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The guy with the grenade let it cook for two seconds after pulling the pin, and the other guy covered the doorway with his gun. Probably would have worked against anyone with normal reflexes. But one of the early tricks I learned with divination was how to apply it to thrown items. I can pick up an object and hit a target first time, every time, with only a second or so to aim – all I have to do is pick out the future in which I get the shot right. It takes a little work to synchronise the divination with your muscle memory, but once you do, it’s not hard to adapt it to other uses. Such as throwing stuff back.


I brought my palm around in an open-handed slap as the grenade came flying in, and batted it back down the stairs. There was the bang of a shot, but I already knew it was going to miss. I dropped flat instantly and felt the floor vibrate in the BOOM! of the explosion from below. I shook my head, trying to clear the ringing in my ears.
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1


The call came just before seven.


It was a Saturday evening in December. I’d closed late; it was the last weekend before Christmas, and the shop had been packed all day. It was past six when I finally shooed out the last customers, shut and locked the door and turned off the lights before heading upstairs. Hermes had snuck in again, and was lying curled up on my armchair, the white tip of his bushy tail tucked in around his nose. I dropped on to the sofa with a yawn and started going through my emails.


My eyelids were drifting closed when the communicator chimed. I’d been so drowsy I’d barely even seen it coming. Hermes opened one amber eye and watched as I pulled myself to my feet, took out the blue-purple disc from my drawer and activated it. A miniature holographic figure in blue light materialised on top of the disc. ‘Hey, Talisid,’ I said, setting the disc down on my desk. ‘What’s up?’


‘Are you alone?’


‘Yes, why—?’


‘There’s no good way to tell you this,’ Talisid said. ‘Levistus has sentenced you to death. You’re to be executed in one week.’


Hermes lifted his head. He shifted position slightly as he did so, black forepaws stretching straight out, white neck and chest exposed as he looked at me and the image of Talisid. With his colouring, he looked exactly like a larger-than-average English red fox. Blink foxes don’t have any visible traits that set them apart from mundane foxes; only the look in the eyes gave any hint that—


‘Alex?’ Talisid said. ‘Did you hear me?’


I’d been staring at Hermes. I’d heard Talisid’s words, but they weren’t registering. ‘Yeah,’ I said. I found myself looking at the fur on Hermes’ back and tail, watching the hairs move and shift. ‘What?’


‘I can’t talk long,’ Talisid said. ‘There was a closed Council session. The resolution goes into effect one week from today at 6 p.m. Once it does, you’ll be an outlaw. Your property can be seized and any mage or Council representative of the British Isles can take hostile action against you with no legal repercussions.’


‘This Saturday?’


‘Yes. There’s more. The resolution also applies to your dependents. That means all three of the rest of your team. Luna Mancuso, Anne Walker, Variam Singh. Their names are listed with yours.’


I stared at Talisid.


Talisid looked behind him at something out of view. ‘I have to go. I’ll call in an hour or two and we’ll decide what to do. There may be some way around this.’


‘…Okay.’


‘We’ll speak soon.’ Talisid’s image winked out.


I found myself alone in the room with Hermes. I walked away from the desk and dropped back on to the sofa in the same spot I’d been sitting in. It was still warm. The call had taken less than sixty seconds.


I felt stunned, disconnected. None of this seemed real. Earlier in the year, I’d become a Keeper auxiliary, and in the months since, I’d spent more and more time working with them, taking on new cases almost every week. I’d thought that things had been going better with the Council, not worse. Now – this. I tried to think, work out how this could have happened so fast, but my thoughts kept slipping away. I reached for my phone and touched the number of a contact. It rang five times before it was picked up. ‘Hey, Alex.’


‘Luna,’ I said. ‘We’ve got a problem.’ I gave her the news in a few short sentences.


Once I’d finished, there was a pause. ‘Oh, shit,’ Luna said at last.


‘Yes.’


‘Have we got a plan?’


‘Not over the phone.’


‘Okay. What should I do?’


‘Get Anne,’ I said. ‘Get Vari.’


‘Got it.’ Luna hung up.


I set the phone down and looked at it. The flat was quiet; the only noise was the sound of the city outside. An aeroplane was passing by far above, the sound drifting down through the Camden streets.


Luna had asked if I had a plan. I didn’t.


There was a thump as Hermes jumped to the floor. I turned to see him trot across the carpet to where my hand was dangling off the edge of the sofa. He sniffed my fingers and looked up at me, amber eyes alert and questioning.


‘It’s okay,’ I said, forcing a smile. ‘We’ll figure something out.’


Hermes sat back on his hind legs. I looked over him towards the window and to the night sky beyond.


When Luna sets her mind to something, she doesn’t hang around. The gang started arriving within the hour.


Variam showed up first. I felt the signature of the gate spell from the storeroom on the ground floor, followed by the sound of Variam bounding up the stairs two at a time. He came striding through the door, wide awake and quick. ‘Luna told me,’ he said. ‘It’s true? Levistus?’


I nodded.


‘How?’


‘Let’s wait until everyone’s here.’


Variam nodded, probably assuming that I was doing it that way because it was more efficient. ‘Were you at a ceremony?’ I asked.


‘Sort of,’ Variam said. He was wearing his black turban and the dark red formal robes that Arachne had made for him last year. They were the dark red of glowing coals, the colour chosen to set off his brown skin. It was hard to be sure, but the robes looked less baggy on him than they had been. Variam’s small, but ever since starting his apprenticeship with Landis he’d been putting on muscle. ‘Was a drinks thing.’


‘Landis okay with you leaving?’


‘Yeah, but he’s going to want an explanation when I get back.’


I was spared from having to reply to that by the signature of another gate spell. We both looked towards the door as Luna walked in. ‘Anne’s on her way,’ she said.


‘How long?’


‘I think she had someone with her,’ Luna said. She was wearing a pale close-fitting top and dark leggings, and her hair was up in a ponytail, slightly matted with sweat; she must have come from the gym without stopping to change. ‘But she got the message.’


‘You were out duelling?’ Variam asked.


‘Some of us don’t get to go to fancy parties.’


‘Excuse me?’ Variam said, obviously annoyed. ‘I asked if you wanted to come.’


‘Yeah, how did you think that was going to play out, again?’


‘Well, sorry for trying to—’


‘Jesus!’ I said. ‘You two are literally under sentence of death and you’re still doing this? Really?’


Luna and Variam shut up, looking away. We waited in silence.


Anne arrived just before eight. She climbed the stairs more slowly than Luna and Variam had, and she paused in the doorway, looking between me and Luna and Variam. ‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ she said in her soft voice.


‘It’s fine,’ I said. ‘Take a seat.’


‘Ah…’ Anne hesitated. ‘There’s something I should probably tell you first.’


‘What is it?’


‘I asked someone else to come.’ Anne said. She didn’t look comfortable. ‘I hope that’s okay.’


‘What?’ Variam said. ‘Who?’


‘He’s downstairs,’ Anne said. ‘Outside the shop.’ She looked at me, obviously waiting for my response.


I looked ahead through the futures, picking out the one in which I rose and left the room. I followed my future self downstairs and through the shop, watching as he opened the door and looked out into the street to see—


I snapped back to the present and watched the future vanish. I stared at Anne. ‘Him?’


‘He was there when I got the call,’ Anne said defensively.


And what the hell was he doing at your place? I didn’t ask. Luna looked at Anne. ‘Who are you guys talking about?


‘You know how things ended last time,’ I told Anne. ‘Why is he even here?’


‘Probably because of me,’ Anne said. She looked straight at me. ‘I know you two have had problems, but we need the help.’


I looked away. Variam looked between the two of us. ‘Okay, are you two going to spit out the name any time soon? Because this is getting old.’


‘Fine.’ I got to my feet and walked downstairs, following the path that my future self had taken a minute ago.


The shop floor was dark and I switched on the light, the glow bathing the room. Yellow-white light glimmered back at me, refracted through crystal balls and glinting off the steel of the knives and ritual daggers laid out on the far table. I unlocked the shop door and opened it. Cold air rushed in, dry and near-freezing and carrying the scent of winter.


The boy – young man, really – was standing out on the pavement, his breath making white puffs in the air. He wore a thick coat and his black hair was peeking out from under a woollen cap. No glasses this time; he’d apparently lost them since I’d last seen him. We looked at each other.


‘Sonder,’ I said.


‘Hi,’ Sonder said.


There was a pause. ‘It’s kind of cold,’ Sonder said. ‘Can I come in?’


I thought about it for just long enough to make it clear that I was thinking about it, then stepped aside. Sonder entered and I shut the door behind him. The sounds of the street faded and we were alone in the shop.


‘Okay,’ I said, turning to Sonder. ‘Why are you here?’


‘Anne—’


‘I know what Anne told you. Are you here to help Anne, or the rest of us?’


Sonder hesitated. I saw the futures shift between possible answers, then die away, and I knew I wasn’t going to get a reply. ‘The guy behind this is Levistus,’ I said. ‘You understand what you’re risking, getting involved with us?’


Sonder frowned slightly. ‘I’m not an idiot.’


I sighed slightly. ‘Come on up.’ No one else was coming. I just wished I knew whether adding Sonder would make things better or worse.


Variam and Luna didn’t react when I led Sonder into the living room – Anne had obviously broken the news to them while I’d been downstairs. Neither Luna nor Variam looked one hundred per cent enthusiastic – Variam had never liked Sonder all that much, and while Luna and Sonder had been sort-of-friends in the early months of Luna’s apprenticeship, they’d never been close. With hindsight, that friendship had probably been more on Sonder’s part than on Luna’s. Luna’s early contacts in magical society had been few and far between, and to begin with having a mage her age who actually treated her well had probably been a nice change, but as she’d started to get to know people on her own initiative she’d drifted away. Sonder had wanted to stay friends – actually, more than friends – and Luna had given him a fairly definite rejection. I still didn’t know how well Sonder had taken that. 


Sonder was looking around the living room. ‘This brings back memories.’


‘Thanks for coming,’ Anne said.


‘Like I promised,’ Sonder said. ‘You guys still play Settlers?’


‘We’ve had a bit less time to spare for that stuff lately,’ I said.


‘You going to take a seat?’ Variam asked.


‘Oh, sure.’ Sonder took a step forward, taking a final glance around as he did, and paused. ‘Uh, what’s with the fox?’


Hermes was sitting by the doorpost to my bedroom, ears pricked up and tail curled around his forepaws. He’d sat watching as everyone else arrived, and now he returned Sonder’s gaze blandly. ‘Why don’t you ask him?’ I said.


Sonder gave me a puzzled look.


‘His name’s Hermes and he lives here,’ I said. ‘Look, we’re a little pushed for time. Is it okay if we save the recaps for later?’


‘Oh. Okay.’


A chime came from the desk. Luna twisted around. ‘Talisid?’


I nodded and went over to pick up the communicator focus. Sonder took a seat a little way away from the others as I walked back, set the disc down on the coffee table in the middle of everyone and activated it.


Blue light flickered, materialising into the figure of Talisid. He scanned left and right, looking at everyone’s faces, pausing very briefly at the sight of Sonder before turning back to the others. The only one he didn’t register was Hermes, outside the radius of the focus’s visual field. ‘You’re all here. Good.’


‘Can you talk freely?’ I asked.


‘Yes.’


‘Then,’ I said, ‘let’s hear it from the beginning.’


‘The Council met this afternoon,’ Talisid said. ‘It was a closed session of the Senior Council only. There were two items on the agenda, and the proposal for your execution was one of them. Levistus was the author. The vote was three to one.’


The Light Council is the decision-making body of the Light mages of Britain. It has thirteen members: six non-voting, known as the Junior Council, and seven voting, known as the Senior Council. Beneath them is a sprawling organisation and bureaucracy (of which Talisid’s a member) but it’s those seven members of the Senior Council who call the shots.


The knowledge that the Senior Council had authorised this sent a chill through me. Within Britain, the Senior Council have nearly absolute power. There are few laws that restrict them, and there’s no higher authority to appeal to. If they wanted me dead …


‘What charge?’ Sonder asked.


‘Conspiracy and sedition against the Light Council.’


‘What conspiracy?’ Luna said.


‘The resolution doesn’t specify.’


‘They have to show some kind of evidence,’ Variam said. ‘Don’t they?’


‘No, they don’t,’ I said. ‘Keepers do, because they answer to the Senior Council. The Senior Council doesn’t answer to anyone.’ I looked at Sonder to see if he’d disagree. He didn’t.


‘That’s all it takes?’ Luna said, incredulous. ‘Three votes?’


‘There were only four present.’


‘How is this even possible?’ I said. I managed to keep my voice steady, but it wasn’t easy. ‘It’s the middle of December. The Council’s supposed to be in recess.’


‘Which is undoubtedly the reason this is happening now,’ Talisid said. ‘Levistus called an emergency session at exactly the time at which those Senior Council members most likely to oppose him were out of the country. By contrast, his two closest supporters were both attending. Four is enough for a quorum.’


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘So if they’ve passed the resolution, why aren’t Keepers kicking my door down right now?’


‘They can’t,’ Sonder said.


Everyone turned to look at Sonder. ‘They didn’t have full attendance,’ Sonder explained. ‘The Council can pass resolutions with a quorum of four, but not emergency resolutions.’


‘Sonder’s correct,’ Talisid said. ‘Any resolution passed with less than full Senior Council attendance has a one-week delay before it goes into effect. It’s a safety measure designed to prevent quorum abuses.’


‘A safety measure?’ Luna said. ‘So what, we get a week to live instead?’


‘How is this even possible?’ Variam said. ‘The Council can’t just pass death sentences like that. There has to be a trial or something.’


‘I think we just had it,’ I said.


‘This is bullshit,’ Variam said. ‘I was there for Cerulean’s trial in the spring. It took them two months to even schedule it, and he wasn’t even there!’


‘Cerulean was a Keeper,’ Sonder said. ‘Well, is a Keeper … I mean, they haven’t actually formally expelled him, and … anyway. They can’t pass sentence on a Light mage without a trial, but…’


‘But I’m not a Light mage,’ I finished. ‘What’s the exact definition of a Light mage as far as this goes?’


‘You have to either be recognised by the Council, or you have to have an official Council position,’ Sonder said. ‘Like being a Keeper.’


‘You’re kind of a Keeper,’ Luna said.


‘I’m a Keeper auxiliary,’ I said. ‘I’m guessing that doesn’t count.’


‘I’m afraid it doesn’t,’ Talisid said.


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘So that’s me. What about Luna, Variam and Anne? Why are they caught in this?’


‘The resolution applies to you and to your dependents,’ Talisid said. ‘That has a very specific meaning in Council law. A dependent is anyone for whom you’ve taken sole responsibility. Luna falls into that category due to being your apprentice. Anne and Variam also, since you sponsored them for the apprentice programme.’


‘But I didn’t sponsor them for the apprentice programme! I just—’


‘I know,’ Talisid said. ‘Unfortunately, it seems you did so well enough that the Council was convinced.’


I felt an ugly sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach. When I’d first met Anne and Variam, they’d been in the Light apprentice programme, sponsored by the rakshasa Jagadev. After Jagadev kicked them out, I’d invited Anne and Variam to live with me, and generally tried to give the impression to the mages who ran the apprentice programme that I’d taken over their sponsorship. It had worked – even though they technically weren’t allowed to be there any more, no one had challenged me over it. I’d kept them in the apprentice programme.


And by doing so, I might just have killed them.


‘Can’t we challenge that?’ Sonder said. ‘If they were never officially sponsored…’


‘It would be difficult,’ Talisid said. ‘They were de facto sponsorship members for long enough to be officially recognised.’


‘But they were never actually signed in, right?’ Sonder said. ‘If we made the Council admit that they never officially went through the ceremony—’


‘Then it would just be me and Alex getting executed instead?’ Luna asked.


‘That wasn’t what I meant,’ Sonder said hurriedly. ‘I just, um…’


‘Really?’ Luna said. Her voice was icy. ‘Then what did you mean?’


‘I’m afraid it’s a moot point,’ Talisid said before Sonder could reply. ‘Any legal challenge would take far too long. Much more than a week.’


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Important question. You said Anne, Luna and Vari’s names are on this resolution. Are they listed as being my dependents, or are they listed independently of whether they’re my dependents?’


Talisid’s image reached for a piece of paper. ‘The first,’ Talisid said after a moment’s pause. ‘The exact wording is “and his dependents, to whit.”’


‘Then if they weren’t my dependents, they wouldn’t be covered by the resolution. Yes?’


Talisid looked troubled. ‘Yes. However, I’d feel happier if you were working against the resolution itself.’


‘What are you getting at?’ Variam asked me.


‘Contingency plans. Okay, Talisid. How do we get out of this?’


‘The resolution was passed by the Senior Council,’ Talisid said. ‘It can be overturned by the Senior Council.’


‘How?’


‘The purpose of the week’s delay is to allow for opposing votes,’ Talisid said. ‘If an absent Council member sends in his vote during that time, the vote is treated as if it had been made at the meeting itself.’


‘And the vote was three to one,’ I said. ‘So if the three Senior Council who weren’t there vote against it …?’


‘It would only take two. Council resolutions require a majority vote.’


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘What are the options?’


‘The four members of the Senior Council present were Levistus, Alma, Sal Sarque and Bahamus,’ Talisid said. ‘That leaves three yet to vote: Spire, Druss the Red and Undaaris. Druss should be the easiest to convince: if Levistus wants to destroy you, Druss will probably vote the other way for no other reason than to oppose him.’


‘And the other two?’


‘Unclear. Both are swing voters not aligned with either Levistus or Druss.’


‘So we’ll have to convince them?’


‘Most likely.’


‘Can you arrange a meeting?’


‘Wait,’ Sonder said. ‘They’re Senior Council. You can’t just walk up and—’


‘No guarantees, but yes, probably,’ Talisid said. ‘In this context, a refusal will simply be a fast way of saying no.’


Sonder turned to stare. ‘How soon?’ I asked.


‘Both are out of the country, but they’re scheduled to return before Monday. I should have something for you by tomorrow.’


‘Is there anything else we can do?’


‘At present, no,’ Talisid said. ‘Ah, one other thing. While we are pursuing the political angle, I would counsel against taking any … extreme … measures in an attempt to resolve the problem independently. It would complicate any potential solution.’


‘We’ll keep that in mind.’


‘Until tomorrow, then.’ Talisid paused, looking around the circle. ‘For now, just hold on. I promise I’ll do everything I can.’


I nodded. Talisid’s image winked out and the communicator went dark.


‘Everything he can,’ Variam muttered. ‘Believe that when I see it.’


‘He’s not going to screw us, is he?’ Luna asked.


‘Wait, what?’ Sonder said. ‘Why would he screw you?’


‘I know we’ve had our disagreements with Talisid,’ I said. ‘But he’s never actually betrayed us or lied to us.’


‘That we know about,’ Luna pointed out.


‘If he really wanted to screw us over, he wouldn’t have made this call at all,’ I said. ‘He could have just waited. It’s not like I have many other friends on the Council to give me the news.’


‘Getting the news early doesn’t help much if we can’t do anything about it,’ Variam said.


‘He’s given us time.’


‘Yeah, but is it actually going to help?’ Luna asked. ‘This whole getting votes thing – is it going to work?’


‘Sonder?’ I said. ‘You’re the expert on Council politics.’


‘I’m not really an expert. I wasn’t even back in the country until…’


‘You know more than the rest of us,’ I said. ‘Does what he said match up with what you know?’


‘I guess,’ Sonder said reluctantly. Sonder is on the political track for the Light mages, and he’s become one of the Council’s rising stars. He’d spent last autumn and winter in Washington, making contacts with the North American Council, and now he had some sort of position with the Keeper bureaucracy. ‘I mean, yes, Druss and Levistus are enemies, everyone knows that. It’s the whole Isolationist-Director thing. Spire’s supposed to mostly represent independents. Undaaris kind of goes all over the place.’


‘So they’re swing votes, like he said.’


‘Pretty much.’


‘But we only need one of them?’ Luna said.


‘Not exactly,’ I said. ‘You heard what Talisid said. Any of those three can send in their votes after the meeting. He didn’t say which way. If one of them votes for Levistus’s proposal…’


‘Then we’re screwed,’ Variam said. He looked grim. ‘What are the odds like?’


‘We need two out of three to vote in our favour,’ I said. ‘Three very powerful, very important mages who probably have a lot of things they’d rather be doing than helping us. And if any of them votes against us, then it’s over. And I’m pretty sure Levistus has got a lot more ways of buying votes than we do.’


Silence fell. I didn’t look around or raise my head. I knew what I had to do, but I didn’t want to say it.


‘Okay,’ Sonder said. ‘Well, I guess we should consider the obvious.’


‘Which is?’ Luna asked.


‘Talking to Levistus,’ Sonder said.


We all turned to stare at him.


‘Look, he obviously wants something. Couldn’t we find out what it is?’


‘Uh,’ Luna said. ‘I think Levistus just made it pretty clear what he wants.’


‘No, all he did was pass a proposal,’ Sonder said. ‘Look, Council mages do this all the time. It’s a negotiating tactic. It’s just meant to force you to go to the table and work out a compromise.’


‘Sonder,’ I said, ‘do you know why Levistus is doing this?’


‘Well … I assume it’s something to do with what happened three years ago, right? With the fateweaver and Belthas…’


‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s about what happened this year. With White Rose.’


‘But Levistus wasn’t involved with White Rose,’ Sonder said.


We all looked at Sonder.


Sonder looked around. ‘Was he?’


‘I had a meeting with Levistus during the White Rose affair,’ I said. ‘Just before the indictment against Vihaela was issued. You were in Washington at the time. Levistus gave me a choice. Either I backed off White Rose, stopped going after them, or he’d destroy me. That was how he put it. And not just me, but all of my allies and friends as well. That’s what this is about. And the fateweaver and Belthas too, but mostly it’s White Rose. Levistus tried to make me follow his orders. I said no. People like him, they don’t forget something like that. He’s been storing it up, waiting. Now the bill’s come due.’


‘Translation: he wants us all dead.’ Luna said.


‘Okay, maybe we can do some kind of legal challenge,’ Sonder said. ‘I could go to the Conclave and—’


‘You’ve got to be fucking kidding,’ Variam said. ‘You think they’re going to overturn a Council resolution? In a week?’


‘It’s not impossible…’


‘Conclave is in recess until the new year,’ Variam said. ‘And even if it wasn’t, they don’t have the authority.’


‘There’ve been cases where they’ve vetoed a Council decision,’ Sonder said.


‘Like how many times? Twice in the past fifty years?’


‘There’s another way,’ Anne said quietly.


Luna, Variam and Sonder all turned to Anne in surprise. Anne’s so silent in these discussions that it’s easy to forget that she’s even there. ‘How?’ Luna asked.


Anne nodded at me. ‘That was what you were getting at with that question about dependents. Wasn’t it?’


The others looked at me questioningly. ‘The resolution applies to my dependents.’ I didn’t want to speak, but I forced myself to. ‘If you weren’t my dependents, it wouldn’t apply.’


‘You mean before the end of the week?’ Variam said.


‘It’s tight, but it’s possible.’


‘Wait a second,’ Luna broke in. ‘That’d help us. It wouldn’t help you.’


Variam frowned. ‘Yeah. I mean, that wouldn’t stop…’


I looked back at Variam silently.


I saw Variam’s expression change as he got it. ‘Oh, no. No way. You are not trying to do this self-sacrificing shit.’


‘I’m with Vari,’ Luna said. ‘We are not just giving up on you.’


‘It might be a good idea,’ Sonder said. ‘I mean, if—’


Variam pointed at Sonder. ‘Shut the fuck up!’


‘I just think we should look at the alternatives.’


Luna opened her mouth, and I could tell she was about to lose it. ‘Stop it,’ I said, putting steel into my voice. ‘We don’t have time for this. Not now.’


Luna’s eyes flashed, but she obeyed. ‘I’m not sacrificing anything,’ I said. ‘I’m going to work with Talisid to try to get this resolution blocked. But no matter what I do, there is a good chance it’s not going to work. If that happens, I want to have a backup plan. I’m not exposing any more of you to this than I have to.’


‘I don’t like it,’ Variam said with a frown.


‘I don’t care.’ I looked around the circle. ‘So, new issue. How can we get the three of you out of being my dependents by the deadline?’


There was a moment’s silence. ‘Well…’ Sonder said. ‘They could apprentice to another mage.’


‘I’m already apprenticed to another mage, you dumbarse,’ Variam said.


‘You know how long Council approval takes,’ I said. ‘Especially at this time of year. I don’t think we could get an apprenticeship approved in time, and even if we did, it wouldn’t change things. If they’re including Vari on the list, then it’s as good as saying that being someone else’s apprentice doesn’t stop me from being his sponsor.’


‘Wait!’ Sonder said. ‘That’s it!’


‘What?’ Luna said. From her expression she still wasn’t in a good mood.


‘We can’t get an apprenticeship though in time, but we can change a sponsor.’ Sonder looked excited. ‘Someone I know did it last year. I remember because it was just before I left for Washington. All you need is for one mage to testify that they’re taking responsibility for the sponsorship, and for two other mages to stand as witnesses.’


‘But how long would it take to go through?’ I said. ‘If it’s another…’


Sonder was shaking his head. ‘It doesn’t need Council approval. All you have to do is get it notarised by a representative from the apprentice programme.’


‘Vari?’ I said. ‘Does that sound right?’


‘Beats me,’ Variam said. ‘I know you can change it, but I dunno how.’


‘It’s legal,’ Sonder said. ‘I promise.’


I looked around. ‘Okay. So if we do this, who should we be asking?’


‘Landis,’ Luna said instantly.


I looked at Variam. ‘Would he be willing?’


Variam thought for a second, then nodded. ‘Yeah. Getting him to take on Luna and Anne’s going to take some convincing, but he’ll do it. He’s not going to leave them out in the cold.’


Landis is Variam’s master, and a Council Keeper. I remembered back when Variam wouldn’t have trusted a Keeper as far as he could throw him. For Variam to say something like that about Landis meant a lot. ‘Landis would be sponsoring me for the programme?’ Anne asked. ‘But I’m not even a member any more.’


‘Doesn’t matter,’ Sonder said. ‘You don’t have to be attending classes. You just have to not be sponsored by Alex.’


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Sounds good. That just leaves one problem.’ My eyes rested on Luna.


‘It’ll work,’ Sonder said. ‘I’ve seen…’ He saw where I was looking and trailed off. ‘…Oh.’


‘Oh?’ Variam said. ‘Oh, what?’


‘What Sonder’s describing will work for you and Anne,’ I said. ‘Not for Luna.’


‘But Landis could…’ Variam stopped.


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Even if Landis takes over her sponsorship, she’ll still be my apprentice. Which means she’ll still be on the hit list.’


‘Well…’ Sonder said. ‘You could get the apprenticeship dissolved.’


I felt a brief flash of anger. And that’s what you’ve been wanting, isn’t it? It had been the subject of one of the last conversations I’d had with Sonder, the previous year. He’d wanted Luna away from me, from my influence …


I saw Anne’s eyes turn to me and forced the feelings down. This wasn’t the time. ‘I don’t want to stop being Alex’s apprentice,’ Luna said. ‘Not like this.’


‘But if it’s the only way…’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said. ‘You know how slow Council courts are. By the time we’d brought a petition for dissolution, had it received, set a hearing, gone to the hearing, had the hearing resolved and had Luna entered into the records as an independent apprentice, we’d be dead five times over.’


‘What if you ran?’ Anne said.


‘You mean out of the country?’ Luna asked.


‘That could work,’ Variam said. ‘Just pick some place where they have crappy relations with the British Council so the Keepers can’t get an extradition.’


‘And while you’re gone, Alex could go through the courts with the dissolution,’ Sonder said. ‘Then you could come back afterwards.’


‘Sonder, if Luna has to run, it’ll be because the resolution’s gone through and is also applying to me,’ I said. ‘I’m not going to be in much of a position for court proceedings.’


‘Oh.’


‘I guess that could work,’ Luna said slowly, ‘but…’


‘Better exiled than dead,’ Variam said.


‘But then what?’ Luna said. ‘It’s not as though it’s going to expire, is it?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘It won’t. If you do this – if any of us do this – we’ll be exiled until the Council decides to repeal the resolution. Which probably means for ever. We’ll never be able to come back to our old lives.’


‘I don’t want to do that,’ Luna said. ‘Not if there’s any other way.’


‘What other way?’ Variam said. ‘Because if this vote thing falls through, which seems pretty likely, then the Keepers are going to be showing up right at your door. And don’t think you can hide and wait for it to blow over. Catching people is what the Keepers do.’


‘I don’t like the idea of running away,’ Luna said.


‘There might not be a choice!’


‘Maybe there is.’


We all looked at Luna. ‘What are you talking about?’ Variam said.


‘The problem is that I’m Alex’s apprentice, right?’ Luna said. ‘What if we changed that?’


‘How would—?’ I began, then stopped.


Variam got it a second later. ‘Taking your journeyman tests?’


‘It’d work, wouldn’t it?’ Luna asked. ‘The resolution says Alex’s dependents. Well, if I’m a journeyman mage, then I can’t be anyone’s dependent.’


‘It would work…’ I said slowly, ‘but…’


‘No, it wouldn’t,’ Variam said. ‘Have you seen the waiting lists for those tests? They’re months long.’


‘Actually, they’re not,’ Luna said.


‘Okay,’ I said to Luna. ‘You’ve obviously got something in mind. Let’s hear it.’


‘Here’s the thing,’ Luna said. ‘I know your plan’s always been for me to take those tests someday, but I was worried that the Council would do something to block it. Claim I was an adept and wasn’t allowed, or something like that. So I went and looked up the laws. Turns out, any apprentice has got the right to demand to be tested as a journeyman. There are only three conditions.’ Luna held up her fingers, ticking them off one by one. ‘First, you have to be officially recognised by the Council as an apprentice. Done that. Second, you can’t be wanted for any crimes or breaches of the Concord. Done that too. Third, you have to have been sponsored for the apprentice programme and you have to have been attending classes for at least fifteen months. I’ve put in more than twice that long.’ Luna lowered her hand and looked around. ‘No requirement for Council approval. Doesn’t even say that you have to be a mage. It just says you have to be a recognised apprentice. I checked. And there’s a time limit. When you put in the request, you can demand for the tests to take place within a time window. The minimum you can ask for is five days.’ Luna raised her eyebrows. ‘It’s within the deadline.’


‘Okay, that might be what the law technically says,’ Sonder said. ‘But no one actually does it.’


‘No rule says you can’t.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Sonder said. ‘You couldn’t get the trial agreements done.’


‘No rule saying you need those, either.’


‘You two are losing us,’ I said. Both Variam and Anne were looking puzzled. ‘What are you getting at?’


‘Those waiting lists Vari was talking about?’ Luna said. ‘They’re not for the tests. They’re for the meetings with the mages setting the trials. The reason it takes so long is that they need to agree on what each trial’s allowed to contain. If you skip that part, you can jump the queue.’


‘Yeah, except that there wouldn’t be any restrictions on what you got,’ Sonder said.


Luna shrugged. ‘Not like we’d be able to get much out of them if we negotiated it anyway.’


‘That’s crazy,’ Sonder said. ‘They could send anything at you! They could kill you!’


‘Meh,’ Luna said. ‘They pretty much never kill apprentices in those tests any more. Last one was more than ten years ago and that was only because he had a heart condition.’


‘Wait,’ Anne said. ‘That’s supposed to be good news?’


‘Is it really that much more dangerous than the stuff we do anyway?’ Luna asked.


‘All right.’ I held up a hand. ‘Let me think a second.’


The four of them quieted, looking at me. ‘Luna,’ I said after a moment. ‘You’ve got a lesson with Chalice tomorrow morning, right?’


Luna nodded.


‘Then I’ll come along with you. If she thinks you’re ready, then we’ll go ahead with your plan.’


‘I don’t think this is a good idea,’ Sonder said.


‘Then please see if you can find anything better,’ I said. ‘For Luna, and for all of us. We don’t exactly have a lot of options here. You know a lot more mages who are experts on Council law than I do. If you can dig up anything that’d help us, we’d be very grateful.’


Sonder didn’t look happy, but he didn’t argue. ‘Vari,’ I said. ‘I’m guessing Landis’ll be going home after the party. Can you meet him there? Break the sponsorship transfer plan to him?’


‘Yeah,’ Variam said. He looked at Anne. ‘You’d better come too. He’s going to want to talk to you.’


‘Then that’s enough for tonight,’ I said. I was tired and having trouble concentrating. All of a sudden, I wanted to be on my own. ‘Let’s get some sleep.’


The others didn’t move. ‘What about you?’ Luna asked.


‘I’m going to be fighting the political angle with Talisid.’


‘With us,’ Variam said.


I sighed. ‘Yes, with you. Now come on. You’ve got things you should be doing.’


All four were reluctant, but I eventually got them moving, chivvying them out of the living room and down towards the storeroom and the small patch at the centre that had been cleared and box-warded for gates. Sonder was the most eager. Anne was the most reluctant; she lingered at the door and I think she would have stayed if Variam hadn’t been pressuring her to go. Luna went without protest, but she kept an eye on me, and I knew that she’d be expecting me tomorrow. It felt like a long time before the last gate closed and I was left alone in the storeroom.
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I trailed back upstairs into the living room and dropped on to the sofa. All of a sudden, the energy that had kept me going through the discussion was gone.


Like all diviners, I’m a thinker. When I get a problem, my first instinct is to unpack it, holding it up and turning it around to look at it from different angles. Sometimes I see the answer instantly, but other times it needs more work, and that’s when I go to other people for advice. All the time I’m talking it over with them, only half of my mind is on the discussion. The other half is picking away at the problem, examining it in the light of their suggestions, waiting for the flash of insight that signals a solution. Sometimes it’s a half solution, sometimes it’s a full solution, but it’s rarely wrong. When I get that feeling, I know I’m on the right track.


But sometimes I don’t get that feeling at all.


Luna, Variam, Talisid and Sonder’s suggestions had been logical, and the courses of action we’d settled on made sense. I thought it could work. But I didn’t know it would work. And without that, I was feeling a lingering unease that wouldn’t go away. My limbs were cold, and I shivered. The weather outside was freezing, and even here in my room the heat didn’t seem to be winning.


Something cool nudged my hand. I looked up to see Hermes next to me, standing on the carpet. ‘I don’t know,’ I told him. ‘It might work. Maybe…’


Hermes gave me a questioning look.


‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m not sure.’ I shook my head and got to my feet. I felt off-balance, and over the years, I’ve learned that when that happens, there’s one person I should be talking to. ‘I’m going to Arachne’s. Want to come?’


Hermes blinked once.


I got my coat, then walked to the desk and took out my gate stone for Arachne’s lair. Despite the name, it wasn’t a stone but a piece of wood, old and weathered and carved with runes. I wasn’t expecting any trouble, but all the same, I looked into the futures in which I gated to Arachne’s lair. Down to the storeroom, through the portal and—


Ow. What the hell?


I looked again. Pain, violence. As I focused, the futures shifted. Combat, more violence … I pulled back, resetting myself, starting a path-walk, and this time I was paying full attention. What would happen if I used this gate stone, stepped out into Arachne’s ravine and stood there?


I’d get the crap beaten out of me, that was what. ‘Okay, change of plans,’ I told Hermes. ‘We’ve got some trouble waiting outside Arachne’s lair.’ I moved my future self around, trying to find out more about the attackers. Human, that was obvious. Two … no, three. ‘Team of three. First two are either adepts or sensitives, I think. Third one…’ I tried a future in which I shone a torch in that direction, getting a clear look before I was clubbed to the ground. ‘Wait a minute. I know that guy.’ White, early twenties, close-shaven brown hair. I’d never seen him, but I recognised the face all the same. Maybe a photo …?


I snapped my fingers. ‘Got it. Wolf.’


Hermes cocked his head at me.


‘Yeah, you wouldn’t know him. It’s not his real name: he’s an ex-Light apprentice, James something. Water magic, got kicked out of the apprentice programme, then declared himself to be a full mage. No one listened and the Keepers have pulled him in a few times for petty stuff. That was how I saw his file.’ I frowned. ‘I wonder what he’s trying to do…’


Hermes waited.


‘Wow,’ I said. ‘They’re using clubs. You know, I don’t think they’re trying to kill me at all. I think they just want to give me a good old-fashioned beating.’ I raised my eyebrows. ‘Old school.’


Hermes tilted his head, then back again.


‘Because they want to send a message, I’m guessing.’ I frowned as I tried to look through the futures in which my future self got beaten to a pulp, then shook my head. ‘Well, whatever it is, these guys are amateur hour.’


Hermes opened his mouth to show his teeth.


‘Yeah,’ I said. Hermes can’t talk, but he and I understand each other pretty well. I’d have some help for this one. I put down the gate stone and headed for my room. ‘Let’s gear up.’


I took my armour out of the wardrobe and pulled it on. My armour is a suit of dark mesh with raised plates covering stationary areas, matt-black and flexible. It looks serious, and it is. The reactive mesh isn’t impenetrable, but it’s very tough and it responds to attacks, changing its shape to deflect a blow. The plates have grown and thickened over the years, adjusting to the shape of my body. I added my standard collection of items to my belt and pockets and then descended one floor.


My safe room is locked, warded with multiple effects and lined with steel. I went through the locks and pulled open the metal door, then stepped inside. Hermes stayed out in the hallway, and I didn’t blame him. While the Arcana Emporium’s supposed to be a magic shop, the magical items I have on sale on the ground floor are strictly small potatoes. Weak wands and orbs that require a mage to wield them and don’t do anything all that spectacular even then; ambient focuses that can work on their own by drawing in local energy but have only the most limited of effects; old accoutrements that have been used enough times to have accumulated a little resonance. But for every twenty or thirty items I get that are weak or faded, I pick up one that’s genuinely dangerous. My safe room is where I keep them.


The imbued items were on the left wall. A crocodile-hilted sword stood out, gleaming dully in the light, as did a small white and blue lacquered tube. I didn’t go near either of them. Instead I went to a tall cabinet in the far corner and opened it. Inside was a small but formidable arsenal. I tapped one finger to my lips and studied the choices.


Mounted in pride of place at the centre of the collection was a Heckler & Koch MP7. It’s a nasty, compact little firearm the size of a sub-machine gun. I’d taken it off a guy called Garrick a few years ago – he hadn’t come back to reclaim it, and in exchange I hadn’t gone after him for trying to shoot me through the head with a sniper rifle, which seemed to me like a fair trade. Using it, I could probably kill all three men outside Arachne’s lair in about ten seconds.


‘Overkill,’ I decided, and glanced briefly at the pair of handguns on the shelf underneath. One was my old 1911; another was a smaller calibre automatic that I’d acquired earlier this year at the expense of some guy whose name I’d never learned. They were less suited to extended combat than the MP7, but they’d get the job done.


‘Overkill.’ I took down a sword from its mountings and half-drew it from its sheath. Metal hissed against leather, and I turned the blade, watching it glint in the light. The sword was a jian, a little over two feet long. I’m familiar with most blades, but I generally prefer smaller ones. It smelled of oil … and blood? I shook my head. Imagination. The blade was clean. ‘Overkill,’ I said again, resheathed the blade, and hung it back up. The next item I took up was a can of pepper spray. The stuff’s illegal in the UK, but it’s not hard to get if you know where to look. The pepper spray went back, to be replaced by a quarterstaff. It was a dull grey in colour; to an observer, it would look like steel. I held this one for a little longer before deciding. The heft felt good, and I spun it once, hearing the metal whoosh through the still air. ‘Still overkill,’ I said at last. The staff went back in the cabinet and I closed the doors, walked out of the safe room, and locked the door behind me, feeling the wards reset as I did. Hermes had watched the entire process with curiosity. As I turned to go downstairs, he trotted to follow.


Down in the storeroom, I went through two more items before finding what I was looking for: a cylindrical length of wood about seven-eighths of an inch in diameter and a little under three feet in length. The Japanese would call it a hanbo: native English speakers might call it a dowel, baton or cudgel, but more likely they’d just call it a stick. I spun it in one hand and nodded. Now just one more thing on the defence side …


Ah. I went out of the room, unlocked the back door and stepped out into the freezing air. The dustbins out in the back alley were black plastic. I picked the lid off one of them and held it in my left hand, testing its heft. Thick plastic, but still light. ‘Perfect,’ I said, and went back inside.


A glance at the futures confirmed that my ambushers weren’t going anywhere. I went back upstairs and did a leisurely warm-up. Neck rotations, arm circles, then several different leg stretches. I paid particular attention to the hamstring muscle at the back of the thigh; it’s easy to get a strain there if you don’t warm up properly. Once I was done I went back downstairs, picked up the stick and the dustbin lid and checked to see if my ambushers were in a good position. There wasn’t any way to nail it down precisely, but the futures in which I opened the gate right now were a little less favourable than I liked, so I waited around, running through a few practice strikes and blocks. Most of my shop and flat is warded from gates; the spot I was standing in was the single small volume in which the wards on the shop were shaped so as to allow space magic to function unhindered. After five minutes, I felt the futures shift and checked. About an eighty per cent chance that they were going to be in an L formation rather than a surround. Good as it’s going to get. ‘Ready?’ I asked Hermes.


Hermes blinked once.


I tucked the stick under my arm, took out the gate stone and began channelling. Using a focus item is easy for most mages – all you need is the item and a bit of applied knowledge. It’s harder for me, but I’m very familiar with the location I was gating to and I wasn’t in any hurry. After a couple of minutes the air before me darkened and formed an oval. Through the portal, stars twinkled through the shadows of bare branches. I was looking out on to the darkness of Hampstead Heath.


Hermes disappeared, teleporting through the gate and away into the night. I stepped through, taking the stick out from under my arm and letting the gate vanish behind me. As it did, I stabbed right.


The man to my side had just started his forward rush, his arm raised. He was a force adept, and the spell he was using would have made the club in his hand come down with crushing force, enough to break my arm if I stood to meet it. He couldn’t, however, see in the dark. The tip of my stick hit just beneath his breastbone, sinking deep as the momentum of his rush drove him on to it. He lost his breath in a gasp as he went down.


I twisted left, raising the dustbin lid as I did to catch a blow as it landed on the hard plastic, the shock going up my arm. Second man. I couldn’t see what he looked like, but I’d spent time watching the futures in which he attacked. This one’s adept ability was perception-based. He moved in the pitch darkness of the ravine as though it were broad daylight, swinging his club like a baseball bat, and I gave ground. The dustbin lid rang under the rain of blows. Blue light flashed to my right and I sidestepped, feeling a spell whip past, letting the adept come between me and the threat. He did, and as he stepped in, I reversed course, moving in to meet him, shield high and weapon low. His club glanced off the lid; mine found his ankle. There was the distinctive crack of wood on bone and the adept yelled, hopping, tumbling to the ground. I stepped in, dropping my stick, ducking low; another spell flashed overhead as I drew my stun focus from my pocket and stabbed the adept with it as he tried to scramble to his feet. Life magic passed into him in a green flicker, and I came to my feet in the same motion.


In the pale blue light illuminating the ravine, I could see that both adepts were down. The first was struggling and gasping; the second was still. The light was coming from the third man and the staff of glowing blue energy in his hands. It would have looked impressive if he hadn’t been staring with his mouth open. My preparations – planning, weapon selection, warm-up, waiting for the right moment to gate and gating – had taken a bit under half an hour. The fight had lasted around five seconds. Pretty typical for a diviner.


I walked back towards the first adept as he struggled to breathe, picking up my stick as I did, and hit him with one carefully measured blow. There was a thud and he dropped. I turned to the mage and raised my eyebrows. ‘You coming?’


Wolf – James – stared at me.


‘You coming?’ I said again. James was about thirty feet away. ‘Or do I have to go to you?’


‘Go to—!’ James seemed to bolster himself. ‘You know who I am?’


‘Yes, your name’s James Redman and you’re probably one of the weakest elemental mages in Britain.’


‘My name’s Wolf!’


I sighed. ‘Sure it is.’


‘You come near me and I’ll fuck you up!’


I just looked at him.


‘What, you want a piece of me?’ James hefted the glowing staff. ‘Bring it, bitch! And that’s – that’s a dustbin lid? You’re coming after me with a fucking dustbin lid?’ James gave a slightly hysterical laugh. ‘You know who I am? You think you can take me? You—’


James kept talking and I tuned him out. Most of the time, when people posture, you don’t really need to listen to the words. The content is always more or less the same – they’re tough, you should be scared of them, yadda yadda yadda. The real communication is done with body language and tone of voice. I already knew that James wasn’t going to take a shot at me, not in any time frame that mattered. Instead I looked into the futures where I tried talking to him, seeing what information I could pick out. How about if I tried guessing who’d sent him …?


Well, it’s not Levistus. Not that that was really a surprise: Levistus would have sent a much higher grade of assassin. Not Morden, for similar reasons. Not Onyx, not Deleo, not Cinder, not Crystal, not Lyle, not Barrayar, not Avis, not Ordith, not Sagash, not Darren, not … okay, I have way too many enemies to do this one at a time. I pulled back my focus and looked to see if any name I could come up with would work. Didn’t seem like it. Someone new? Probably not all that high on the power scale, if this is the best they can send …


‘—well? You hearing me, bitch?’


‘Stop calling me “bitch”,’ I said absently. ‘A bitch is a female dog. I like dogs.’


James stared at me. ‘I’ll call you what I want, bitch.’


‘Whatever. Look, James—’


‘My name’s Wolf.’


‘James. I’ve got things to do. You got hired to send me a message, right? Let’s hear it.’


James gave me a disbelieving look.


‘Last chance to do this the easy way.’


‘Oh yeah?’ James spread his arms wide. The staff flickered in one hand. It looked like a standard elemental weapon, designed to apply kinetic energy, possibly with some on-hit effect. ‘Let’s do this! Come on!’


I sighed. ‘Hermes?’ I said out loud to the sky. ‘Any time you’re ready.’


Hermes blinked into view behind James and sank his teeth into the back of James’s ankle. James screamed, staggering. He tried to twist around to see what had bitten him but Hermes hung on, letting James’s momentum drag him around. James flailed awkwardly one-handed with the staff, trying to beat Hermes away, before managing to get a grip with both hands and swinging back as hard as he could.


The moment before the staff landed, Hermes blinked out of existence, teleporting away. The swing hit only air and James staggered sideways.


‘Hey,’ I said from behind him.


James spun. I let him get most of the way around before introducing my stick to his head. He hit the ground and I continued to apply the stick to various points on his body until he stopped trying to cast spells. By that point, the light from the water staff he had been using was gone, along with the staff itself (concentration-based spells and beatings don’t mix) so I took out my pocket torch and clicked it on, shining it downwards. ‘Ready to talk?’


‘Oh, fuck,’ James moaned. He was lying on the ground in a foetal position. ‘It hurts.’


‘Who sent you?’


‘I don’t know! I just—’


I struck down, deliberately making the blow slow enough to see coming. James caught a glimpse through the light and raised an arm to protect his head. The stick landed on his right hand with a snapping crack. James screamed.


‘Okay, James,’ I said once he’d quieted down enough to hear me. ‘This game is called “How many of your bones do I have to break before you answer my questions?” Right now the counter is on “one”. In another twenty seconds, I’ll be advancing it to “two”.’


‘All right! Jesus, it was Symmaris, okay? It was Symmaris!’


‘And what did Symmaris tell you to do?’


‘Just to … just to rough you up a bit, okay? Nothing serious, we weren’t going to hurt you or anything.’


‘Uh-huh. And what were you supposed to tell me afterwards?’


‘To stay away from Drakh.’


I paused. ‘What?’


‘From Drakh. For the job. You know?’


‘What job?’


‘I don’t fucking know. They—’


I lifted the stick.


‘No! Jesus, I’m telling you the truth, I swear! There was some thing, some, some job you were supposed to be doing, working with Drakh, I don’t know, something important, and Symmaris, she wanted to warn you to back off, right? That was all she told us. That was it!’


I stared down at James, searching through the futures. It sounded flimsy, but as I explored different interrogation options, I realised to my surprise that he was actually telling the truth. I shook my head. ‘You really came to the wrong neighbourhood.’


‘Look, please, just let me go. I didn’t know. I’ll tell Symmaris whatever you like, I swear—’


‘I don’t work for Drakh,’ I said.


James paused. ‘Huh?’


‘I don’t work for Richard Drakh,’ I said again. ‘Your boss got the wrong guy. If you’d done your homework and asked around instead of coming here, you and your boys could be back at home having a pint right now.’ I gestured back towards the two adepts. The one I’d hit with the stun focus was stirring and moaning. The other had rolled over on to his side and was throwing up. ‘Get your mates and gate. If you pull anything like this on me a second time, you won’t be around for a third. Understand?’


James nodded quickly. ‘Yeah. Okay.’


‘Get lost.’


James stumbled to his feet and hurried over to the two adepts. I watched patiently as he started opening a gate. ‘James?’ I said when he was a minute into the spell.


I saw the muscles in James’s back tense. The blue light around his hand flickered and he nearly dropped the spell. Slowly he turned, shoulders hunched, the whites of his eyes showing.


I flicked the beam of the torch down where the two adepts had fallen. ‘They dropped their clubs.’


James stared at me, then down at the shadowy outlines of the clubs where they lay on the ground.


‘Pick them up, please,’ I said. ‘I’m not cleaning up after you.’


Slowly James obeyed, holding the wooden cudgels awkwardly in his injured hand, then went back to opening the gate. By the time he was done both adepts were on their feet, one supporting the other. The three of them shot scared looks at me as they shuffled through the gate and out of sight. I watched it close behind them. The blue light faded and I was alone in the darkness.


‘Idiots,’ I said into the night. I checked to make sure no one else was coming, then walked to the edge of the ravine. Hermes blinked into position behind me, trotting at my heels. I pressed two fingers to one of the roots beneath the oak tree, waited for the signature of the open connection and spoke. ‘Arachne? It’s Alex. We need to talk.’


Usually Arachne’s lair is one of the few places I can relax. Its wards and defences are extensive, and I know that Arachne’s been steadily improving them over the last few years. It’s not just paranoia: magical creatures like Arachne have no protection under the Concord, and if any mages decide to pick a fight with her, no one on the Council is going to do anything about it. Arachne’s only defences are those she creates herself, and though she never talks about it, I know she takes it seriously. Sitting here in the cavern, I was almost certainly safer than I was in my own shop.


Except that for the first time in years, being here wasn’t making me feel safe. Sure, I could hide here – for a while. But not for ever.


‘That’s the story,’ I said. I was sitting on one of the sofas, next to some bolts of red and blue silk. Hermes had hopped up on to another sofa and was watching with ears pricked.


‘I see,’ Arachne said. Arachne is a spider the size of an SUV, black-haired with highlights of cobalt-blue; she’s probably my oldest friend and one of the very few people I really trust. She’d been working on a dress when I’d arrived, but as soon as I’d started to give her the news she’d put it down and moved in close. Now she was resting in such a position that her front legs were only a couple of feet away, near enough that I could smell the herbal scent of her body. She’d been listening for twenty minutes, speaking only to ask for clarification. ‘Do you know anything further about your three attackers?’


‘Honestly?’ I said. ‘Right now I don’t much care. They’re small fry. I’ve got bigger problems.’


‘Small problems that aren’t dealt with can become larger problems,’ Arachne said. ‘Besides, I suspect the two may be related.’


I shrugged.


‘It concerns me that they knew to stage an ambush here,’ Arachne said.


‘Yeah, they knew where to find me,’ I said. ‘But if I don’t deal with this Council proposal, then it won’t matter that they knew where to find me, because inside of a week I won’t be here, or anywhere else in the country, or maybe not even alive. I do not have much room to manoeuvre here!’


Arachne looked at me patiently. ‘There’s no need to be snappish.’


I sighed, passing a hand in front of my face. ‘I’m sorry. I’m just off-balance.’ I looked up at Arachne. ‘Any good ideas? Because I could really use some.’


‘Moving Variam and Anne to Landis’s sponsorship is an obvious decision,’ Arachne said. ‘Pushing Luna through her journeyman tests is more risky, but seems to be the best of the possible alternatives. Though you’ll need help from Chalice.’


‘We’re meeting her tomorrow morning. I still hadn’t completely made up my mind on whether to trust her.’ I shrugged again. ‘Guess now I’ve got no choice.’


‘But that still leaves the question of your sentence,’ Arachne said. She studied me, eight eyes unblinking. ‘You understand why this is happening.’


‘Yeah. It’s the bill coming due for pissing off Levistus.’


‘No,’ Arachne said. ‘Levistus is the short-term manifestation of a long-term problem. If it hadn’t been Levistus, it would have been someone else.’


‘What long-term problem?’


‘Your independence,’ Arachne said. ‘Over the past few years, you have been offered numerous chances to side with those more powerful than yourself. Levistus tried to recruit you, as did Morden. Richard offered you your old place at his side. Talisid wanted you to become his spy. You turned them all down. Instead you have opted to remain separate and apart, beholden to no one.’


‘You know why we did that,’ I said. ‘I know our group’s not powerful, not compared to the real players. We can’t do much to change things. But at least we don’t have to make things worse.’


‘And that would be viable, were you only involved in small things,’ Arachne said. ‘But Levistus’s plans are not small things. Richard’s return is not a small thing. There are storms coming, and you will be caught in them.’


‘Then what are my options?’


‘Align yourself with one of the greater powers,’ Arachne said. ‘Or become a greater power. Or die.’ She paused. ‘I’m sorry, Alex. I wish I had better news.’


I sat in silence. ‘What if there’s another way?’ I said at last. ‘Find something to trade to one of the Council mages. Play them off against one another. I’ve done it before.’


‘Perhaps,’ Arachne said. ‘For a little while. But understand that to take this road – to make your own choices – is to walk the most difficult path. There will be sacrifices.’


I felt a chill go through me. It wasn’t physical cold – Arachne’s cave is warm. ‘Will I have you with me?’


‘I do not know how long I can stay,’ Arachne said. ‘But as long as I can help you, I will.’


I reached out and rested a hand on one of Arachne’s forelegs. Arachne reached up with her other foreleg to stroke my hair, her movements gentle. I closed my eyes and let myself relax, taking comfort in her presence. We stayed like that for a long time, silent in the lair. 
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