘What is it?’ I said.

‘Um …’ Anne said. ‘It’s just … You don’t get uncomfortable when I’m near you, do you?’

I looked at her in surprise. ‘That’s a weird question. No, why?’

Anne looked away. ‘Mages … usually don’t like it if I’m close to them.’

‘Why not?’

‘You know …’ Anne stopped and started again. ‘People show their feelings in their bodies. The tension, the way they move … If they’re afraid or uncomfortable I can see it.’

I looked at Anne, puzzled. ‘Okay.’ I had the feeling she was trying to tell me something but I wasn’t sure what.

I heard the sound of the back door from below. ‘Vari’s back,’ Anne said before I could check. She got up, taking the plates to the sink. I thought about asking more but I could already hear Variam running up the stairs and decided to leave it for another time. A second later Variam came in and by the time we’d sorted out who would get to use the shower first I’d forgotten about it.
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Anne and Variam’s appointment was for eleven o’clock; they were seeing a mage who’d been recommended to me as someone who might be able to help out with their finding-a-master problem. After they were gone I went to wash up, found that Anne had done it already and went downstairs to open the shop.

My day job when I don’t have anything life-threatening to deal with is running a business called the Arcana Emporium, the name of which is a long-winded way of saying ‘magic shop’. I don’t publicise that I’m a mage but I don’t exactly hide it either, and one of the odd things I’ve learned over the years is just how much you can get away with if you’re blatant enough. Hide something behind smoke and mirrors and make people work to find it, and they’ll tear the place down looking for what’s there. Put up a sign saying ‘magic shop’, and no one believes you.

I still don’t know where most of my customers come from. I don’t advertise and I’m off the main street so most of it has to be word of mouth. Every now and again I’ll Google my shop to see what people are saying about me and I swear I get the weirdest results. There are people out there who think I’m everything from a reincarnated angel from the Pharaoh dynasties of Egypt to a thousand-year-old half-dragon who’s secretly sponsoring a quest across time and space in an attempt to kill himself. (No, I don’t know why.) I suppose I should be grateful there isn’t any slash fiction. On second thoughts, I’m not going to look too closely just in case there is.

Anyway, the result of all this is that I get a pretty bizarre mix of customers. The biggest group are the tourists and curiosity shoppers, and they’re pretty easy to deal with. They take for granted that magic isn’t real and so for them it’s a simple business transaction. I get money and they get something weird to take home where they’ll tell stories about the funny guy who pretends to sell magic items. Mixed in with the normals are the clued-in – sensitives, adepts, apprentices and even the odd mage. They’re the ones my stock is actually for, and they’re definitely the only ones who have any idea how to use it. I like talking to these guys.

The problem customers are the ones in between. They know that magic’s real but they expect it to behave like … well, like what they mean when they say ‘like magic’. Now don’t get me wrong, magic can do some pretty impressive stuff, but it has limits and it has rules. If you try to mess with it without knowing what you’re doing, it’s far more likely to complicate your life than it is to help. It’s not a universal solution to whatever issues you might currently have.

None of which stops people from coming in here expecting me to fix their problems for them.

The man stepped forward and slapped something down on the counter with a thump. Then he glared at me. ‘Well?’

‘Um,’ I said.

He pointed. ‘Do you know what that is?’

I looked at the thing on my counter. It was covered with silver scales and it smelt. ‘It’s a fish.’

‘Do you know where it came from?’

‘I’d guess the sea.’

‘It was on my chair. That’s where it came from.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Does this happen often?’

‘This is the third time!’

‘So … you’ve attracted the attention of a compulsively generous fishmonger?’

‘What?’ The man stared at me. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Sorry. What seems to be the problem?’

‘The problem,’ the man said, speaking slowly and clearly, ‘is that it’s a curse.’

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘And you know this because…?’

‘My cat told me.’

‘Your cat,’ I said. ‘Right. It’s all starting to make sense now.’

The man rolled his eyes. ‘You know what, forget it, I’ll do it myself. Where are your spell components?’

I pointed. ‘Second rack in the corner.’

The man turned and walked off. ‘Hey,’ I called. ‘Could you take your fish with you, please?’

The next three customers wanted a knife, a selection of herbs and a crystal ball respectively. The fourth harangued me at length about why the shop had been closed yesterday even though the sign said that it didn’t close until five and did I know how much travelling time I’d cost her? By the time she’d finished threatening to report me to the Office of Fair Trading and stormed off, a queue had grown behind her.

Luna came in just as I was dealing with customer number … something or other, a bearded guy in a worn leather jacket. He smelt of beer and was taking much, much longer than he should to get the message that I was not going to sell him a love potion. ‘Hi, Alex!’ Luna called over the sound of the bell.

‘I already told you, there isn’t a formula,’ I told the man. ‘If there were Chanel would be selling it already … Where have you been?’

‘Duelling class ran late,’ Luna said, weaving between the customers. As she moved I saw the invisible silver mist mould itself to her body, clinging in a tight, dense layer on top of her exercise clothes instead of reaching out to the people in the shop. Once upon a time Luna could never have gotten that close to a crowd – she would have stopped at the edge and hesitated – but she’s been my apprentice for more than a year and she’s done a lot of growing. Not just in magical skill but in confidence too. ‘I can use the shower, right?’

‘Huh? Yeah, sure.’ Luna disappeared into the corridor leading to the stairs up to my flat and I turned back to the man at the counter. 

‘Look man, you got to help me,’ the man began again.

‘Look,’ I said in turn. ‘Even if I could make you a love potion – which, by the way, I can’t – have you any idea how unethical this is? You’re screwing around with someone’s emotions. It’s not something you do without a really good reason.’

Luna stuck her head back into the shop. ‘Hey, Alex? Is there supposed to be a fish out here?’

I covered my eyes. ‘No. There’s not.’

‘What should I do with it?’

‘Look,’ the man started again. ‘You got to help me.’

‘No, I don’t,’ I told him, and turned to Luna. ‘I don’t care. Put it in the freezer or something.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Why?’

‘Isn’t that supposed to spoil the taste?’

‘Look, man, I really need this,’ the man said.

‘I don’t care,’ I said to both of them, then looked at Luna. ‘Put it wherever you’re supposed to put it.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘How should I know?’

‘Well,’ Luna said logically, ‘are we having this for dinner, or is it for something else?’

‘I don’t care! Just get rid of it!’

Luna disappeared with the fish. ‘Um, excuse me,’ a boy in his twenties said. He’d been waiting behind Love Potion Guy for five minutes, tapping his foot. ‘Do you have—?’

‘No,’ I said, and turned back to Love Potion Guy. ‘I can’t help you and I guarantee that if you try to go through with this plan it’ll make things worse. Just sort things out the normal way.’

Love Potion Guy stared at me hopelessly. ‘I can’t.’

Mr Impatient started up again. ‘Excuse me, I need—’

‘I don’t have them,’ I said.

Luna stuck her head back in. ‘Hey, Alex?’

‘Now what?’

‘There’s about a dozen more fish in your bedroom.’

I closed my eyes. ‘Please tell me you’re making this up.’

‘Yup.’

I opened my eyes and stared at her. Luna was grinning. ‘Couldn’t resist, sorry. First fish was real though. I put it in the fridge.’

I took a deep breath, mentally calculating throwing angles between the items within reach and Luna’s head but she beat a quick retreat. ‘Listen,’ Love Potion Guy began again.

‘No,’ I said. ‘You’ve told me that story twice and a third time’s not going to help.’

‘I need—’ Mr Impatient began.

‘I already told you, I don’t have them.’

‘You haven’t—’

‘Doesn’t change the fact that this isn’t that kind of shop.’

‘But—’

‘They’re real, not fake, and just because I sell knives doesn’t mean I sell cards.’

‘Look—’ Love Potion Guy said.

I looked back and forth between Love Potion Guy and Mr Impatient, answering the questions without waiting for them to ask them. ‘No, no, yes, no, it wouldn’t help, yes every day, it doesn’t matter because I still wouldn’t do it, I’ve already tried that, just try talking to her, first because they’re not profitable enough and second because I don’t care, if you do it’s because they’re trying to con you, the Magic Box on the other side of Camden and here’s one of their cards.’ I dropped a business card into Mr Impatient’s hand and looked between them. They were staring at me. ‘Are we done here? Because there’s a guy behind you who wants to find out how much money he’s been left in a will and he’s not going to take no for an answer either.’

We weren’t done. Getting rid of the whole crowd took the best part of an hour but at least the crazies all left at more or less the same time, possibly due to some weird kind of magnetic principle. By the time Luna came back the shop was empty. I was slumped in the chair and gave her a glower. ‘Sorry,’ Luna said in an I’m-not-sorry-at-all tone.

‘Funny how you always time your jokes for when I’m too busy to go after you.’

‘Oh, come on,’ Luna said with a grin. ‘Your face was hilarious.’

‘I’m getting a vision,’ I said. ‘It’s my mystical diviner’s powers. I foresee myself suddenly assigning you many more shifts at the shop.’

‘No, you won’t,’ Luna said with perfect confidence.

‘Oh, really?’

‘You’re not going to make me do it on my own,’ Luna said. ‘The only reason you keep the shop is so you can run the counter yourself.’

I blinked and looked at her. ‘How do you figure that?’

When I first met Luna she was twenty-one. She’s twenty-three now, a blue-eyed, fair-skinned, wavy-haired half-English–half-Italian girl whose life’s been trending steadily upwards over the past two years despite occasional interludes of danger and violence. Luna’s always been fit but lately she’s turned into quite an athlete – she was introduced to azimuth duelling last winter and took to it like a duck to water, and she’s been practising hard ever since. ‘Well, it’s not like you do it for the money,’ Luna said. Her hair was damp, the water darkening it from its usual light brown, and as she spoke she started untangling it with the aid of a hairbrush.

‘It makes a profit.’

‘Not much.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because I used to get your stock, remember?’ Luna said. Before Luna had been my apprentice she’d worked for me part-time, searching for magical items. I’d bought them from her and divided them up: the weaker ones I put up for sale in the restricted section, and the dangerous ones I kept for myself. ‘You hardly ever sell the expensive stuff.’

‘Have you been going through my records?’

‘You don’t have any proper ones, I checked. Anyway, if you cared that much about it you’d keep regular hours.’

‘I have regular hours.’

‘Unless something comes up.’

‘Stuff does keep coming up.’

‘But you could hire an assistant,’ Luna said. ‘If you really wanted to dump the work on someone else you could have done it by now.’

‘Well, yeah.’ For years I’ve had vague plans of getting someone to help run the place but I’ve always put it off. For one thing there aren’t many people I’d trust with the job, but even if I could find someone I’m not sure I’d do it. The people in the magical community whom I feel closest to aren’t the established mages but the have-nots – apprentices, adepts, lesser talents and all the other small-time practitioners out there – and those are the people that my shop lets me meet.

Luna finished brushing her hair and started tying it back in a ponytail. ‘So who are Anne and Vari seeing this time?’

‘Her name’s Dr Shirland,’ I said. ‘Mind mage. She’s an independent.’

‘If she’s a mind mage, how’s she going to teach Anne and Vari?’

‘She’s not but she might know someone who will. From what I’ve heard she’s supposed to be some kind of consultant. I’m hoping she can get Anne and Vari an interview with a life or fire mage who could teach them.’

‘Oh, like that guy they met in the spring?’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Let’s hope it goes a bit better than that. Last thing we need is another …’ A future ahead of us caught my attention and I stopped, concentrating.

Luna tilted her head. ‘What is it?’

‘Someone’s coming,’ I said. The pattern was different from a regular customer; as I focused on the future in which she walked through the door I saw the flicker of auras. ‘A mage.’

Luna had been sitting on the counter; now she hopped off, suddenly alert. ‘Trouble?’

‘Don’t think so.’ I was already looking for the flash and chaos of combat and couldn’t see it. ‘Get your focus just in case.’

Luna vanished. I walked forward and flipped the sign in the window from OPEN to CLOSED before returning to my desk to quickly check the weapons underneath. As Luna reappeared, I stood behind the counter and waited. A few seconds later the bell rang and the door swung open.

I’d been watching the woman as she’d walked down the street and by the time she stepped in I’d had the chance to take a good look at her. She was big and hefty-looking, with brown hair and a round, pleasant face, and she wore a wide-cut suit. ‘Hi,’ she said, looking from Luna to me. ‘Verus, right?’

‘That’s me,’ I said. And you’re Keeper Caldera.

‘Keeper Caldera. Good to meet you.’ Caldera walked forward to shake my hand. ‘Mind if we have a word?’

Keepers are the enforcement arm of the Light Council, a mixture of soldiers, police and internal investigators. Most mages are wary of them and for good reason: if a Keeper wants to talk to you it’s usually bad news. ‘Depends on the word.’

‘You’re not under investigation,’ Caldera said. ‘I’d just like to ask a few questions about something I’m working on.’

I hesitated. I wasn’t keen on talking to a Keeper but if I brushed Caldera off she’d probably just come back again. ‘All right,’ I said reluctantly. ‘Not here though.’ I’m still wary about having other mages around my shop and I didn’t really want customers looking through the window and seeing us.

‘Fine by me,’ Caldera said. ‘Tell you what, there’s a really nice pub just around the corner. I’ll buy you a pint.’

‘Uh …’ Okay, that wasn’t standard Keeper procedure as far as I knew. ‘I guess that works. Let me close up and I’ll meet you outside.’

Caldera’s definition of ‘around the corner’ turned out to be on the optimistic side, and it took us twenty minutes to make our way through the busy Camden streets. Luna kept pace with me, staying half a step behind to keep me out of the radius of her curse; Caldera hadn’t specifically invited her but I’d signalled for her to come, and apart from a glance Caldera hadn’t objected. I kept an eye out the whole way, scanning for danger: it wasn’t that Caldera had done anything particularly suspicious but my past experiences with Keepers have generally been less than positive. Nothing pinged: if I was in danger it wasn’t the immediate kind.

The pub Caldera had picked for us looked like it had been built some time around the Iron Age; an old, crooked building with irregular floors and low ceilings, filled with nooks and crannies. It obviously hadn’t been designed for tall people and I had to duck my head as I followed Caldera down the stairs into the stone cellar. ‘Right,’ Caldera said as she led us past the patrons and to a secluded corner. ‘What are you having?’

‘Just a Coke, please,’ Luna said.

‘Seriously?’

‘I don’t drink.’

‘Fair enough. You?’

‘Whatever they’ve got on tap,’ I said.

Caldera winced. ‘Okay, look – I’ll get you something good.’ She headed to the bar.

‘Is she really a Keeper?’ Luna asked once Caldera was gone.

‘Oh yeah,’ I said, looking around the drawings and photos on the grubby paint-on-brick walls. I’d already looked into the future in which I asked Caldera and I’d seen her show me her Keeper’s signet with its distinctive magical fingerprint. ‘Though it’s the first time I’ve had one ask me out to the pub.’

‘Here we go,’ Caldera announced, returning with a drink in either hand. She set them down in front of us and dropped into a corner seat with a contented sigh.

I took a dubious look at the contents of the pint glass she’d pushed in front of me. ‘What is it?’

‘Porter,’ Caldera said. ‘Try it.’

I checked to make sure it wasn’t going to poison me or anything, then took a sip. I raised my eyebrows. ‘Huh.’

‘Like it?’

‘Tastes … interesting.’ I took another drink. It had a fruity flavour with an odd aftertaste.

‘Pretty good, right?’ Caldera said. ‘Notice how it turns into a roasted coffee flavour after the raisin start? Not many pubs in London sell this stuff. They only brew it in London, bottle-conditioned – have to pour it out carefully to leave the yeast sediment in the bottom.’

‘Hm. I’ll have to try it again next time.’

‘There we go. Done some good today.’

I gave Caldera an amused look. ‘Not that I’m questioning your expertise on beer, but wasn’t there something you wanted to ask?’

‘Right.’ Caldera glanced at Luna. ‘You’re okay with her sitting in on this?’

‘Luna’s my apprentice,’ I said. ‘You can tell her anything you’d tell me.’

Luna gave me a quick, warm look. ‘All right,’ Caldera said, looking straight at me. ‘It’s to do with your old master, Richard Drakh.’

I felt my muscles tense. My past with Richard was the one thing I did not want to talk about with Luna, or anyone else for that matter. ‘What’s happened?’

‘There are rumours going around,’ Caldera said, watching me carefully. ‘That he’s coming back.’

The old half-healed, never-healed memories flashed through my mind, fear and helplessness and pain. I shut them out with an effort of will, keeping my voice steady. ‘There are always rumours.’

‘It’s been ten years.’

‘So?’

‘So they didn’t start from nowhere, did they?’ Caldera said. ‘The powers-that-be want to know what’s going on.’

‘Because they don’t have any hard evidence?’

‘Can’t say.’

Caldera’s poker face wasn’t bad but I’m pretty good at reading people and I knew the answer to my question was yes. The Council didn’t have any proof that Richard was back – this was just a fishing expedition. A bit of the tension went out of my muscles. Luna watched the two of us from over her Coke, her eyes filled with curiosity. ‘You’re hoping I might know something,’ I said. ‘Because I used to be Richard’s apprentice. Right?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘I haven’t seen him in more than ten years.’ I met Caldera’s eyes. ‘I’m guessing you looked up my background before coming here?’

Caldera’s expression didn’t change. ‘Heard the story.’

‘Then you know why I stayed away,’ I said. ‘I haven’t heard anything about him. Not when I left and not after I left. And you know what? I’m fine with that.’

Caldera held my gaze for a second. ‘All right,’ she said after a pause. ‘What about his Chosen, then? Deleo. Does she know something?’

I looked away. ‘Deleo and I aren’t exactly friends.’

‘You were in contact with her last year, right?’

‘Briefly.’

‘Learn anything?’

‘Yeah.’ I turned back to Caldera. ‘I learnt that Deleo’s crazier than a sack of rabid weasels. You want to interview her, go right ahead, but I’m not going to be standing next to you when you do it.’

Caldera made a pacifying gesture. ‘All right. Look, we don’t have many people to ask, okay? Not like Dark mages are going to cooperate with a Keeper.’

‘They don’t cooperate with anyone. And I’m a rogue, remember? You think they’re going to trust me?’ I shook my head. ‘What are you expecting to turn up?’

‘Okay,’ Caldera said. ‘Here’s how it is. I wasn’t around back when Richard was active but from what I heard he had a lot of people running scared. Some of the Guardian types thought he had a plan, was working on something big with the Dark mages, I don’t know. Then all of a sudden, right when he was at the top of his game, he disappeared. Rumour was he’d gone somewhere, but he never showed up and neither did those two apprentices of his. After a few years the guys on the case filed all three of them as missing-presumed-dead and forgot about it.’

‘Those two apprentices’ had been Tobruk and Shireen. Deleo and I had been numbers three and four. ‘If they’d known Richard they wouldn’t have filed him as “presumed” anything.’

‘So where do you think he went?’

I shrugged.

‘I thought diviners knew everything.’

‘Richard disappeared in the summer ten years ago,’ I said. Come to think of it, it was ten years almost to the day. It had been August then, and it was August now. ‘By the time he vanished … Well, let’s just say he and I weren’t on the best of terms.’

‘You have to have some clue,’ Caldera said. She was leaning forward, hands clasped, frank and persuasive. ‘Come on. You’re not seriously telling me you didn’t know anything.’

‘You don’t know what Richard was like,’ I said quietly. I held Caldera’s eyes, allowing a little of the memories to show through, letting her see I was telling the truth. ‘Those mages were right to be scared of him. You think he told me his plans? I lived in his mansion for two years and by the end of it the biggest thing I’d learned about him was how much I didn’t know. Anything you saw of him, it was because he wanted you to see it.’

‘You’re a diviner, right? You never took a look to see?’

‘That’s not how it works,’ I said, and shook my head. ‘I’m sorry, Caldera. I don’t have what you’re looking for. I don’t know what Richard’s plans were. As far as I know, no one did.’

A silence fell over the table. Caldera drew back and I could tell she was disappointed. My phone chimed and I glanced at it. ‘I’d better go.’

Caldera held out a card. ‘If you think of anything or if anything happens, give me a call, okay?’

I hesitated, then slipped it into my pocket. ‘Thanks for the drink.’

‘Who was that message from?’ Luna asked once we were back out on the streets.

‘Anne,’ I said. ‘She says they’ve finished but she’s not going to be back until late.’ I frowned. Something about the message had sounded a little off. I glanced through the futures in which I called Anne and Variam, just to make sure they were all right. Well, they were answering their phones…

I snapped back to the present to realise Luna had asked me something about Caldera. ‘Not sure,’ I said. ‘Listen, I think I’m going to go pay a visit to our mind mage consultant. You go back to the shop and meet up with Vari.’

‘Can’t I come?’

‘Next time. Anyway, I’m taking you out tonight, remember? Go get ready.’

Luna had been about to keep on pushing but that diverted her. ‘Where are we going?’
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