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Chapter One


Twenty-five past five on a cold autumn Friday. Outside, Central London growled and shoved its way homewards in a blaze of white, green, red and amber light. In the cashier’s office on the top floor of 70 St Mary Axe, Benny Shumway glanced up at the clock on the wall opposite his desk. Time to cash up, then home.


He leaned forward, grabbed a handful of pink cash chits out of his in-tray and leafed through them quickly, his mind adding up the numbers faster than silicon could ever manage: a quick note in the Big Ledger, another in the Small Ledger and the One True Ledger and the Other Ledger, a precise thumb-click on the end of his silver Parker ballpoint. Five feet two inches tall, bearded and windscreened by bottle-end spectacles as thick as tank armour, Benny Shumway worked with the speed, precision and assurance of a Japanese swordsman.


Last chore: the banking. He flipped open the lid of the cash box, took out a thick wad of fifty-pound notes and riffled through them like a New Orleans gambler shuffling cards. £12,850. It being Friday night (no cash to be left on the premises over the weekend), he pulled the paying-in book out of the top drawer of his desk, uncapped a Bic one-handed, jotted down the amount, date, account details; flicked out the slip, put the book away, laid the slip on top of the neatly faced-up banknotes, recapped the Bic.


The paying-in slip bore the words BANK OF THE DEAD in twelve-point Garamond capital italics.


Whistling a long-forgotten tune, Benny Shumway dipped in his pocket, produced a genuine all-brass Zippo and thumbed the wheel. As the flame caught and blossomed, he picked up the stack of currency, plus the paying-in slip, and held the flame against the short end. The notes caught; he turned his wrist, expertly nursing the infant fire, while with his other hand he reached for what looked like a wide, flat-bottomed tourist-ware brass Benares ashtray. Just as the flames were about to lick his fingertips, he dropped the blazing money into the tray and watched as it curled into white ash.


That done, Benny Shumway wriggled into his overcoat, flipped off the lights and trotted down the stairs. He was two minutes behind schedule, but luckily the goblins hadn’t locked up yet.




At twenty to six, Paul Carpenter was standing beside the road, hating his car.


It hadn’t been his idea in the first place; but he’d been too shocked to refuse at the time, and by then it was too late. Promotion from junior clerk to clerk meant that he was entitled to a company car. Since the company in question was J. W. Wells & Co., the car wasn’t your run-of-themill Volkswagen Polo. In fact, until a few months ago, it had been a third-level sorcerer’s apprentice employed by Gebruder Faust Gmbh of Frankfurt, one of J. W. Wells’s oldest and most intransigent business rivals. It (or she) had accepted the sideways promotion with stoical good grace (after all, as Ricky Wurmtoter, the pest-control partner, had said at the time, it could have been worse; could’ve been a Ford, or even – cruelly and unusually – a Rover Metro), and up till now, Paul and Monika had got on reasonably well together.


Up till now.


He’d tried magic, of course. Where engine trouble was concerned, magic was his first resort, and also his last. Since he’d joined JWW six months ago, he’d learned quite a lot of rudimentary magic, as was essential if he was to pull his weight as an employee of the oldest and most respected firm of sorcerers and thaumaturgical consultants in the UK. He’d learned that magic is just a fancy term for the process of turning things from how they are to how they ought to be. And a Volkswagen Polo ought to govroomwhen you press the accelerator pedal.


‘Please?’ he asked nicely; but that failed too. He swore under his breath. The car radio clicked into life.


‘Ich kann dich horen,’ it said reproachfully. ‘Das is nicht höflich.’


Paul scowled. It had been a long day; six o’clock start, driving from London to a pub car park in some godforsaken place in outer Gloucestershire to hand over a brown A4 manila envelope to (he shuddered just thinking about it) a red-eyed, rat-headed goblin wearing a Marks & Sparks suit three sizes too big for it. ‘Talk English, for crying out loud. I know you can.’


The car radio tutted at him. ‘You should make effort,’ it said. ‘Is bad enough for me being car.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Paul muttered. Monika had a lovely voice, but she did tend to be bossy. ‘Can you tell me what’s wrong with you?’


‘Ja, ja,is obvious. Die Zylinderkopfdichtungisundicht. Anybody should know this.’


Paul sighed. ‘The what is what?’


‘Zylinderkopfdichtung.’ Monika clicked her virtual tongue. ‘I do not know what it is in English. But it is very bad. I am very sick. You must call for assistance.’


‘Yes, right,’ Paul snapped. ‘And I expect you know how I’m supposed to go about finding a garage in the middle of nowhere at six o’clock on a Friday—’


‘Natürlich,’ Monika interrupted. ‘In my glove box is 1996 edition of AA Members’ handbook. On page 386 is list of local garages. Third from top is Gorse Hill Motors, telephone number . . .’ Paul pressed keys on his mobile. Nobody answered for a very long time. Just as he was about to ring off, a voice said, ‘What?’


Paul took a deep breath. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘I wonder if you could help me. My car’s broken down and, um, I was hoping, can you come out and sort of fix it?’


A long silence; then the voice said: ‘Hang on, I’ll get someone.’


‘Thanks,’ Paul said. It was either a woman’s voice or a child’s; if he’d been on oath, he’d have had to say it was probably the latter. Well, he thought,family-run business in rural Gloucestershire, nothing unusual about that.


‘Well?’ said another voice.


‘Hello,’ Paul said. ‘I was wondering if—’


‘Skip all that,’ said the new voice; and this time, absolutely no doubt about it, this time it was definitely a kid; a girl, somewhere between seven and nine. ‘What’s the problem?’


‘Um,’ Paul said. ‘Well, it was making this horrible sort of clonking noise, and then it started blowing out great clouds of blue smoke, and now it won’t go at all.’


The unseen seven-year-old clicked her tongue. ‘Cylinder-head gasket,’ she said. ‘All right, we’ll come and pick it up. Where are you?’


‘Um, I’m not sure.’ Monika would know, of course; she had some kind of satellite navigation system that told her where she was to the nearest centimetre. Unfortunately he couldn’t make head nor tail of it, and he couldn’t very well say,Hold on, you’d better ask my car. He leaned in through the driver’s door and stared at the little screen where the ashtray should have been. ‘Well, if this road’s the B5632—’


‘It isn’t.’


‘Oh.’ He wasn’t sure how the kid knew that, but he wasn’t going to argue. ‘In that case, I don’t know.’


‘’S all right,’ said the kid wearily. ‘We’ve got you. Hang on, we’ll be there in twenty minutes.’


The kid had rung off. Paul shrugged and sat in the driver’s seat. It was too cold to stand about in the open.


‘You are calling the garage?’ Monika asked.


Paul nodded. He knew she could see him, though he had no idea what with. ‘They’re sending someone,’ he replied. ‘Twenty minutes.’


‘Sehr gut.’ She groaned softly. ‘It hurts, but I am brave. We play Hangman?’


Paul sighed wearily. ‘Oh, all right,’ he said.


For some reason, Monika loved playing Hangman, though her limited English vocabulary didn’t help; also, she got very tense when she lost. In the event, it only took eighteen minutes for the pick-up truck to arrive, but it seemed much longer.


‘Here is garage,’ Monika announced suddenly. A moment later, a pair of bright white eyes flared in the rear-view mirror. Paul got out.


‘You the breakdown?’ said a voice from the darkness, as the truck drew up beside him.


‘Yes, that’s . . .’ Paul broke off. Another one who sounded like a child. Wasn’t there some gas or something that made your voice go all high and squeaky? The truck doors opened. Two small figures climbed out and walked towards him.


The one on the left was male, very short blond hair, shirttails hanging out under a green pullover, age probably ten. On the right, a nine-year-old girl with a ponytail, wearing lilac jeans and matching trainers. The girl was carrying, apparently without effort, a toolbox that looked like it weighed more than she did.


‘What’s the problem?’ asked the girl briskly.


It took Paul a moment to answer. ‘Um, it was making this terrible clunky noise, and there was a lot of blue smoke, and now it won’t go at all.’


The girl looked up at him. She had clear blue eyes and freckles. ‘Keys?’


Paul blinked. ‘Sorry?’


‘Keys,’ she repeated irritably.


‘Oh, right. In the ignition.’


She nodded. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘Stand back.’ Paul did so, and apparently ceased to exist. The boy jumped into the driver’s seat, leant over and flipped the bonnet lock; whereupon the conversation between him and the girl became technical, and Paul tuned out.


He’d seen weirder things, true, ever since he joined JWW. He’d seen goblins, real ones with round red eyes and tusks, and found out that they owned the freehold of 70 St Mary Axe. He’d seen a human being turned into a photocopier before his very eyes, and learned that the long stapler used for tacking sheets of A3 together was in fact the firm’s senior partner, transfigured into a stapler a century ago during a particularly savage bout of office politics; in fact, he’d been the one who rescued Mr Wells senior from the curse, though quite how he’d managed that he wasn’t quite sure. He’d seen all manner of disconcerting things lately and had reached the point where he could think round them or over them, like a knight in chess. But one of the parameters that helped him cling on to the shirt-tails of his sanity was that all the weirdness happened inside the office, or else on work-related forays where he could at least prepare himself beforehand. If weirdness was going to jump out at him on all sides like this, he felt that he probably wasn’t going to be able to cope for much longer.


‘I was right,’ the girl said, with an expensive-sounding sigh. ‘Cylinder-head gasket’s blown.’ She took a step back, and surveyed the car as though it was something very sad which should have been avoided. ‘You’re looking at a strip down, cylinder-head refacing, new gasket, fan belt, refit, add your recovery cost and VAT on top, it’s going to be something around four hundred quid however you look at it. More than this old heap of junk’s worth, if you ask me.’


The car radio started talking very fast in German. The girl leaned in and switched it off, something that Paul had never been able to do, though he’d tried very hard.


‘Actually,’ he said, ‘it’s not my car. Belongs to the company.’


‘Oh, right.’ The girl shrugged. ‘Well, it’s up to you. We’ll fix it for you if you want us to, but . . .’


Naturally, Paul couldn’t explain why the car had to be fixed. ‘That’d be great,’ he said. ‘Will it, um, take long?’


The way she didn’t answer suggested that yes, it would. ‘Hop in the back,’ the girl said, pointing towards the pickup. ‘We’ll give you a lift as far as the garage.’


Luckily it wasn’t far, though such things are relative when you’re sharing the back of an open truck with chains, coils of rope and a soggy tarpaulin. All the way, Paul tried to assure himself that once they reached the garage it’d be all right, there’d be grown-ups there who’d do the actual engineering, and possibly even offer a rational explanation. He tried not to think about the fact that his car was apparently sentient, and that the girl hadn’t mentioned anything about using anaesthetics while she was performing surgery. He’d never heard a Volkswagen scream, and he was in no hurry to find out what it sounded like.


The garage looked ordinary enough, until the wide galvanised-iron doors opened and revealed three more under-twelves, all dressed in oily overalls. There was a grubby-looking teddy bear on the office desk, and a Barbie calendar on the wall instead of the usual Pirelli. Apart from that, it could’ve been any small country garage anywhere.


A carrot-topped six-year-old with her hair in bunches unhitched Monika from the truck and pushed her into the workshop. Treading warily round the fact that it was way past her bedtime, Paul asked her if there was any chance of doing the repairs tonight, since he had an important meeting first thing in the morning.


She looked at him; and Paul noticed with alarm a look in her eyes that reminded him of goblins, or rather of one particular goblin, who happened to be the mother of one of the firm’s partners and who also, for reasons best known to herself, fancied him rotten. ‘Maybe,’ the child said, and grinned, making Paul wish he hadn’t asked. ‘I s’pose we could do you the express service,’ she went on, and winked broadly. ‘But you’ll have to promise not to tell.’


‘Fine,’ Paul heard himself say. ‘I’d really appreciate it, because—’


The kid leered at him. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Push off. You can wait outside, I’ll call you when we’re done.’


Clearly, they didn’t want him to see, which was fine by him. Ever since he’d had the use of a car who talked back when he spoke to it, he’d tended to come over faint at the sight of oil. It was cold out on the forecourt, but the rain was only a light drizzle. He found a relatively sheltered spot behind a pile of dead tyres, and huddled. In the distance somewhere, an owl hooted.


‘Hey, you.’ The doors slid back, and yellow light engulfed him. He looked up, startled. He didn’t know how long he’d been standing there, but he was sure they couldn’t have finished already. ‘All done,’ the ginger-haired girl said, grinning at him round the edge of the door. ‘You can come in now.’


A kid he hadn’t seen before (small, fair-haired, glasses) turned the key and started the engine. Monika purred; no rattle, no smoke. ‘That’s great,’ Paul said awkwardly. From the expressions on the children’s faces he had the idea that some kind of miracle had been achieved while he’d been standing outside. He wished he knew enough about cars to appreciate it properly. ‘Um, how much do I owe you?’


Carrot-top gave him a rather grubby invoice. At least they had handwriting like proper children, and they spelt cylinder with two 1’s. Whatever the express service entailed, it came expensive, and Paul didn’t relish the thought of what Mr Shumway was going to say about it in the morning.


‘Cash,’ Carrot-top added.


‘Oh.’ Paul looked down at her, worried. ‘I’m very sorry,’ he said, ‘I haven’t got that sort of money on me.’ He took out his wallet, just in case the Folding Money Fairy had left him a four-figure surprise. She hadn’t. ‘I can do plastic,’ he said. ‘Or,’ he remembered, ‘a company cheque.’ Mr Shumway had let him loose with the firm’s chequebook, on the strict understanding that any misuse thereof would be punished by unspeakable atrocities. ‘Otherwise, I don’t—’


‘Cash,’ the child repeated; and then she caught sight of the JWW chequebook, lying inside Paul’s open wallet. BANK OF THE DEAD, unmissable on the cover. She looked like she had the knack of reading upside down. ‘Or a cheque’ll do fine,’ she said pleasantly.


‘Um,’ Paul replied. It had just occurred to him that, according to Mr Shumway, the term ‘misuse’ specifically included giving JWW cheques to anybody outside The Business. Given who JWW banked with, he could see Mr Shumway’s point. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘maybe that wouldn’t be such a good idea. If someone could give me a lift to the nearest cashpoint—’


‘A cheque,’ the girl repeated firmly, ‘will do just fine. We’ve got a stamp,’ she added, making it sound like a threat.


So Paul wrote her a cheque. The girl waved away the card, then took the cheque in her left hand, produced a cigarette lighter and—




‘And then,’ Paul said, ‘you’ll never guess what she did.’


Sophie yawned. ‘Set light to it,’ she said, pouring water from the kettle into her hot water bottle.


Paul looked at her. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘How did you—?’


Sophie had joined JWW on the same day as Paul; they’d found out the great secret together, at roughly the same time that they’d discovered that they were, somewhat improbably, in love. But whereas there were still mornings when Paul woke up and assumed his recent memories were the shrapnel from a particularly bizarre dream, Sophie seemed to have adapted remarkably well to the ambient weirdness. She tightened the hottie-bottle stopper and yawned again. ‘Bank of The Dead,’ she said. ‘You don’t know, right?’


Paul nodded.


‘It’s a Chinese thing originally,’ she said. ‘They believe it’s your duty to provide for your ancestors in the next world by sending them money; you buy Bank of The Dead banknotes with real money, and then you burn them, which credits their account.’


Paul frowned. ‘Yes, but surely that’s just a—’


‘Tax fiddle, yes,’ Sophie said, her hand in front of her mouth. ‘Other companies bank offshore, but JWW has to go one better.’ She opened the kitchen door. ‘You think that’s strange, you wait till you see what happens when you use a Bank of The Dead cashpoint card in an ordinary machine. Well, I’m going to bed. G’night.’


‘’Night, then,’ Paul said. He felt faintly disappointed; not that it was the most grippingly fascinating story ever or anything like that, but . . . Still; on balance, he approved of the way that Sophie could shrug off the bizarre and the disturbing, the way he still couldn’t. A sense of perspective, he supposed you’d call it, a vitally important part of being grown-up and all that stuff he’d never quite been able to master. But so long as she had one, he didn’t have to. That’s partnership for you, the Jack Sprat equilibrium. She had her own special strengths, and he—


Paul still couldn’t see what the hell Sophie saw in him.


He caught sight of his reflection in the kitchen window, and found no answers there; tall, thin, unfinished-looking young Englishmen aren’t hard to find, the supply tends to exceed demand, whereas beautiful, intelligent, courageous, resourceful, small thin girls with enormous eyes are a scarce commodity, always highly sought after, even if they do have an unfortunate manner which you can get used to very quickly . . .


Yes, he thought, ordering the kettle to boil,but. In the time they’d been together, she’d started to change. It was as though Life was an exam the term after next, and she’d already started revising, and he hadn’t. Where he still drifted from day to day, trying to keep out of the way of the more alarming variants of weirdness and counting himself lucky every time he got home in the same shape he’d left in, she— She was gettingseriousabout things, in an admirable but not entirely comfortable way. At work, she tried hard; at home, she cared about stuff like spin-dryers and radiators and putting money aside for the electricity bill; and yes, someone had to do all that kind of thing and for sure he wasn’t capable of it, but even so. It couldn’t be too long, could it, before she got sick to death of the sight of him, and—


Frowning, Paul ordered the boiling water into his teacup, then remembered that he’d forgotten the tea bag. He had, of course, assumed that once he’d won the girl of his dreams, that would be that; the story would be over, and somehow complete. Exam thinking again; once he’d passed, he’d get his little bit of paper with the curly writing and his name and grade, and then he’d have his Maths GCSE for ever and ever. Nobody could take it away from him, and he wouldn’t ever have to do it again. But there was rather more to being in love. You had to stick at it, or you could lose everything, just like that. Not fair, growled Paul’s inner child. Not fair at all.


Somehow, tea seemed to have lost its relevance; he tipped the hot water down the sink, dried the cup and put it away. (He now lived in an environment where cups didn’t live on the draining board any more; when had that happened, and how?) The kitchen clock told him it was time to go to bed, since he had to be up bright and early in the morning for the Important Meeting. Oh well.


Perched on the edge of his side of the bed (asleep, Sophie displayed territorial ambitions unparalleled since the collapse of the Mongol empire) Paul fell into troubled sleep, the sort in which the dreams are all the more alarming because you’re pretty sure you’re still awake. He dreamed that he was in something like a hospital ward, except that there were no nurses or drips or legs in plaster; a dormitory of some kind, except that all the people lying asleep in the beds – hundreds of them, maybe even thousands – were grown-ups. Sophie was there, lying on her side, dead to the world. He knew that something was wrong, but there was nobody to ask; and then countess Judy di Castel’Bianco, the Entertainment Sector partner at JWW, was standing next to him, with a clipboard in one hand, smiling.


‘It’s all right,’ she told him kindly. (In real life, he hadn’t spoken to her since his interview.) ‘They can’t feel anything, it doesn’t hurt. And it’s necessary,’ she added, with possibly a hint of remorse. ‘And be realistic; it wouldn’t have lasted anyway, you’re far too immature. This way, you’re spared the pain. It’s for the best, you’ll see that in the end.’


That made sense, apparently; so did the fact that the ward (it was definitely a hospital now) was suddenly full of children, like the ones at the garage, and, wearing white coats, they were walking up and down between the beds. Some of them wheeled trolleys laden with food and drink: cheese omelettes, strong-smelling coffee. Others were inspecting the sleepers – thumbing back eyelids, forcing lips apart with little wooden spatulas, checking pulses and drawing samples of blood. From time to time they found one who wasn’t working any more; they took them away on trolleys and brought replacements.


When they came for Sophie (‘Over here,’ Judy di Castel’Bianco called out. ‘Hurry, she’s been dead for hours’), he woke up.




The notice hanging from Ricky Wurmtoter’s doorhandle was, as usual, both alarming and profoundly unhelpful. It read BEWARE OF THE PREDATORS.


Paul had regarded Ricky Wurmtoter, the partner specialising in pest control, with suspicious caution ever since he’d taken Paul out to lunch on the day he’d joined the firm. Probably Mr Wurmtoter was just being nice; he was the youngest and most affable of the partners, looked and dressed like a movie star trying to be inconspicuous, spoke with a faint German accent and owned (among other things) a flying white horse that could get from London to north of Manchester in the time it took to boil an egg. His work mostly consisted of slaying dragons (who, being attracted to stored accumulations of wealth, tended to be a serious nuisance to museums, art galleries and banks), vampires, werewolves, manticores and other monstrous creatures that Paul had, until recently, fondly believed didn’t exist; accordingly he was out of the office a lot of the time, and Paul hadn’t had much to do with him since that initial lunch.


Paul hadn’t been inside Mr Wurmtoter’s office before, and he was pleasantly surprised at how normal it was, at least by JWW standards. Apart from a couple of stuffed and mounted heads on the wall that would lead to a mass pulping and rewriting of textbooks if they ever fell into the hands of the scientific community, and a huge walk-in safe in one corner, there were just a plain desk, three chairs and an almost empty bookshelf.


‘Paul,’ Mr Wurmtoter said, turning round and smiling pleasantly. ‘Thanks for joining us. You know Benny Shumway, I’m sure.’


Paul knew Benny Shumway, no doubt about it. Instead of snarling at him, however, the cashier raised his left hand and waggled his fingers. Paul sat down next to him and tried to look keen and eager.


‘As I’m sure you know,’ Mr Wurmtoter said, ‘it’s JWW policy for trainees like yourself to spend a month or so in each department, so we can see where your strengths lie and you can make up your mind which area you’d like to specialise in. Now, as I understand it, you’ve done your time with Dennis Tanner scrying for mineral deposits – he’s really pleased with your work for him, by the way, though I expect you’re sick to the teeth of staring at photos of bits of desert all day – and you made a start on sorcery and magic with Humph Wells, before—’ Mr Wurmtoter hesitated. It was Paul and Sophie who’d uncovered Humphrey Wells’s treachery towards his uncle, the firm’s senior partner; Humphrey Wells now served the firm in the capacity of Xerox machine, on the grounds that the copier is the most hated item of equipment in every office in the world. ‘And since then,’ he went on, ‘you’ve been doing odd jobs for all of us while we’ve been restructuring in the light of – well, you know.’ He paused, fiddled with the large claw he wore on a chain round his neck, and went on: ‘So really, it’s time you both got back on track with your vocational training, and I’d like it if you’d consider coming and working in my department for a while.’


He paused again, clearly waiting for a response. Paul, who had a feeling that he didn’t really have a choice in the matter, mumbled, ‘Yes, lovely, thanks,’ or words to that effect.


‘Great,’ said Mr Wurmtoter. ‘The thing of it is, though, I’m going to be away on a job with Jack – Mr Wells Senior


– and it’s likely to take quite some time. While I’m away, Benny here’ll be looking after things for me, and so you’ll be working with him. Is that going to be OK?’


Like he could say no, with Mr Shumway sitting next to him. ‘Sure,’ he muttered.


Mr Wurmtoter smiled. ‘That’s fantastic,’ he said. ‘The fact is, Benny knows the pest business inside out, don’t you, Ben?’


Mr Shumway nodded; exceptional economy of movement.


‘Actually,’ Mr Wurmtoter continued, ‘if there was any justice, he’d be the PC partner here instead of me. But—’


‘But I retired,’ Mr Shumway interrupted. ‘While I still had something to retire with.’ He shifted slightly in his chair until he was staring into Paul’s eyes through his extremely thick-lensed glasses. ‘What Rick hasn’t told you is that pest control is dangerous, as in death or horrible injuries. Also, you’ve got to kill things. Strikes me you might not want to do that.’


‘Well,’ Paul said, once he’d got his voice back, ‘no, not really. I don’t think I’ve ever killed anything on purpose,’ he added, ‘not even spiders or things like that. Usually I try and catch them and—’ He tailed off. Although, obviously, he didn’t want to be seconded to the dragon-slaying department for six months, he didn’t want to give the impression that he was totally pathetic and feeble, even if it was true. ‘I don’t know,’ he confessed. ‘What do you think?’


Mr Wurmtoter was smiling again. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘here’s where Benny and I agree to differ. Benny reckons that pest controllers are born, not trained, and you need to have the old killer instinct if you’re going to make the grade. I can see his point, but I’ve always felt that anybody who wants to do this job is probably too crazy to be allowed to do it, if you see what I mean. After all, it’s not like treating wood-worm or putting down mousetraps. The sort of pests you’ll be up against are highly intelligent sentient life forms; if dragons and harpies and frost-giants were allowed to go to university, you wouldn’t be able to stick your head out the door in Oxford or Cambridge without getting it bitten off. Which is why,’ he went on, ‘a gung-ho attitude – no offence, Ben – isn’t a survival trait in this area. A healthy instinct for staying alive and an ability to sense and assess danger is what you need, together with the ability to get on and do the job when the claws are out and the flames are licking round your toes, even though you’re so scared you can hardly breathe – because, take it from me, doesn’t matter how brave you are, when you’re on the warm end of twelve tons of angry dragon, that’s how scared you’ll be. Better to have someone who knows he’ll be scared right from the start, rather than a guy to whom absolute terror comes as a nasty shock. Do you see what I mean?’


Paul’s mouth had suddenly gone dry. ‘Um,’ he said.


‘And I think,’ Mr Wurmtoter said, glancing at Mr Shumway and then looking back, ‘I think that after the way you handled Humph Wells and a really bad situation, I think you’ve probably got what it takes. Of course,’ he added casually, ‘if you really feel you aren’t cut out for the job, that’s perfectly fine. I’ll have a word with Judy di Castel’Bianco, and you can go and do your stint with her, and Sophie can come in with Benny and me.’


Shit, Paul thought; and it occurred to him at that moment that Ricky Wurmtoter probably was very good at his job. At least he had the knack of laying a good trap. ‘No, that’s fine,’ he heard himself croak. ‘When do I start?’




Benny Shumway walked with Paul back to the office that Paul shared with Sophie. Benny didn’t say anything for a while; then he stopped dead, just outside the closed file store. ‘You probably got the impression I don’t want you working for me,’ he said abruptly. ‘Right?’


‘Well ...’


‘Right.’ Benny Shumway grinned. ‘But no hard feelings,’ he said. ‘Ricky was an arsehole, springing that or-else bit on you. He knows that you two can’t just tell JWW where to stick their rotten jobs, for fear of what Dennis Tanner’ll do to the both of you for breach of contract; he needs someone to help mind the store while he’s off gallivanting for three months, he doesn’t want your girlfriend because he’s got a really unreconstructed view of what women should and shouldn’t do in the workplace, so you’re it, by default. All that I-think-you-got-what-it-takes stuff was just flannel.’ He sighed. ‘That’s Ricky for you. Of all selfish bastards, a selfish bastard who likes to be liked is probably the worst. Never mind, though,’ he added, reaching up and slapping Paul on the back with spine-jarring force. ‘You’ll be all right, I guess. At least,’ he added, with a slight edge to his voice, ‘you will by the time I’m through with you.’


‘Um, thanks,’ Paul said nervously. ‘How do you mean?’


‘You’ll see,’ replied Benny Shumway, grinning. ‘Right, about you, let’s see. Do you work out at all?’


It took Paul a moment to figure out what he was talking about. ‘Well, no,’ he admitted.


‘I see. Done any martial arts? Judo, karate, tae kwon do?’


‘No.’


‘Basic weapons skills? Fencing, ken-jutsu, marksmanship training? How are you with high explosives?’


‘Um.’


Benny’s grin was threatening to unzip his face. ‘Poisons?’ he asked. ‘Wilderness survival techniques?’


‘Not really,’ Paul said.


‘That’s all right, then.’ Benny Shumway beamed up at him. ‘One thing I can’t stand is a bloody know-it-all. How about doing exactly what you’re told? You any great shakes at that?’


‘Oh yes,’ Paul said confidently. ‘I’ve been doing that all my life.’


‘Perfect,’ Benny said. ‘In that case, there’s a fair chance that you might get through this without me having to send you home to your family in a matchbox. Finish up what you’re doing, we’ll make a start on training you first thing tomorrow.’ Suddenly, without warning, he stuck out his hand for Paul to shake. ‘Welcome to heroism.’


Paul looked at him. ‘Excuse me?’


‘That’s the other name for pest control, fighting monsters, what we do. We’re your actual heroes.’


Paul studied him for a moment, then thought of the reflection that he’d seen in the window the previous evening. ‘Are we?’ he said. ‘Oh, jolly good.’




‘He’s a dwarf,’ Sophie explained, as they worked through the last of the Mortensen printouts (apparently meaningless computer spreadsheets that had to be sorted by date order).


‘Well, yes,’ Paul said. ‘At least, he’s a bit on the short side, but I wouldn’t go as far as—’


‘No,’ she interrupted, ‘adwarf. You know; the ones who live in caves under mountains. Fearless warriors, skilled craftspeople, really into gold and wealth and stuff. Don’t you ever read books?’


‘But—’ Paul started to say; and then he thought,Fearless warrior, well, yes; don’t know about skilled craftsperson, but he’s the cashier, so I guess that figures.‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Oh, right. How did you—?’


Sophie scowled impatiently at him. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘it’s obvious, surely. I mean, youhaveread the office procedures manual, haven’t you?’


Oh, Paul thought,that. ‘Yes,’ he lied. He’d been meaning to, of course, ever since they’d come to work one morning and found two copies of it on their shared desk: two enormous calf-bound, breeze-block-thick volumes, four thousand pages crammed with tiny, intimidating print. Two days afterwards, Paul had surreptitiously weighed his copy on the post-room scales: four and a half kilos, whatever that was in real money. He was planning to get around to reading it any day now.


‘Well, then,’ Sophie said. ‘Anyway.’ She looked past him, at the far wall. ‘Is that what you want to do?’ she asked. ‘Hunt monsters, kill dragons, that sort of thing?’


Paul thought for a whole fifty-thousandth of a second before answering, ‘No, of course not. It sounds horrible and dangerous. But I don’t think I’ve got a choice.’


Sophie nodded. ‘You could always refuse,’ she said. ‘I mean, stand up for yourself, just tell them straight, you won’t do it.’


‘You think they’ll listen?’


‘No.’


‘Nor me.’


‘But it’s so—’ She glared at him, as though being the victim was his fault. ‘I mean, why can’t they find someone else to do their silly work for them? Why’s it got to be you?’


But it doesn’t have to be me, Paul didn’t say;they could make you do it instead. Which is why— Instead, he said: ‘It won’t be so bad. I got the impression that most of it’s just boring and tedious, anyhow – not actually dangerous. I mean, they don’t charge around waving swords and dressed in armour any more.’


‘Don’t they? How would you know?’


‘I don’t,’ Paul admitted. ‘But it stands to reason, doesn’t it? I mean, technology’s moved on, hasn’t it? Benny Shumway was talking about explosives and poisons—’


‘And other really safe things to be around,’ Sophie said. ‘And besides, it’swrong. These areendangered speciesthat you’re talking about exterminating. You’ve just got to look at that Ricky Wurmtoter creep to see what sort of a man he is. Probably got a dragon’s-foot umbrella stand in his office. I mean, what harm did a dragon ever do you?’


‘None,’ Paul said. Yet, he thought. ‘Look, there’s no point giving me a hard time about it, it’s the last thing I want to do. Or rather,’ he added, scowling, ‘the last thing but one. Thelastthing I want to do is give Mr Tanner an excuse to do horrible things to me for breach of contract. Or had you forgotten—?’


‘No, of course not,’ Sophie said quickly. ‘But even if he did, it wouldn’tkillyou. And you wouldn’t be killing harmless dragons, either. I really think you’ve got to be firm this time. Take a stand.’


‘Sophie—’


There were all sorts of things he could say; all sorts of things, just crying out to be said – how it was all very well for her, she wasn’t the one who’d been volunteered to fight bloody dragons, she was going to spend the next three months learning about the Entertainments Sector, probably going to film premières and swanning about at drinks parties round swimming pools meeting the stars. Also, what exactly would she do, if she’d been the one to draw the short straw? Also, why the hell did she think he was giving in so tamely, if not because if he refused she’d be forced to do it, and then she’d be the one who’d get blown up or eaten by dragons? It showed how much he’d learned in the last six months, even without reading the office-procedures manual, that he didn’t say any of these things, or anything at all.


‘What?’ she demanded.


‘Nothing.’


Sophie gave him a scowl that would’ve stripped barnacles off the underside of an oil rig, and went back to sorting through Mortensen printouts. Paul did the same, vaguely aware that World War Three had been postponed at the last moment. Our first fight, he thought, but it didn’t make him feel any happier about it.


Usually they went out for lunch, to the small Italian sandwich bar round the corner where she’d once bought him an epoch-making ham roll. But today she had a meeting with Judy di Castel’Bianco, to learn more about what she’d be doing; it would probably last all afternoon, and she’d see him back at the flat. Fine, he thought; with Sophie in that kind of mood, it’d probably be just as well. He spent the lunch hour and the rest of the day shuffling spreadsheets, and was about to call it a day (twenty-five past five; everybody was required to be off the premises by five-thirty, because of the goblins) when Ricky Wurmtoter came in.


He came in without knocking, which was unusual in itself. Also he looked ruffled, almost worried. He had a suitcase, and Paul noticed that he wasn’t wearing his claw pendant.


‘Paul,’ he said, ‘sorry to bother you. I’ve got a favour to ask.’


‘Sure,’ Paul answered nervously.


‘Would it be all right—’ Ricky Wurmtoter, mumbling? Never in a million years. ‘Look,’ he said, and if it’d been anybody else, Paul would have thoughtfurtiveor evenguilty about something.‘I don’t like to ask, but could I borrow that door thing of yours? You know, that thing you used to get into the place where Humph Wells marooned those two clerks?’


What surprised Paul most of all was that Ricky Wurmtoter wasasking. Ever since Paul had chanced upon the Acme Portable Door, a thin plastic sheet that, when pressed against a wall, turned into a door that opened onto anywhere or anywhen you wanted it to, he’d been expecting at any moment to be yelled at for misappropriating it and ordered to give it back immediately. He’d found it, after all, in a desk drawer; by no stretch of the imagination could it be described ashis, and since it was clearly a rare and valuable piece of equipment, he was amazed that nobody had noticed it was missing. He’d finally reached the conclusion that no one (apart from himself, Sophie, Mr Tanner’s mother and the firm’s senior partner) knew that it was him who’d got it. But apparently Mr Wurmtoter knew too, and here he was asking nicely.


‘Um,’ Paul said.


‘I’ll let you have it back just as soon as I’ve finished with it,’ Mr Wurmtoter went on – totally weird, he was practically pleading. ‘Only, it just might make all the difference for this job I’ve got to do; and, well, the sooner I get the job done and get back here, the sooner you’ll be taken off pest-control duty and put in with Caz Suslowicz or Theo van Spee or somebody. How about it?’


‘Sure,’ Paul repeated. He reached into his inside pocket and produced the cardboard tube in which the Portable Door lived. What with one thing and another, he hadn’t used it for months, hadn’t even given it a thought. Even so, he felt curiously reluctant to let go of it, and when Ricky Wurmtoter practically snatched it from him, he felt a tiny flicker of anger, a minuscule urge to fight—


‘Thanks,’ said Ricky Wurmtoter, visibly sagging with relief. ‘That’s really kind, you’re a pal.’ While Paul was still speechless, he added, ‘Well, won’t hold you up any longer, you’d better be getting a move on if you don’t want to run into any of Dennis’s loathsome relatives. Thanks again, Paul, I won’t forget this, you’re a real life-saver. And you will get it back, promise.’ Mr Wurmtoter grinned awkwardly, sneezed ferociously, and more or less ran out of the room.


Oh, Paul thought. A pal. Me.Also a life-saver – arealone, too, not just some kind of cheap imitation. On the other hand, he reflected, he was now minus one extremely useful enchanted object, which could well have come in handy when (for example) faced with an angry fire-breathing dragon. Presumably that was why Mr Wurmtoter –his palRicky Wurmtoter – wanted it so badly. Oh well.


Won’t mention this to Sophie, he thought, though he wasn’t quite sure why. He put on his coat and headed for the front office.


No goblins as such; but Mr Tanner’s mum was on reception. That is, behind the reception desk was a stunningly lovely chestnut-haired beauty he’d never seen before in his life, who winked at him as he went past. Mr Tanner’s mum was a goblin; like the rest of her kind she could assume human shape at will, and she made no bones about the fact that she fancied him rotten, something he tried very hard not to think about. Pretending that he hadn’t noticed, he hurried past and didn’t slow down till he reached the bus stop.


It’s not true that it’s easier to get from Bokhara to Tashkent on a three-legged camel than to travel from the City to Kentish Town by bus. It just seems that way, particularly when you’re in a hurry. Paul had found out long before that magic doesn’t work on traffic jams (implying, rather disturbingly, that traffic in Central London ismeantto be permanently gridlocked), so he spent the journey fretting and looking at his watch, which if anything appeared to be running backwards. His idea had been to get home before Sophie did, tidy the flat, do the washing-up, cook dinner and generally impress her with his caring, responsible side. After dinner, he’d smear a solemn look onto his face and suggest that it was time they had a Serious Talk about Us, which would please her no end; Us was probably her favourite topic of conversation, and although generally speaking he tended to lose the thread after the first few minutes, it never seemed to matter, so long as he agreed with everything she said and maintained eye contact. That was the plan; a sort of pre-emptive apology for whatever it was he’d done, or was about to do, wrong. Unfortunately, infuriatingly, it looked like sixty thousand cars had sworn to stop him or die trying.


When Paul eventually set toe to pavement, it was thirty-five minutes after his ETA. As he scuttled homewards from the bus stop, he quickly reshuffled his plans. If he still managed to get home first, the main priority was the washing-up, followed by a quick skirmish with the dirty laundry on the bedroom floor. Most important of all would be that he suggested the Serious Talk. Basically, once he’d tabled the motion, that’d be his duty done for the day. He could rely on her to do all the serious talking.


When he unlatched the door and flopped through it, his first reaction was relief. She wasn’t there, so obviously she hadn’t got home yet. Then he saw the envelope.


It was on the kitchen table, and it saidPaulin her handwriting; and that was very bad, because when she left him little notes to say she’d just nipped down to the shop or the video library, she wrote them on yellow stickies and stuck them on the fridge door. An envelope on the table, withPaulon it, couldn’t possibly be anything good. Feeling as though some malevolent joker had opened him up and stuffed him with newspaper, he sat down and opened it.




Paul—


We’re finished. When I got home tonight I realised that there’s no point going on. I care about you and I know you care about me but I also care about us and I know you don’t. It’s not your fault, it’s just that you’re you and I’m me and I can’t see any way round that, and if we tried we’d end up with neither of us being who we are. I’m sure you can see that, can’t you?


They want me to go and do three months at the Hollywood office – I didn’t know they had one but presumably they do – and when I get back I’ll come and get the rest of my things. I’ve sent the landlord a cheque for my half of the rent, so you don’t need to worry about that. If you need to get in touch with me I suppose you can call me at the office out there, but I’d rather you didn’t. There isn’t anything left to say, really.


I’m sorry, Paul. I didn’t mean it to end up like this, but I think we both knew it was coming, sooner or later, and it’s best to get it over and done with rather than dragging on. I think we’ve both been kidding ourselves all along. It’s not because you’re a bad person or anything that you’ve done. I should have been honest with myself earlier, and then it’d never have got this far. Don’t forget that the rubbish has to go out on Thursday evening. I think the seal’s gone on the vacuum cleaner.


I hope everything works out for you.


Sophie




Chapter Two


And then I woke up, he told himself, and it had all been a dream.




People are sometimes easily overlooked. The holes they leave behind when they aren’t there any more are far harder to miss. It made Paul think of science lessons at school. He’d never been able to get his head around concepts like negative numbers and antimatter, but now it made complete sense. Everywhere he looked, and even when he closed his eyes, all he could see was the absence of Sophie, the gap where she used to be, should have been, no longer was. It was so large, it dominated the landscape so much that he was pretty sure it must be visible from orbit, like the Great Wall of China or the lights of the San Francisco freeways. Maybe (he speculated, not that he gave a shit) that’s what ghosts are; the huge empty spaces left behind when someone dies, kept wedged wilfully open by the self-destructive human mind. Above all, for some crazy reason, Sophie’s tangible absence put him in mind of the ridiculous Portable Door, except that it was a gap in Nature that opened only into the past, and through which it would be extremely perilous to go. Paul made himself a strong cup of tea, but it didn’t really help much. He considered going to the pub on the corner and drinking himself into a spongy mess, but he had to go to work tomorrow and learn how to fight stupid dragons. Just on the off chance he tried magic, but he gave himself a headache concentrating very hard, and when he opened his eyes Sophie still wasn’t there. That figured: magic only repairs that which has got screwed up. In this case, apparently, the mistake had already been rectified.


There wasn’t anything on the telly apart from game shows and snooker, and he wasn’t in the mood. He tried going to bed, but the hole next to him was so wide and deep that he was afraid he’d roll into it and never climb out; so he sat in the armchair. He’d have read a book, only all the books on the shelf were hers.


At three o’clock in the morning, Paul came to the conclusion that he didn’t like himself very much; which was a pity, since he was stuck with him, forsaking all others.


At seven o’clock he got dressed, shaved, combed his hair. There wasn’t any bread, and the milk wasn’t entirely liquid. Magic would’ve set it right, but he couldn’t be bothered. He went to work.


The receptionist smiled at Paul as he went past the front desk, which showed how much she knew about anything. He really didn’t want to go to his office, because there’d be a hole on the other side of the desk he didn’t particularly want to meet. Fuck Ricky Wurmtoter, he thought; just when I could use a Portable Door, he’s got it. But he went and sat opposite the hole for a few minutes, until suddenly he remembered that he was supposed to report to Benny Shumway first thing to begin his Heroism lessons.


‘Sorry I’m—’ he started to say as he opened Mr Shumway’s door, but the office was empty. He stood on the threshold, frowning. He’d been at JWW long enough to know that the cashier’s absence ( Dammit, he thought, is nobody here any more? Pretty soon, I’ll have the whole place to myself ) could mean many things. It could be an intelligence test, the first step in his training; or maybe, twenty years ago, Mr Shumway had sold his soul to the Evil One and the bailiffs had just been round to collect him; or maybe he’d just nipped across the landing for a quick pee. For once, though, not knowing what was going on didn’t bother him particularly. One of the advantages of nothing mattering any more is that nothing matters. Paul sat down and stared out of the window. Some trick of the light meant that he saw his own reflection, rather than the buildings opposite. He didn’t like looking at that. Depressing.


‘Great,’ said a voice behind him. ‘You’re here, finally. I’ve been all over the place looking for you.’ Mr Shumway didn’t sound happy, but that was hardly unusual. Paul noticed that in addition to his customary shabby charcoal-grey suit, he had a pair of safety goggles pushed up onto his forehead, and a pair of scorched leather gloves. He took these off and stashed them in a desk drawer. ‘Right,’ he went on, ‘since we’re late starting, and since we’ve already met, we won’t bother with the getting-to-know-you crap. Beowulf.’


Paul wondered if that was dwarvish for ‘atishoo’. ‘Sorry?’


‘Beowulf,’ Mr Shumway repeated. ‘Fine, you’ve never heard of it.’ He opened another drawer, picked out a dog-eared paperback, and tossed it at Paul. Much to Paul’s surprise, he caught it. ‘Read it carefully, it’s got a lot of useful stuff. For your information, it’s an Anglo-Saxon epic poem about a guy who fights monsters. I’m assuming you’ve already read sections five, nine and forty-six of the office procedures manual—’


Normally, Paul would have lied; but nothing mattered any more, so why not tell the truth? ‘Sorry, no,’ he said. ‘I—’


‘Bloody hell.’ Mr Shumway clicked his tongue. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I know this is all an unwarranted intrusion on your free time and you don’t want to be here, but I’ve got work to do. I’m a realist, so I don’t expect you to help; but I do expect you to try as hard as you can not to be a bloody nuisance. Do as you’re told, do your homework, and don’t waste my time. Understood?’


‘Sorry,’ Paul replied, as guilt welled up inside him like the contents of a backed-up toilet. ‘It’s just that—’


Suddenly, alarmingly, Mr Shumway grinned. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Makes you feel a bit like you’ve just been kicked in the nuts. I remember one time I got told to get lost by the love of my life, I went straight out, got completely blasted, woke up in hospital. Got discharged a week later, married the nurse. Fifth wife. Nice kid, had a nose like a parsnip. Don’t worry about it,’ he added cheerfully, ‘you’re probably better off. Great thing about getting dumped is, it means you’re now at liberty to go back to the sweetshop and try a few new flavours. It’s only boring people and doves that mate for life, and have you ever seen a cheerful dove? Anyway,’ he said, moving a pencil so that it lay exactly parallel with the edge of the desk, ‘that’s enough about that. No point you hanging about here if you haven’t done the background reading. I suggest you piss off somewhere quiet and read those chapters in the manual, and when you’ve done that, come back and we can get started.’ He hesitated, sneezed like a cannon shot, and wiped his nose on a huge red-andwhite handkerchief. ‘Right?’


‘Right,’ Paul replied, slightly dazed.


‘Fine. That means you can leave the room. Goodbye.’


Paul was through the door and halfway to the stairs when he heard Mr Shumway’s voice behind him, calling out, ‘Remember, Beowulf. Get it read.’ When he looked round, he saw Mr Shumway’s door closing.


So, Paul thought as he trailed back down the stairs, everybody in the office seems to know; probably knew before I did. Not a problem, saves me having to do the embarrassing explanations. Probably better off, Shumway had said. Was there a current Mrs Shumway? Paul hadn’t heard about her if there was, but that didn’t mean a great deal. No framed picture on the desk, for what that was worth. He went back to his office and took the procedures manual down off the shelf, feeling his tendons creak as they took up the strain. As he did so, it occurred to him that Mr Shumway hadn’t said go back to your office and read the chapters, he’d just said somewhere quiet. Possibly just a sloppy choice of words, but perhaps it was compassion; maybe Mr Shumway had shared confined spaces with people who weren’t there, and understood. Well, it was an interpretation, and Paul could read a fat, dull book just as easily somewhere else as here.


He couldn’t quite bring himself to leave the building; but, during the course of his wanderings, he’d noticed a small room on the fifth floor that nobody seemed to use for anything; it had been empty except for a plain, old-fashioned wooden desk and a chair, just right for hiding in. Assuming, of course, that it was still there.


It was, although the desk and chair had now been joined by a ratty old green steel filing cabinet and four ancient-looking VDUs. He sat down, pulled out a drawer of the filing cabinet to rest his feet on, and opened the office procedures manual.


There are some books you just can’t manage to read, no matter how hard you try. Your eye skids off the page like a file off hardened steel, and twenty minutes later you find you’ve read the same paragraph half a dozen times and still can’t make head nor tail of it. Paul sighed, dumped the manual on the table, which shook like a jelly under its bulk, and fished Mr Shumway’s paperback out of his side pocket.


Beowulf was slightly easier going, though there wasn’t a great deal in it. Still, the pages were smaller, and there were fewer words on each one, and at least there wasn’t a love interest. Paul couldn’t help feeling a little concerned at the fact that he’d been given it to read as coursework; the actual monster-fighting stuff was a bit vague and seemed to assume previous knowledge of swordsmanship and the like; also, the hero who fought the dragon ended up dead, which didn’t inspire confidence. Maybe that was the point, and he’d been given it to read so that he’d know how not to set about fighting dragons. No point trying to second-guess the syllabus. He ploughed on until he reached the end, by which time it was five to one: lunch. For some reason, it seemed extremely important that he should leave the building for a while. He put the book back in his pocket, left the manual where it was, and headed for the front office.


The receptionist smiled at Paul again as he walked past; odd, he reflected as he walked out onto the street, because he was fairly sure that she wasn’t Mr Tanner’s mum (who leered rather than smiled; he could recognise her through any of her disguises at twenty-five yards). Another odd thing was that she hadn’t been all that pretty. Invariably, the girls behind the reception desk (a different one each day) were always stunningly gorgeous, for the simple reason that they were either Mr Tanner’s mum or one of his aunts, both of whom wore human shape the way film stars wear clothes – nothing but the best, and never the same outfit twice. The girl who’d smiled at him, however, had been pleasant-looking but nothing more, and there hadn’t been that all-the-better-to-eat-you-with shine on her teeth that Paul had come to recognise as the hallmark of goblinesses in mufti. A genuine human being on reception? What was the old firm coming to?


As to where he was going to spend his precious fifty-five minutes of liberty, he had no idea. The Italian sandwich bar was out, obviously; also the pub on the corner, which would be crammed to the doors with gaps where Sophie wasn’t. That just left the Starbucks at the end of the road; a grim, joyless place that reminded him of an airport late at night, but it was better than walking the streets. He bought a cup of coffee and a Danish pastry, and sat down at the only empty table.


‘Mind if I join you?’


He looked up, and for the third time that day found himself looking down the barrel of the same unprovoked smile. ‘Please,’ he muttered, ‘help yourself.’


She sat down next to him, carefully settling her own cup of coffee and Danish pastry on the wobbly table top. ‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ she said.


Well yes, Paul thought, of course I do; you’re the new receptionist, I saw you about three minutes ago. ‘Um,’ he said.


‘I’m Melze,’ she said. ‘Demelza Horrocks. Laburnum Grove Primary School.’ Her grin was entirely human; not a pointed tooth in sight. ‘You promised to marry me when we were both grown up, but I guess it must’ve slipped your mind.’


‘Oh.’ Paul must’ve looked as startled as he felt, because she laughed. He couldn’t understand; why would anybody lie about a thing like that? Clearly she wasn’t Melze, because she’d had freckles and four missing front teeth and a nose like a small doorknob, and she’d only been about four feet tall— But, Paul suddenly realised, she wasn’t lying after all. She was still there, in the triangle between eyebrows and chin; like the listed building surrounded by modern developments. In this case, gentrification. ‘You’ve changed,’ he heard himself say.


‘Thank you,’ she replied. ‘So’ve you. What’re you doing in a dump like that?’


‘It was the only job I could get,’ he replied sheepishly.


‘Same here.’


Bloody hell, he was thinking. Demelza Horrocks. ‘That can’t be right,’ he said. ‘At school you were the clever one, you got into Wiffins and everything. I thought everybody who went there ended up as doctors or accountants.’


She smiled. ‘Not quite,’ she said. ‘I was headed in that direction, sure, but I never actually arrived. Dropped out of Uni in my second year – boy trouble – did bar work for a couple of years until I suddenly realised you can’t be nineteen for ever and ever, and by then, apparently, I was too incredibly ancient to be any use to anybody. So I learned typing and stuff, and here I am.’ She shrugged. ‘Wasted opportunities, all that. I could’ve been a chimney sweep if only I’d got the right A levels.’


Paul didn’t understand that, so he assumed it must be a quotation or something. ‘That’s a pity,’ he said. ‘I guess,’ he added, ‘unless you’re amazingly happy and well adjusted and so on.’


She grinned. ‘No,’ she said.


‘Oh.’ Something occurred to him. ‘Um, Melze,’ he said awkwardly, ‘you do know about JWW, don’t you? Only—’


She laughed. ‘About what they do? Yes, of course I know. First thing they told me at the interview. Pretty weird, but like they said, that aspect of things won’t affect me, really. All I’ll be doing is answering the phone and normal, boring stuff like that.’


Paul frowned. They hadn’t told him anything of the sort at his interview; it had taken him several weeks and an armed confrontation with a dozen red-eyed goblins before he found out. ‘It’s not so bad,’ he said, on the principle that she probably wanted to hear something upbeat. ‘So long as you’re out of the door by half-five, that is. That’s when—’


‘I know,’ she said. ‘They told me. Also, don’t leave personal property in the desk drawers unless you want it shredded by four-inch claws. You should see the second-floor ladies’ loo, by the way. I guess the partners never think to go in there when they’re making good the damage on a Monday morning.’


That reminded Paul of something else. ‘Did they happen to mention,’ he said as casually as he could manage (about as casual as the Buckingham Palace sentry, unfortunately), ‘why they needed a receptionist? Only, up till now a couple of the goblins—’


‘Mr Tanner’s mother, yes. Haven’t you heard? She’s pregnant, apparently, and goblins are rather old-fashioned about maternity leave and stuff.’


‘Bloody hell.’ One good thing – no, two, or make that three. First, the joyful thought of how Mr Tanner was going to react when presented with a baby brother or sister. Second, if Mr Tanner’s mum was going to be out of circulation for a while, he’d be able to get out of the habit of scanning every attractive female he passed in the street for signs of twinkling eyes and feral grins. Third; third, fourth and fifth, Melze was going to be there, every day from now on, and he’d always liked Melze. A lot—


Oh shit, he thought. Not again.


She was eating her Danish pastry. She’d been a messy eater when she was nine, and she hadn’t changed; bits of pastry shrapnel were spattered around her nose, chin and mouth. He caught himself noticing her mouth, and quickly looked away. That was very bad; because (up till now) Melze was the only female of approximately his own age with whom he’d ever felt comfortable. When they’d been kids together, they’d got into trouble splashing about in her dad’s stagnant, leaf-clogged goldfish pond, hunting mosquito larvae with a butterfly net; they’d mangled balsa-wood aircraft and tangled kite strings in shrubs together, fought over alleged rule infringements in marathon Monopoly tournaments, broken each other’s toys. They’d been friends, even though she was technically a girl. It’d been like E.T. and all those other movies where a human and an alien forge bonds of friendship across the species divide. And now – now she’d betrayed all that, he couldn’t help feeling, because she’d metamorphosed into a beautiful, or at least pleasant-looking, or at least not hideously deformed, young woman, one of those dangerous creature who break your heart and leave you notes and go away, filling the world with black holes ...


‘Quite.’ Melze was still chattering happily away, apparently oblivious of her own foul treachery. ‘You must know, is it true that goblins can make themselves look just like people? That could be – well, awkward, I suppose.’


‘Very,’ Paul heard himself say. ‘Especially since you can’t trust them any further than you could sneeze them out of a blocked nostril. Have you come across them yet?’


‘Hardly.’ She smiled again, but this time he was ready for her, and looked away. ‘It’s only my first day, remember? I’ve met all the partners, though. That Ricky Wurmtoter – he’s a specimen, isn’t he?’


Paul wasn’t quite sure what she meant by that, but caught himself feeling suddenly and furiously jealous, just in case it signified lust. ‘He’s gone off on some job,’ he said quickly. ‘Won’t be back for ages. In fact, I’m, um, filling in for him till he gets back.’


‘Really?’ Melze was looking at him with her oncoming-lorry-headlight eyes. ‘But he does all the dragon slaying and vampire hunting and stuff, doesn’t he?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Cool.’ He was still looking away, but he could feel the smile. He could probably have toasted muffins over it. ‘And that’s what you do, is it?’


‘Yes,’ Paul squeaked. ‘Well, some of the time. I help out with a lot of different stuff, actually. While I’m making up my mind which field I want to specialise in, you know.’


‘Amazing.’


(But this is wrong, yelled a little voice inside his head. This time yesterday, you were in love with Sophie for ever and ever. In fact – how do the time zones work, is California eight hours behind or eight hours in front? – quite possibly, where Sophie was right now it was probably still yesterday; and already, here he was: Paul Carpenter, love’s lemming, adding to his already impressive collection of Frequent Faller points. The rebound is one thing, but the human heart shouldn’t be a pinball machine. Wrong —)


‘Well,’ his voice said, ignoring all that, ‘it’s just a job, really, better than digging peat or stacking shelves. I’d have jacked it in long ago, only—’ Yet another nasty thought struck him. ‘Melze,’ he said, ‘have they made you sign a contract or anything? Only, there’s this clause—’


She shook her head. ‘They told me about that,’ she said. ‘That’s just for the professional staff. General help like me, we can come and go as we please. I suppose they reckon we can’t give away trade secrets to rival firms because we don’t know any, and if we tried to blow the whistle on them, for being wizards and all, or sell the story to the tabloids, nobody’d believe us because we’re just silly girls.’ She shrugged. ‘Which is fine,’ she said. ‘Actually, I think I’ll stick around for a while. I mean, it’s weird, yes, but it’s a bloody sight better than the dump I was at before. One ten-minute coffee-break, and the staff room had cockroaches.’


‘That’s—’ Paul bit off the rest of the sentence. He’d been about to say, That’s wonderful, I’m so glad you’re going to be working here. But why not? After all, she was his oldest friend. ‘That’s disgusting,’ he said. ‘What’s the coffee room like, by the way? I’ve never dared go in there.’


‘Haven’t you? Why not? Is there a manticore in the cupboard under the sink or something?’


Worse than that, it’s always full of girls. All a manticore can do is eat you. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘But you never know around here. I mean, one of the staplers in the front office turned out to be the senior partner.’


Melze giggled. ‘I heard about that,’ she said; and then (slight change of tone of voice): ‘Wasn’t it you who rescued him?’


‘Yes, me and—’ Pause. ‘Me and one of the other clerks. She’s not here any more, though. Got posted to the Hollywood office.’


Paul had done his best to gloss over the obtrusive pronoun, but Melze was on to it like a ferret on a lame rat. She didn’t say anything, but the focus of her eyes changed a little. ‘And how about you, then?’ she said. ‘Anyone special?’


And that, Paul couldn’t help thinking, was a bloody good question. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Not right now.’ He hoped she’d grown out of the knack of knowing when he was lying. ‘You?’


She shook her head; and he made a point of not noticing the way her hair floated round her shoulders. ‘Not since the creep at Uni, really. Before him, lots. All messy and horrid. Truth is,’ she went on, ‘I’m not particularly good at—’ He could hear her open the inverted commas – ‘relationships. Someone once said I fall in love like a young subaltern going over the top in 1914. A bit harsh, but basically true. I’m surprised you’re still on the loose, though.’


Eek, Paul thought. That was a topic that ought to be sealed off by angels with flaming swords and Rottweilers. Time for a change of subject. ‘So, how’s your family?’ he asked.


‘Fine,’ Melze replied, with a trace of a sigh, ‘just as normal and boring as ever. Dad’s been made sales manager for the whole of the South-East, which is nice. Mum’s still making soft toys for the Red Cross. What about your lot?’


Paul grinned feebly. ‘My parents emigrated to Florida last year,’ he said. ‘Sold the house, all the furniture and stuff. I get a phone call once or twice a month – three in the morning usually, because of the time difference – and Mum tells me all about how she doesn’t like the people next door, because their dog digs up the flower beds. Haven’t told them about JWW. No point, they’d just think I was trying to be funny.’


Melze clicked her tongue sympathetically. ‘They always were a bit – well, self-centred.’


‘As a gyroscope,’ Paul replied. ‘I always liked your parents better than mine. At least, yours always seemed pleased to see me.’


Melze shrugged. ‘And what about your uncle, the one who was always away travelling in exotic places?’


Paul had to think for a moment. ‘Uncle Ernie? Haven’t heard from him in years. I assume he’s still alive, or someone’d have told me, but we lost touch ages ago.’


‘It’s a pity when that happens,’ Melze said. ‘I mean, there’s times when it’s a bit claustrophobic, having a close family like ours, but at least we stay in touch.’


They chatted about families for a while, until he’d quite forgotten who he was talking to; and then, quite unexpectedly, it was five to two, and there was only just enough time left to get back to the office.


He left her at the front desk and wandered back to his room, thinking, All this and dragons, too. Dragons, on the other hand, were probably something you could learn how to cope with, given time and patient tuition.


After all that, it was hardly surprising that Paul found it extremely difficult to get his head around the office procedures manual that afternoon. At the best of times, he’d have had problems coming to terms with stuff like—




For a fully grown urban dragon (draco vulgaris Robinsonii) in a built-up area, the Pest Control (Residential & Commercial Districts) Regulations 1964 Schedule 2, paragraph 2(i)(b) mandates the use of a tungsten or depleted-uranium projectile of at least 0.577? diameter not exceeding 800 grains avoirdupois in weight with a muzzle energy of not less than 3,000 ft/lbs. Exploding projectiles are forbidden under the 1964 Regulations except where their use has been expressly authorised in advance by the proper officer of the appropriate area directorate; authorisation will only be granted where at least two of the following criteria obtain—




—and with all the other stuff on his mind, the book might as well have been written in Sanskrit for all the sense he could make of it. At least the boredom was reassuring; it was hard to be freaked out by anything so excruciatingly dull. A few things stuck in his mind: for instance, under the Wildlife & Countryside Act 1979 as modified by the Supplementary Regulations Order 1981, it was illegal to kill a vampire by driving a wooden stake through its heart between February 1st and November 22nd unless you held a valid extermination licence issued by the Ministry of Agriculture, and a qualified veterinary surgeon had to be present to ensure that all procedures were carried out humanely and without causing undue suffering to the vampire. On the other hand, the owner or tenant of farmland was entitled to snare unicorns by means of virgins or other approved devices, providing that he could prove that they’d caused damage to growing crops or standing timber.


Half-past five was running late that day. When the clock on the opposite wall eventually condescended to get there, Paul slammed the book shut – he’d have to finish it off at home, but there was a copy ( Sophie’s; remember her? ) at the flat – and practically sprinted for the front office; not that he had any reason to get there before anybody in particular went home or anything, but— He heard someone call his name, and stopped. He recognised the voice, even though he hadn’t exchanged more than a few words with Judy di Castel’Bianco since his interview. She spoke with what sounded to him like an American accent overlying something else he couldn’t quite place. Back when Mr Tanner had told him what the various partners in the firm actually did, he’d said that she looked after the Entertainment Sector. The letters after her name on the company letterhead apparently stood for Queen of the Fey, whatever the hell that meant.


‘Mr Carpenter,’ she repeated, materialising out of her office like a Starfleet away team. ‘I was wondering, could you spare me a moment?’


Oh well, Paul thought; and then, Never mind, there’ll be other days. ‘Sure,’ he said, trying to sound polite.


She was looking at him. Her eyes, he noticed, were large and a very light blue, almost silver.


‘You’re not in a hurry, or anything?’ she said.


‘Um, no. Not at all.’


Judy di Castel’Bianco was silent for a moment, studying him intensely, like a cat watching a mouse. ‘If you’re concerned about getting out of the building after the door is locked, I do of course have a key.’


‘Great,’ Paul said helplessly. ‘Fine.’


Another second and a half of intense scrutiny; then: ‘If you’d care to follow me,’ she said, and disappeared. For a moment, Paul was rooted to the spot. Then it occurred to him that she must’ve just walked round the corner and he hadn’t been paying attention. He followed, and there she was, opening the door of the small conference room.


Today the room was L-shaped, its long side at right angles to the street. Judy di Castel’Bianco sat down at the head of the long, polished walnut table and nodded towards a chair on her left. As Paul sat down, it struck him that something was odd, but he wasn’t sure what it was.


‘I’ll get straight to the point,’ she said, steepling her unusually long fingers on the table top. ‘First, I should mention that it’s not this firm’s policy to interfere in any way in the personal lives of members of staff; nor is it my place as a partner to pass judgement or anything of that sort. However, I’m aware that my decision to assign Ms Pettingell temporarily to our Los Angeles office may be having repercussions on your—’ She frowned slightly. ‘Your relationship,’ she said, and she spoke the word as if it were an unfamiliar loanword from a foreign language and she wasn’t quite sure how it should be pronounced.


‘Actually—’ Paul started to say, but apparently she couldn’t hear him. She was looking past him; only just, a matter of fifteen degrees or so. It was as if she couldn’t actually see him, but had a fairly good idea of where he was likely to be.


‘Obviously,’ she went on, ‘if Ms Pettingell’s assignment is causing any difficulties in your respective personal lives, I and we as a firm naturally regret that most sincerely. However—’ She hesitated, apparently unsure about something. ‘If I may speak frankly,’ she went on, ‘and please note that I’m making these observations in a purely unofficial capacity; I can’t help but feel that this situation may actually be all for the best, in that the relationship’ (the same slight stumble over the word) ‘in question was perhaps not entirely advisable, considering the interests of both parties. I don’t claim any special insight in these matters, but you might care to consider the position in that light.’


Judy di Castel’Bianco stopped speaking and looked at him, as though they were in a play and she’d just given him his cue. Paul looked back at her, and wondered what the hell he was supposed to say. He hadn’t noticed before how extremely high and sharp her cheekbones were. Who were the Fey, anyhow?


‘It’s all right, actually,’ he mumbled, ‘we’d just sort of, well, split up. I mean, it was her idea rather than mine, but I think we both knew we weren’t, you know, going anywhere. I mean, I’d sort of got the idea that maybe—’


Mercifully, she interrupted before Paul could embarrass himself into a coma. ‘Fortuitous,’ she said. ‘It would appear, then, that the situation has worked out quite well. Presumably it will be easier for you to adjust, if you aren’t faced with the prospect of working closely with Ms Pettingell while coming to terms with the cessation of the relationship.’


It took Paul a moment or so to translate that. ‘Absolutely,’ he said. ‘I guess we both need a bit of space,’ he added. (That was what Sophie would have said.) ‘So, like you were saying, you’ve done us both a bit of a favour, really. So,’ he went on, though he knew that trying to make awkward silences better by filling them with the first words that come into your head is like dowsing a fire with petrol, ‘no hard feelings, is about it, really. It’s all just, um, perfectly fine.’


‘Indeed.’ Now she was looking off to his other side, just a tad. ‘It’s very fortunate that you feel that way. I trust I haven’t offended you by raising the subject.’


‘Oh, no, no,’ Paul said quickly. ‘Best to get it all out in the open, and, um, very nice of you to care, I mean be concerned.’ How old was she? The line of her mouth was so hard you could’ve engraved glass with her lips, but her skin was as smooth as a sixteen-year-old’s. ‘Um, was that it? Or—’


‘That’s all,’ Judy di Castel’Bianco replied. ‘Thank you for your time. If you’d care to follow me, I’ll see that you leave the building without any problems.’


That made him wince, reminding him of the only time he’d been in the place after the front door was locked. That was, of course, the time he’d tried to rescue Sophie from the armed goblins who’d kidnapped her. ‘Thanks,’ he mumbled, but she’d already left the room.


As he’d feared, the goblins were already coming out to play. He’d seen them once or twice since that first traumatic encounter, but the sight of them still made him want to find the nearest sofa and hide behind it. It wasn’t any one thing in particular – the red eyes, the pig, ape, dog faces, the coarse brown and grey fur, the claws – more the overall effect of everything put together.


But if goblins spooked Paul, it was nothing compared to the effect that Countess Judy seemed to have on goblins. They didn’t seem to like her at all. As she rounded a corner with Paul in tow and walked into a small knot of them, busily playing toss-the-fire-extinguisher, they spun round, shrieked and scampered away in all directions. A small, rat-faced specimen they bumped into on the second-floor landing backed into a corner with its paws over its eyes, whimpering. Another jumped down a whole flight of stairs to get out of her way, landing painfully on one knee and crawling off like a wounded crab. Either the Countess didn’t notice or she was so used to that sort of thing that it didn’t occur to her to make any comment; but Paul couldn’t help noticing that every time she came within fifteen yards of a goblin, her skin actually seemed to glow with a very faint blue light, which clashed horribly with her lipstick.
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