

[image: cover]




To Chris Fowler
London misses you.






[image: title]





Prologue



Long ago and far away, the Moth King, known for his jealousy, uncertain temper and melancholy, courted the frivolous Butterfly Queen. They were very different. He was nocturnal; she loved the sun. He was sullen and taciturn; she was filled with merriment. Even so, they fell in love, and their wedding was held at sunset on the edge of a bramble wood, with all of their folk in attendance, and with dancing throughout the night and day.


But the qualities that had caused the Moth King to fall in love with the Butterfly Queen soon incurred his displeasure. She was flighty; she danced too much, laughed too often; drank nectar to the point of giddiness. He tried to reason with her, but the Butterfly Queen only laughed at him. Then, when laughter failed to melt the Moth King’s stubborn heart, she retreated to the company of her friends and secretly hoped he would join her.


And so the Moth King brooded alone, while the Butterfly Queen spent her days with her friends in the treetops, rocking on a silver swing woven for her by the Spider Mage, who had always loved her, and whose webs reached as far as the Ninth World. The Spider Mage was loyal, and had never declared his love, knowing that the Butterfly Queen was born for higher, nobler things, but his heart ached when he saw her lord so cold towards his lady.


Time passed. The rift between the King and Queen grew deeper. While the Queen laughed and danced with her folk in the sunlight, the King would keep to his chambers. At night, he roamed the moonlit woods with his retinue of pale courtesans, while the Queen slept alone in her bed of spider silk beneath a quilt of woven thistledown, with crickets chirping at her side. Only the Spider Mage knew how unhappy this made the Queen; for during the day, she was always as bright and giddy as ever, sipping her nectar and rocking in her silver swing. And no one but he knew how little the King cared for those courtesans, or how he sometimes sighed to himself as he lay upon his silken couch under its canopy of leaves and listened for his lady’s voice above him, in the trees.


More time passed. The King and Queen pined for each other in secret. But each was as proud as the other, and neither would yield or compromise. The King grew more taciturn than ever; the Queen grew more impulsive. The King disappeared from his chambers the moment the sun set over the hills; the Queen was always safe in her bed as the last rays kissed the treetops.


The Spider Mage grieved for them both. Looking into his web of dreams, he combed the Nine Worlds for a way to bring the Moth King and the Butterfly Queen together again in harmony. Finally, he found what he sought: a rare conjunction in the sky. In six months’ time, so he observed, the Sun and Moon would intersect, so that night would fall at noon and all the stars awaken. Surely, thought the Spider Mage, this would be the time to bring the pair together. And so he wove his web of dreams, and by subtle means ensured that King and Queen were both at hand at the moment of the eclipse.


At last, the day came. The Sun in the sky yielded to the Moon’s embrace, and in the midday twilight, the Moth King and the Butterfly Queen were reunited in love. Only for a short time – but enough that their child was conceived; a boy of both light and shadow, a prince of sun and starlight. The Moth King and the Butterfly Queen made ready to go their separate ways; but when the Prince was born, each tried to claim him for their own.


The Queen taught him to fly high, drink deeply and laugh at his enemies. The King taught him the secrets of the night-time forest: the way of the fox, the cry of the owl, the gleam of the moon on the water. Both taught him how to change Aspect: how to break from his human form into a cloud of butterflies; how to hide among the trees like a moth in the dappled shade.


The boy – living between their worlds – learnt his lessons faithfully. But his parents, who loved their infant son far more than they had ever loved each other, were jealous and greedy for his love. The King did his best to teach his son to despise his mother’s frivolity, while the Queen did her best to teach him to mock his father’s melancholy moods. Thus, the young Prince spent his infancy in a state of constant confusion. But the Spider Mage befriended him, and taught him the ways of his people, hoping all the while that the child might reconcile the King and Queen.


As he grew, the young Prince became very dear to the Spider Mage. He had his mother’s charm and grace, without her volatile nature. He had his father’s intellect, without his anger and sullenness. And he had a kind and loving heart, which longed for one thing only: for his parents to love each other, as he loved them both. The Spider Mage longed for this, too. But the situation seemed hopeless.


Finally, he went back to his web and combed it again for a solution. He searched all the Worlds of the Honeycomb, consulted every Oracle, sent his spider servants out to every point of the compass to look for a way of bringing together the Butterfly Queen and the Moth King. He spun his webs into every world, stretched his threads of spider silk into every place and time. Then he slept, exhausted, leaving his web of dreams untended, its filaments reaching out into every world in existence.


And while he slept, the young Prince crept into the Mage’s chamber, and, seeing the gleaming spider threads leading into the many worlds, took hold of the nearest thread tightly in his small hand. The Spider Mage slept on, unaware, as the child pulled on the silken thread shining in the moonlight. And when the Spider Mage awoke, he found his web in disarray and the young Prince nowhere to be found.


The Moth King’s rage was terrible. So too was the grief of the Butterfly Queen. The Mage soon guessed where the boy had gone – but the world into which he had disappeared was one of untold terrors.


‘Not Dream,’ said the Queen, her dark eyes wide.


The Moth King took her hand. It was day, but the crisis had roused him from his bed and he looked pale and drawn.


The Spider Mage shook his head. ‘No, not Dream, Your Majesty. But to a world almost as dark. A world in which our people are weak, and magic works poorly, if at all.’ His voice fell to a whisper, and he said to the Queen, with tears in his eyes: ‘Your Majesty, somehow the young Prince has entered the World of the Sightless Folk.’


For a moment, the King and Queen looked at each other in horror. Both Courts – the Moths in their dark finery, the Butterflies in their merry madness – held their breath, and hoped that perhaps this crisis might lead to a reconciliation.


Then the Queen began to weep. ‘This is your fault,’ she told the King. ‘You taught our son to love the night, and to hunger for secrets and mysteries!’


The King said: ‘My fault? You taught the boy to disobey, and to defy my authority.’


The Queen went pale. ‘How dare you blame me? When, for all you know, our son may already be in the hands of the Sightless Folk!’


‘If he is,’ said the Moth King, ‘then your tears are unlikely to help him.’


The quarrel went on between the pair, becoming ever more bitter. Each blamed the other for the loss of the Prince. The Moth King grew colder in his rage; the Queen’s anger more heated. Finally, she fled the Court, swearing an oath that no Butterfly would ever fall in love again. Instead, they would prey on love, she said, and feed on it like nectar, and drain the hearts of lovers without ever loving in return. The Moth King, grieving, left his throne and hid himself in World Below, letting his kingdom fall to ruin.


And in their absence there came war between the Moths and the Butterflies, a conflict that will never cease until the day the lost Prince is found, and a Butterfly falls in love with a Moth once again.


Only the Spider Mage, crushed by guilt, believed the lost Prince could be found. Forgotten by almost everyone, despised by both ­warring factions, he watched the worlds through his web of dreams, hoping for an answer. But his web remained dark, and his wretchedness grew. One night, despairing, he spun a thread into the World of the Sightless Folk and crept through the door into that world, and let it close behind him.


Some say he remains there to this day, driven mad with guilt and grief, unable to return to his world, still searching for the lost Prince.


Some say that’s only a fairy tale.





Part 1



Vanessa
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In a city of magical things, of buses, and plastic, and concrete, and trains, there lived a young man called Tom Argent. This was in the old days of the great, lost cities of the Folk, cities with strange and beautiful names, filled with palaces and parks; tunnels that stretched for miles underground; markets, museums and gaming halls and gleaming towers of grasshopper glass.


This marvellous city was London. Tom’s neighbourhood was King’s Cross, though long ago it had once been known as Battlebridge. Tom had never asked himself why; as far as he knew, it was just a name. But names are secret, powerful things, not to be given lightly. And cities are curious places, where the skin between the worlds rubs thin, and sometimes things (and even kings) can cross from one side to the other.


Tom Argent worked in a little shop just off the Caledonian Road. The shop sold second-hand cameras and film; lenses, tripods, enlargers; books of glossy black-and-white photographs. All of these were magical things: boxes in which to trap memories; shutters that could stop Time; lenses that could turn light itself away from its directed course. But Tom was no believer in fairy tales and miracles. He could walk through a bluebell wood and not see a single fairy – not that there were any bluebell woods in London, but there were parks with ancient trees, and markets filled with spices and fruits from countries a thousand miles away, and people of all races and types, and cobbled alleys that echoed with ghosts, and ships that only appeared by night, and secret plague pits under the ground.


But Tom never saw these things. Instead, he saw litter, and traffic and smoke; and people on their mobile phones who suddenly stopped in the street when he was walking behind them; and angry cab drivers, and riotous drunks, and cyclists who never looked where they were going.


Tom Argent did not even see the magic at his fingertips. Instead, he saw the death of film, and the advent of the digital age, and the power of social media; and he worried about paying the rent, and about making art in a world in which artists are paid with exposure. He was no blinder than most, of course, but cities do that to people. They dull the senses; kill curiosity; make people look inwards instead of out. And the Folk are especially susceptible to this kind of numbness – which is why the Faërie scorned them, and called them the Sightless Folk.


The only time Tom Argent felt as if the world was truly real was when he could see it through a lens. Photography was his passion, and he spent most of his spare time around King’s Cross, taking pictures of the streets. He saw the homeless people; the houseboats on Regent’s Canal; the dogs; the vehicles; the railway trains; the station with its great glass roof and its faded, powdery, red-brick facades. Through the lens of Tom’s camera, the everyday became magical; the commonplace, extraordinary. His camera brought forgotten things into sudden focus. Garish colours shifted to a crisp, nostalgic black-and-white, and Tom glimpsed the world as it really was, as if the camera’s lens were an eye that saw beyond the everyday. And it was only then that he was ever truly happy.


He developed and printed his own work in his attic darkroom, which was the closest to magic he ever got – or, at least, as far as he knew. Sometimes he displayed his work, although he never sold it. He lived alone above the camera shop in a tiny, one-room attic flat with a view of the rooftops. His parents had died in a house fire during his first year at university, and he had no family, no friends – except for the kind of friends you greet without ever actually knowing their names. He had black hair, and thoughtful dark eyes, and a face that was pale from being too long indoors. He was twenty-nine years old, and he had never been in love.


His employer, the owner of the shop and of many others along the road, was called Mr Burnet. Tom had only met him once, the day he’d been given the job; after that, he’d only been in contact via email, and through intermediaries. Mr Burnet lived in a house on the far side of Regent’s Canal, and was never seen without his long, dark overcoat, with only the flash of his grey-gold eyes visible under a broad-brimmed hat. Tom found him disturbing, although he didn’t quite know why, and he was secretly rather glad he didn’t see him more often. But Mr Burnet was by far the most generous employer Tom had ever had, never seeming to care how much money Tom made, or what (if anything) he had sold. The hours were short, the salary good, and the flat above the shop, though small, had a darkroom in which he could work. And Tom was doing what he loved most: working with cameras and photographs. It was the job of his dreams, and Mr Burnet never interfered.


On the morning this story begins, Tom had risen early and taken his camera and his bag in search of things to photograph. It was early April, when the light was at its sweetest, and on those sunny spring mornings, Tom sometimes felt the skin of the world ready to peel away at a touch, revealing beauty underneath – beauty, and sometimes horrors. A dandelion clock, growing between the cracks in the pavement. A girl, coming back from a night on the town, caught in an unguarded moment. An old homeless man with a bundle of books, packing away his cardboard bed and muttering darkly to himself, unaware that the morning sun had given his head a corona of fire.


Tom reached for his camera. People usually realised quite quickly when they were being photographed. Sometimes they posed, which was bad – or, worse, became hostile, or ran away. But the old man was too preoccupied, and Tom, using a long lens, was able to rattle off a few shots before he became suspicious.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’ said the man, as he finally noticed.


‘I’m sorry. I hope you don’t mind,’ said Tom. ‘It’s just that … you have an interesting face. I’m a collector of interesting people.’


‘Interesting,’ said the homeless man. ‘Yon Collector says we’re interesting.’ His voice was soft and hoarse, as if he didn’t use it often. His accent was not that of London, or of anywhere else that Tom could identify. Behind his little round spectacles, his eyes were a clear and luminous grey, with a skein of gold running through them like a piece of kintsugi.


He grinned at Tom, who saw now that he was younger than he’d first assumed – not yet out of his fifties, with unruly white hair which gave him the look of a mad king.


‘I’ll tell you what’s interesting, Collector. Breakfast.’ He indicated a nearby café. ‘That is, if you’re minded to pay for the pieces of my soul you took without permission.’


Tom nodded. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I’ll get you something. A sandwich. All right?’


‘And some tea, please. Two cups. Sweet. One for me, one for Charissa.’


Tom looked around, but as far as he could see the white-haired man was alone. He must be a little disturbed, thought Tom. The challenges for those who were homeless were rife.


He went into the café and came back with two paper cups of sweetened tea and a bacon sandwich. The man sat down on his parcel of books – neatly tied with coloured string – and ate the sandwich carefully, making sure not to drop any crumbs. Tom took a few more pictures of the man as he was eating. Now he reminded Tom of the feral cats that lived on his street; the way they took what food they could from the overturned rubbish bins, but delicately, like exiled queens forced to become cats at night and to fight for their food with the foxes.


‘Don’t mind Charissa,’ said the man, finishing the sandwich and starting on his cup of tea. ‘She don’t much care for your regular food.’ He paused to address the second cup, which he had balanced on a wall, and sat there with a cup in each hand, alternating mouthfuls.


Tom took a couple more pictures.


‘Charissa sez she don’t like that,’ said the man. ‘Cut it out, Collector.’


‘Sorry,’ said Tom, putting the camera back in his satchel.


‘That’s better,’ said the man. ‘You don’t want to make them nervous. They get angry when they’re nervous. They say it steals their soul away, although, of course, they never had any in the first place.’


Tom thought better of asking who the mysterious they might be. Instead, he said, ‘What’s your name?’


The homeless man looked wary. ‘I’m not telling you that,’ he said, as if Tom had suggested something too crazy to contemplate. ‘We don’t give our names to strangers. Give them away and anyone can use ’em, day or night. Names are for keeping to yourself, if you know what’s good for you.’


Tom was taken aback. ‘OK.’


The madman nodded. ‘You weren’t to know. Tell you what, Collector. There’s daylight names and midnight names. Daylight names are safe enough. A spider brings good luck before midnight, but bad luck after. And you look to me like the kind of young man who needs good luck, and to keep out of dark rooms. You can have my daylight name. You can call me Spider.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Spider,’ said Tom. ‘Hope you enjoyed your breakfast.’


‘Thank you, Collector,’ Spider said. ‘And remember what I said about luck, and keeping out of dark rooms.’


And, at that, picking up his parcel of books, Spider began to walk purposefully down the road, a river of light at his ragged heels, his spindly shadow beside him.
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On a normal day, Tom Argent would have developed his film after work. But this was not a normal day. This was the day that Tom Argent would finally, fatally, fall in love.


He had not intended to fall in love. He had intended to spend the afternoon quietly cataloguing his negatives, maybe drinking a cup of tea, and listening to the radio. On a normal day, he might have expected two or maybe three customers, most of them wanting to know if he would develop their old film, mend a broken camera or direct them to the nearest bookshop. On that day, however, the doorbell rang and in walked the most beautiful girl Tom Argent had ever seen.


Now, beauty is not a size or a shape, an outfit or a colour. Real beauty is something that shines. The rest is only glamour. This girl was both dark and luminous, like a copper beech in the sun. Luminous was her brown skin, and her eyes were every shade of leaf, from guinea gold to forest-floor black. She was wearing a yellow dress. Her hair was a crown of autumn fire. And yes, she was very beautiful. But her beauty was none of these things. And although by the time she had left, Tom could barely remember her clothes, or the shape of her face, or the colour of her eyes, or the exact shade of her skin, he knew he would always remember that shine. Tom Argent was changed for ever.


‘Can I help you, miss?’ he said as she came into the shop.


She smiled. ‘I’d like to buy that print,’ she said, indicating a photograph hanging in the window. ‘I am assuming it’s for sale?’


Tom had taken the photograph that winter. It had been snowing, which was rare in King’s Cross, and, just for a day, the familiar streets had been new and clean again. A boy playing with his friends had thrown a snowball, and Tom had caught the moment, the light; the boy looking directly into the camera lens as the snowball began its trajectory; the brilliant swipe of powdery snow as it arced through the air towards him. The result had been a wonderful accident – the kind that only happens with film – and Tom was pleased with the result.


But he never sold his work. People had asked, but he had always refused. If he’d been able to find the right words, he might have told them that his work was more than just taking pictures. Every print was different. Even when they were taken from the same negative, each one had its character, its own individual markings. Each one was a piece of him, and the thought of it hanging in somebody’s house, trapped under glass in the bathroom, perhaps, or providing a talking point in the hall, was almost intolerable. For a moment, he thought of Spider, and the way he’d referred to the photographs as stolen pieces of his soul.


He reached into the shop window and took out the print in its wooden frame. Then he showed it to the girl and said, ‘I took that. Do you like it?’


‘It’s magical.’


Tom shifted from one foot to the other. ‘It was just a lucky shot.’


The girl in the yellow dress smiled. ‘Was it? You can see things others can’t. If that isn’t magic, then what is?’


‘Well—’ Tom began to explain exactly how he’d taken the shot; the lens he’d used; the shutter speed. Then he realised she had no idea what he was talking about, and stopped halfway through a sentence.


The girl gave her luminous smile again. ‘Flutter-speed or glamorie-glass, lens of truth or coat of dreams: what does it matter how magic works?’


Her voice was slightly accented, though Tom could not place its origin. Her English, too, was slightly odd, slightly foreign, as if she’d learnt it from a very old primer. For a moment, he was reminded of Spider’s off-kilter speech – but that was absurd. How could this girl and a homeless man have anything in common? He struggled to regain his composure, conscious that he was still staring.


‘Well, I don’t really sell my work,’ he said. ‘But if you like it – here. It’s yours.’ He handed her the picture.


The girl’s smile became something so bright that Tom could scarcely look at it. Motes of dust in the dark air trembled and sang like golden bells.


‘Wait. I’ll wrap it for you,’ said Tom, who by now was under the spell of something he’d never experienced before – something like drunkenness, or a dream in which he flew on magical wings and rescued maidens from dragons. ‘Hang on. It might take a minute.’


He reached for a sheet of wrapping paper and some string, racking his brain for anything else that might keep the girl there a few moments longer. He wrapped the parcel with exquisite care; tied the string in a double bow; prayed for a sudden shower of rain that might force her to linger.


Outside, the sun was dazzling. The sky was perfectly cloudless.


The girl took the parcel and tucked it carefully under her arm. ‘Thank you.’


Tom said: ‘What’s your da— Ah – what’s your name?’


He was so dazed that he had almost said: What’s your daylight name? The memory of Spider, combined with the girl’s effect on him, had induced a kind of disconnection from ordinary language. In this new and luminous world, words like ‘glamorie-glass’ made sense, and daylight names were shields, designed to hold back the approach of night. The thought of this girl at night conjured up pictures of Van Gogh’s Starry Night, and comets, and lightships, and the taste of her skin, torched to silver in the moonlight—


The girl looked amused. It occurred to him that she must be used to men being fools around her. ‘I’m Vanessa.’


‘Vanessa. Vanessa. I’m Tom,’ he said. ‘And where are you from, Vanessa?’ It was an excuse to keep saying her name, which sounded to him like a cat’s-paw of wind across the bright surface of a lake.


She smiled again. ‘Oh, I’m from everywhere.’


‘Near King’s Cross?’


‘Sometimes,’ she said. ‘Sometimes my friends and I come here. There’s a champagne bar in St Pancras Station. Sometimes we meet for drinks in there.’


‘Will you be there tonight?’ asked Tom.


Vanessa shrugged. ‘Perhaps,’ she said. ‘We don’t make plans. But you might see us there.’


She left with the picture under her arm, in its brown-paper packaging. And Tom spent the rest of the afternoon saying her name and sighing, and trying to work out how a girl he’d never met before could have captured his heart as surely and as permanently as he had captured that snowball, forever now suspended in time like a fly in amber.
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As soon as his day was done, Tom raced to St Pancras Station. He knew the champagne bar, but had never tried it, not being a connoisseur of champagne, or a lover of champagne prices. But Vanessa had said she might be there, and that was all the motivation he needed.


He waited two hours at a table and bought a glass of champagne that tasted like pulverised starlight (and which, of course, went straight to his head). Then, as he was starting to think Vanessa would never appear, he saw her, with a group of friends, standing at the bar.


The place had filled up since Tom had arrived. The tables and booths were all occupied, and there was a nasty gleam in the waiter’s eye, as if to suggest that if he did not order again very soon, sharp words would be spoken. Tom, feeling reckless, now beckoned him and ordered a bottle (costing more than Tom had ever dreamed a single bottle of wine could cost) to be sent to the girl and her three friends. Then he left his seat and made his way, by now rather unsteadily, through the crowd towards them.


Tom was as unused to drinking champagne as he was to talking to women. His evenings were generally spent alone, watching television, listening to music or developing and printing his photographs. He felt very conspicuous in his jeans and T-shirt, surrounded as he currently was by people in evening clothes: women in long dresses, their hair worked into complicated braids; men in bow ties and dinner jackets. Vanessa had changed her yellow dress for one of a vibrant butterfly-blue, and her curly dark hair had been braided into an elaborate coronet. Gold bracelets gleamed on her brown arms, reflecting tiny flecks of gold onto her skin. Surrounded by glass and chrome and lights, she was the most magical being Tom had ever seen.


He was not so sure about her friends. Two men and a woman, all striking, in brightly coloured clothing that looked both strange and sumptuous. Was one of the men her date? It seemed depressingly likely to Tom, but the champagne had made him reckless, and he pushed the unwelcome thought aside.


As he reached her, Vanessa was talking to a tall dark man with braided hair and a waistcoat of midnight-blue velvet. She looked happy; he looked bored. Tom felt a renewed surge of optimism.


‘Vanessa,’ he said.


She turned. ‘It’s you! You sent the champagne!’


He nodded, feeling absurdly cheered that she remembered him. Over her shoulder, Vanessa’s friend glanced at Tom with a look of amusement that was not entirely kind. Tom liked him even less at close quarters than he had from afar. Handsome, tall and effortlessly elegant, he looked vaguely contemptuous, but mostly unthreatened – and unsurprised.


‘Tom, meet Brimstone,’ Vanessa said, speaking of the tall man. ‘And this is Skipper, and this here is Pieris.’


Skipper was a woman – dark-skinned and shaven-headed, wearing a sheath of sequinned green. Pieris was slighter than Brimstone, cropped hair buzzed along one side, wearing a pink leather jacket over an orange T-shirt. He grinned like a flashgun and slung an arm companionably around Tom’s neck.


‘Stop it,’ said Vanessa. ‘He’s mine.’


Pieris pulled a face at her. Tom could feel his head spinning. Had Vanessa really said he’s mine? Or was he only dreaming?


‘So, are you actors, or something?’ said Tom. There was something of the stage, he thought, about the little foursome; a kind of self-conscious flamboyance, which was charming in Vanessa (everything was charming in Vanessa), but which, in the case of the others, now seemed quietly sinister.


The tall man, Brimstone, gave a smile. ‘Yes, we sometimes act,’ he said. His voice was low but carrying. Tom got the feeling he was being mocked, but was unsure of how to respond. Besides, what kind of names were they – Brimstone, Skipper, Pieris? Stage names? Foreign names?


Midnight names, he thought suddenly, and shivered without knowing why.


‘Have you been in anything I might have seen?’


Brimstone smiled. ‘I doubt it,’ he said.


The others smiled too, as if at a joke at Tom’s expense.


Vanessa gave Brimstone a stern look. ‘Stop tormenting him, children,’ she said. ‘Tom’s very sweet.’


‘How do you know? Have you licked him?’ Pieris gave Tom the kind of smile a child gives to an ice cream. Vanessa gave him a look of reproach, but behind it, Tom thought she was smiling.


Defiantly, he poured himself a glass of champagne and drank it all in one, and then immediately wished he hadn’t, because the glass ceiling of St Pancras Station started to turn like a kaleidoscope, and he was suddenly in need of more air than he seemed to be breathing. He put out a hand to steady himself, found Pieris instead and flinched.


‘Oops, I think we broke your friend.’ Pieris’ smile grew even wider. ‘You should have brought a couple of spares. That way, we could all have one.’


Vanessa ignored him. ‘Tom, are you all right?’


Tom said something about the heat.


Pieris grinned and said, ‘That’s fine. Actors like it sweaty.’


‘Stop it, Pieris,’ Skipper said in a voice that was calm but commanding. Then she looked at Vanessa and said, ‘Better take it outside, no?’


Tom closed his eyes. The feeling of airlessness intensified, as did his sense of disconnection. Suddenly, none of this felt real; it felt like a dream, a fairy tale, smoke between his fingers. And then Vanessa was leading him through the kaleidoscope, away from the sounds of voices and the glare of lights, and the noise of railway trains and announcements, and into the magical London night.


London nights are never dark. Even at midnight, King’s Cross was always ablaze with activity. Neon signs of all colours; taxis bringing people home; late-night passengers; rowdy drunks; and, later, the secret people: the homeless, the lost, sex workers, people in cheap cafés, people looking for places to sleep. At a certain time of night, all the bright colours disappeared, reverting once more to monochrome.


That was a time Tom Argent loved, not least for the chance it offered him to photograph the kinds of things the daylight people rarely saw. But that night, he’d left his camera at home. He felt lost without it. Shapes and colours seemed to blur all around him as he stood in front of King’s Cross Station, feeling sick and miles from home, even though his little flat was less than ten minutes’ walk away.


Vanessa saw his discomfort. ‘Let’s find you somewhere quiet,’ she said. ‘Come with me. You’ll be all right.’


She took his hand and led him away, into the dark and the backstreets. Everywhere in London has them, and often where you’d least expect to find a quiet, deserted place. There are always quiet alleyways for those who know where to find them; places where the traffic sounds as remote as the sound of the sea.


Tom allowed Vanessa to lead him into one of these alleyways, feeling dazed and delirious but happy in her presence. He noticed that she still shone, even in the shadows; the flecks of gold on her dark skin dancing like tiny fireflies. And when she finally turned to him and kissed him softly on the mouth, he felt a surge of indescribable joy, and wished he could capture the moment; bottle and sip it, like nectar—


He suddenly felt unsteady again. The dazzling night spun him around like thread around a spindle. He reached for Vanessa and found himself clinging to her like a child.


‘Come over here with me and sit down.’ Gently, she guided him towards a bench by the side of a church. A row of flowering cherry trees seemed to float in the pale street light, and there was a scent of summertime, almost too heady for April. Tom had never noticed the bench – or the cherry trees, or the church – before, but he seemed to have lost track of time, along with his bearings. He sat on the bench and felt the world settle slowly back into place. Vanessa stayed on her feet, looking up at the night sky. ‘The moon’s so beautiful,’ she said. ‘But I always miss the stars.’


Tom would have liked to have said something about the stars. Or her beauty, like the night. Something about her eyes, perhaps, or how she seemed to shine – but somehow the words refused to take shape. The world was like a spinning wheel, turning common straw into gold.


Vanessa smiled and kissed him again, and once more Tom felt that sense of eerie disconnection, a feeling that somehow he might disappear into a shining vortex of stars—


Something near – a bird, a bat – made a sudden fluttering sound.


Vanessa flinched. ‘Did you hear that?’ she said.


‘A pigeon?’ said Tom.


She shook her head, and looked around, as if suddenly becoming aware of a potential danger. ‘I have to get back to the others.’


‘What, now?’


‘I’m sorry, Tom.’


Once more came the sound of fluttering. Vanessa turned again, eyes wide. From out of the shadows came a shape, suspended in the hazy light.


It was only a moth, Tom saw; a plump and feathery light brown moth, caught in the arc of the street light. Some people were afraid of moths; but this one was so beautiful, with its curling antennae and dappled wings, that he was fascinated. It landed briefly on his arm, and Vanessa pulled away.


‘It’s only a moth,’ he told her.


Now Tom saw that the moth had been joined by a handful of others. They fluttered in the street lamp’s flare; they settled on the pavement. Soon, there were dozens – hundreds – of them; settling onto his arms and head, falling through the air like snow.


‘What the hell?’ said Tom.


But Vanessa was already starting to run, holding her blue dress with one hand, her snakeskin sandals tripping and tapping on the uneven cobbles. The pale moths whirled about her like confetti in a storm.


‘Vanessa, wait!’ Tom’s dizziness had been replaced by a sense of alarm. He couldn’t lose Vanessa now, not without knowing where she lived, or who she was, or even her full name. He stood up and started after her, holding up his arm to shield his face against the sudden blizzard of moths—


But the moths were gone, as suddenly and mysteriously as they had appeared. Not a single moth remained in the arc of the street lamp. It was as if they had never been there. He looked for Vanessa and saw her, frozen to the spot a dozen feet away from him. She was facing a group of four people, who had stepped out from behind the angle of the church. Three women and one big man – almost a giant in stature – in leathers the colour of weathered stone. They wore mystic tattoos on their pale skin, with hair that was shaved or braided with beads, and soft, flat boots that made no sound against the stones of the alleyway.


One of the women stepped forward. ‘Hello, Vanessa, darling,’ she said.


‘We’ve been looking for you,’ said the man.


‘And here you are at last,’ said a third; a girl with a sharp, disquieting face studded with metal piercings.


Vanessa looked at Tom in appeal. Her face was naked with alarm, and for the first time, Tom saw her as imperfect, and loved her all the more for it.


‘Please, Tom,’ said Vanessa. ‘Help me.’


It was a call to action. Four attackers, one champion; and for a moment, Tom Argent felt like a hero in one of those books he’d read as a child, books which his father had deplored, in which knights rescue maidens against all odds, and magic is in everything.


He took a step towards the foe.


The woman who had first spoken, and who seemed to be the leader, looked him up and down with a kind of pity. Then she looked back at Vanessa.


‘Really,’ she said. ‘Is that all you’ve got?’


Tom drew himself up to his full height (still she overtopped him). ‘I don’t know who you are,’ he said, ‘but if I were you, I’d leave us alone.’


The woman smiled. Her features were strong, with arched brows and high cheekbones. Tom might have been struck by her beauty, had his eyes not been on the knife in her hand: a small, dark, unshowy blade that looked as if it had been used often, and efficiently.


‘You’re in the wrong place, young man,’ she said. ‘Walk away, before you get hurt.’


Tom imagined the dark blade punching between his ribs. Then he imagined Vanessa’s face if he failed to protect her.


With hands that trembled a little, he took out his mobile phone, set the camera app to video mode and held it out like a weapon.


‘You think that’s going to help you?’ said the woman, looking amused. ‘What do you think that will achieve?’


‘I’m putting this online,’ Tom said. ‘Do anything to her, or to me, and your faces will be all over Twitter and YouTube. I can do it. I’m doing it now—’ Behind him, he sensed Vanessa, backing slowly away from them. Once again, he waved his phone, wishing it looked more impressive.


The four strangers exchanged amused glances. ‘Good luck with that,’ said the woman who seemed to be the leader. ‘Things like that don’t work so well against the Midnight Folk.’


Midnight Folk? For a moment, Tom thought of Spider and his midnight names. But there was no time for questions. Behind him, he could hear the sound of Vanessa’s feet as she started to run again, sending a spray of little stones skimming over the road in her wake. Two of the four started after her, running almost soundlessly in their flat and soft-soled boots. Spreading his arms, Tom stepped into their path.
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