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Author’s Note



Welcome to the beginning of my new series! I hope to keep working on it for the next ten years or so.


For those who have already read my Alex Verus novels, be aware that this world is a separate one, and the magic works in a very different way. This first book is designed to work as an introduction to the setting, but for those interested in knowing more, a glossary of terms is included at the back of the book.


I hope you enjoy the story!


Benedict Jacka, February 2023










1



There was a strange car at the end of my road.


I’d only leant out of my window for a quick look around, but as I saw the car I paused. All around me were the sounds and smells of the London morning: fresh air that still carried the chill of the fading winter, the dampness of last night’s rain, birdsong from the rooftops and the trees. Pale grey clouds covered the sky, promising more showers to come. Everything was normal . . . except for the car.


Spring had come early this year, and the cherry tree outside my window had been in bloom long enough for its flowers to turn from white to pink and begin to fall. The car was just visible through the petals, parked at the end of Foxden Road at an angle that gave it a clear line of sight to my front door. It was sleek and ominous, shiny black with tinted windows, and it looked like a minivan. Nobody on our street owns a minivan, especially not one with tinted windows.


A loud ‘Mraooow’ came from my feet.


I looked down to see a grey and black tabby cat watching me with yellow-green eyes. ‘Oh, fine, Hobbes,’ I told him, and shifted. Hobbes sprang up onto the sill, rubbed his head against my shoulder until I gave him a scratch, then jumped down onto the ledge that ran along the front of the building. I gave the car a last sidelong glance, then withdrew and shut the window.


I cleaned my teeth, dressed and had breakfast, and all the time I kept thinking about that car.


Almost three years ago, the day after my dad disappeared, a white Ford started showing up on our road. I might not have noticed it, but a couple of the things my dad had said in that hastily scribbled letter had made me suspicious, and once I started paying attention I noticed that same Ford, with the same number plate, in other places. Near my boxing gym, near my work . . . everywhere.


It kept on for more than a year. I was worrying about my dad and struggling to manage work and rent, and while all that was going on I’d kept seeing that car. Even after I got evicted and had to move in with my aunt, all the way up in Tottenham, I’d still seen it. I started to hate that car after a while – it became a symbol of everything that had gone wrong – and it was only my dad’s warning that stopped me from marching out to confront whoever was inside. Sometimes it would vanish for a few days, but it’d always come back.


But eventually the gaps became longer and longer, and finally it didn’t come back at all. When I moved out of my aunt’s and here to Foxden Road, one of the first things I did was write down the description and number plate of every car on the street, then check back for the next couple of weeks to see who’d get into them. But every car on the road belonged to someone who lived there, and finally I came to accept that whoever it had been, they were gone. That had been six months ago, and ever since then, there’d been nothing to make me think they’d come back.


Until now.


I filled Hobbes’s water bowl, and then it was time to go to work. I zipped up my fleece and stepped outside, closing the door behind me. The black minivan was still there. I walked away up the road without looking back, then turned the corner.


As soon as I was out of the minivan’s line of sight, I stopped. I could make out its blurry reflection in the ground-floor windows on our street, and I waited to see if it would start moving.


One minute passed, then two. The reflection didn’t move.


If they were following me, they should have driven off by now.


Maybe I was being over-suspicious. After all, the men from two years ago had always used the same car, and it hadn’t been this one. I turned and set off for the station. I kept glancing over my shoulder as I walked along Plaistow Road, watching for the minivan’s black shape in the busy A-road traffic, but it didn’t appear.


My name is Stephen Oakwood, and I’m twenty years old. I was raised by my dad, grew up and went to school here in Plaistow, and apart from one big secret that I’ll get to later, I used to have a pretty normal life. That all changed a few months before my eighteenth birthday, when my dad disappeared.


The next few years were rough. Living alone in London is hard unless you have a lot going for you, which I didn’t. To begin with my plan was to wait for my father to come back, and maybe even go and look for him, but I quickly found out that just making enough money to live on was so all-consuming that it didn’t leave me time for much else. For the first year or so I was able to get a job with an old friend of my dad’s who ran a bar, but when the bar closed, my money ran out. I got evicted and had to move in with my aunt.


Living with my aunt and uncle let me get back on my feet, but it was clear from the beginning that there was a definite limit as to how long they were willing to put me up. I couldn’t afford a flat, but I could just about afford a room in Plaistow, so long as I worked full-time. And so after a stint at a call centre (bad), and a job at a different bar (worse), I found my way last winter to a temp agency that hired office workers for the Civil Service. Which was why, that morning, I took the District Line to Embankment and walked south along the Thames to the Ministry of Defence.


Saying I work at the Ministry of Defence makes my job sound more exciting than it really is. My actual title is Temporary Administrative Assistant, Records Office, Defence Business Services, and my job mostly consists of fetching records from the basement. One wall of the Records Office is taken up by a machine called the Lektriever, a sort of giant vertical conveyor belt carrying shelves of box files up from the level below. The basement is huge, a cold dark cavern with endless rows of metal shelves holding thousands and thousands of files. Every day, orders come down to change the files, at which point someone has to go down, put new files in, and take the old files out. That someone is me. In theory the position’s supposed to be filled by a permanent staff member, but since being an admin in Records is pretty much the least desirable position in the entire MoD, no one’s willing to take the job, so they hire temps instead. For this, I get paid £10.70 an hour.


I’ve been spending a bit less time in the basement lately, due to Pamela. Pamela’s title is Senior Executive Officer, a mid-level Civil Service rank that puts her well above everyone in Records. She’s in her forties, dresses in neat business suits, and as of the last week or two she seems to have taken an interest in me.


Today Pamela found me after lunch and put me to work sorting applications. It was a long job and by the time I was done it was nearly four o’clock. When I finally finished, instead of sending me back to Records, Pamela tapped the papers on her desk to straighten them, laid them down beside her keyboard, then turned her swivel chair to face me. ‘You started here in December?’


Pamela was giving me a considering sort of look that made me wary. I nodded.


‘You said you were thinking about applying to university,’ Pamela said. ‘Did you?’


‘No,’ I admitted.


‘Why not?’


I didn’t answer.


‘It’s no good just ignoring these things. You’ve missed the UCAS deadline but you could still get into clearing.’


‘Okay.’


‘Don’t just say, “okay”,’ Pamela told me. ‘That Records Office post won’t stay vacant for ever. If you do a three-year course and reapply, you could come in at the same role in a permanent position.’


I tried to figure out how to answer that, but Pamela had already turned back to her computer. ‘That’s all for today. I’ll have another job for you on Friday.’


I rode the District Line home.


As I stood on the swaying train, the conversation with Pamela kept going around in my head. It was the second time she’d suggested a permanent position, and the second time I’d avoided giving her an answer. Part of me wanted to be honest and tell Pamela that I didn’t want a future in the Records Office. But if I said that, Pamela would either fire me, or ask, ‘so what are you going to do instead?’ and the only answer I had for that question was one I couldn’t tell her.


The sad part was that by the standards of my other jobs, the Civil Service wasn’t even all that bad. While I’d been living with my aunt, I’d been working at a call centre where I’d spent eight hours a day selling car insurance renewals. You know how when you ring up a company to cancel your service, you get put through to someone who tries to persuade you not to? Yeah, that was me. I say ‘persuade’, but all you actually do is follow a script, and if you’ve never worked that kind of job there’s no way you can possibly understand just how mind-shatteringly boring it is. You pick up the phone and recite your lines, then you put the phone back down, and you do that over and over and over again, every single day. Compared to that, the Records Office was easy. At least box files don’t yell at you for leaving them on hold.


But while the Civil Service wasn’t that bad, it also wasn’t good. The hours were steady and the pay was enough to live on, but it was meaningless and dull and I spent every day counting the hours until I could go home.


I stared at the ads on the train. In between posters for vitamin supplements (‘Tired Of Feeling Tired?’) and for loan companies (‘Discover Your Credit Score Today!’) was one for a London university. ‘DO SOMETHING YOU LOVE’ was written in big white letters, above a photo of three ethnically diverse students staring out at the horizon with blissful expressions. At the bottom right of the ad was a paragraph of small print titled ‘Funding’.


I got off at Plaistow and went to the pub.


My local’s called the Admiral Nelson, and it’s an ‘old man and his dog’ type of place. It’s a square building just off Plaistow Road, with windows on three walls casting patchy light into a wide room with a faded carpet and scattered tables and chairs. The people who come are a mixture of old East End, the new generation who’ve grown up here, a handful of Eastern Europeans, and yes, an old man with a big scruffy Airedale that lies at his feet and twitches his ears at the people who walk up to the bar.


My friends and I have been meeting at the Nelson ever since we got old enough that we could pretend to be old enough, and nowadays we go there every Wednesday and sometimes on Friday or Saturday, too, sometimes to play games but usually just to talk. Our group’s changed over the years, with new people joining and others drifting away, but the core’s stayed pretty much the same. There’s Colin, smart and practical and the one who always did best at school; Felix, tall with a scraggly beard and a cynical streak; Kiran, fat and generous and cheerful; and Gabriel, the youngest by a few months and who always seems to be going through some kind of personal crisis. We met in secondary school and we’ve grown up together. Sometimes Kiran’s or Colin’s girlfriends will come along, but tonight it was just us.


‘Ahhhhh,’ Gabriel said for at least the fifth time. ‘I don’t know what to do.’


‘Dump her,’ Colin said.


‘I can’t just dump her.’


‘Dump her and tell her she’s a slag,’ Felix suggested.


‘I can’t do that!’


‘Well, if you’re too chicken to dump her yourself,’ Colin said, ‘telling her she’s a slag should do it.’


‘Oh, come on, guys,’ Gabriel said. ‘Seriously.’


Gabriel always has some kind of issue; when we were younger it was either school, his parents, or girls, but nowadays it’s always girls. All but one of his relationships have been horrendous trainwrecks, and by this point I think all of us have decided that he just has some sort of talent for it. It always goes the same way – when the relationship starts he’s excited, by a few weeks in he’s looking stressed, then one day I’ll walk into the Nelson and find him explaining to Kiran that the girl’s tried to stab him or set his house on fire or something.


‘Isn’t this the same one who broke up with you two weeks ago?’ I asked.


‘She was waiting in front of my house Friday night,’ Gabriel explained.


‘So?’


‘Well, you know. If a girl’s waiting outside your house, then . . .’


I waited for Gabriel to finish.


‘You know,’ Gabriel said.


‘I don’t know.’


‘It means she wants to nob him,’ Felix said.


‘No, it doesn’t,’ I said.


‘It kind of does,’ Kiran chipped in.


‘Oh, come on,’ I said. ‘You’re saying any random girl you meet outside your house—’


‘After dark on a Friday night,’ Felix added.


‘How does that matter?’


‘It totally matters,’ Kiran said.


‘Okay, okay,’ Felix said. ‘There’s an easy way to settle this, all right?’ He turned to Gabriel. ‘Did you or did you not end up nobbing her?’


Gabriel looked embarrassed. ‘Well . . .’


‘See?’ Felix told me smugly.


‘Just because she’s standing in the street—’ I said in annoyance.


‘I think the point Felix is making,’ Colin said, ‘is that there’s some context here. She’s not some random girl in the street.’


‘And you have to make a move,’ Gabriel added. ‘Or she’ll think you’re a melt.’


‘What?’ Felix said, grinning at me. ‘You thought she was just there to talk?’


I rolled my eyes.


Felix tried to ruffle my hair, and I ducked away. ‘He’s so cute,’ Felix said to the rest of the table.


‘Oh, piss off.’


‘So I had to let her in, right?’ Gabriel said.


‘I know why you let her in,’ Colin said.


‘So what should I do?’


The argument went back and forth, split about 50/50 between giving Gabriel serious advice and mocking him. We all like Gabriel, but even Kiran, nice to a fault, has long since figured out that the reason for Gabriel’s problems is Gabriel. Still, he’s our friend.


After a while the group divided, with Felix, Kiran and Gabriel continuing the argument while Colin and I leant back on the bench. The pub was starting to get a few more people in with the evening crowd, though it was a long way from full. I was still on my second pint – I can afford to go to the pub, but only so long as I don’t drink much.


‘You all right?’ Colin asked. ‘You’re a bit quiet.’


‘Trouble at work,’ I said with a sigh.


‘Your boss?’


‘My boss’s boss.’


‘I thought she liked you.’


‘She does,’ I admitted. ‘That’s the problem. She wants me to go to uni and join the Civil Service full-time.’


‘I mean,’ Colin said. ‘You could.’


‘Yeah,’ I said, and fell silent.


Out of all our group, Colin is the one I’m closest to. His father’s from Hong Kong – when the Chinese took over in 1997 he saw the way the wind was blowing and got out early, ending up here in London where he married an English girl. The two of them had some issues and Colin’s mum moved out for a couple of years – they fixed things up eventually, but Colin had a hard time of it and for a while he was a regular visitor around our house. We got pretty close, and we’ve stayed that way.


But nowadays, it’s Colin who’s got his life together and I’m the one who’s struggling. Colin’s in his third year doing science at Imperial College, staying in college housing in Whitechapel. Felix did a gap year and is supposed to be at uni, too, though as far as I can see he mostly spends his time trying to hook up with Chinese girls on dating apps. Kiran’s mid-way through an electrician apprenticeship. And Gabriel . . . well, he’s Gabriel. All of us are growing up and finding our paths.


Except me. For a while now I’ve felt as though I’m drifting, being left behind. Colin knows that, and that was the unspoken message behind his words. But he didn’t push, and I didn’t talk. We sat for another ten minutes before I finished my drink and headed home.


I opened my front door to the sound of chatter and the roar of the TV. The noise was coming from the ground-floor bedroom that had once been the house’s lounge – Ignas and Matis must be watching football. I went through into the tiny communal kitchen, grabbed some food and a plate, then went upstairs.


My house is an end-of-terrace two-thirds of the way up Foxden Road, next to an old school that’s been converted into flats, and it’s rented out by the room by a Jamaican landlord with a view to squeezing the maximum number of people in and the maximum amount of money out. The other tenants are a group of Lithuanians who work long shifts at the local garage and grocery store. I had trouble breaking the ice with them at first but got some unexpected help when it turned out that the house had a rodent problem. Once Hobbes realised how good a hunting ground it was, he went on a killing spree, and there were dead mice and rats outside the door every morning and evening for a fortnight. The Lithuanians decided that Hobbes was wonderful, and we’ve been friends ever since.


Right now Hobbes was waiting at the top of the stairs; he meowed until I unlocked my bedroom door, then trotted in to head for his food bowl. I locked the door behind us, poured Hobbes some food, then sat on the bed to eat. My room doesn’t have much space, but then I don’t have much stuff. A bed, a wardrobe, a nightstand, one chair that’s usually piled with clothes. Everything is old and badly maintained – cracked furniture, peeling paint, crooked skirting. Though one of the skirting boards is crooked for a reason.


Once I was done I set the plate aside, then crouched down in the corner and pulled the skirting board free with a practised twist, revealing a dusty cubbyhole that held a faded envelope and a small wooden box. Hobbes watched with bright eyes as I opened the box to reveal two tiny spherical objects, each no bigger than a match head. They would have looked like ball bearings but for their colour – both were light blue, the colour of very pale turquoise. One rolled free in the box, but I’d glued the second into a plastic ring. It looked a bit embarrassing, but it worked.


Those two little spheres were called sigls. Most people would think they looked like toys. The truth was, they were probably worth more than everything else in this room put together.


I slipped the ring onto my finger, sat cross-legged on the floor and closed my eyes with a little sigh. This was the part of the day I looked forward to. Tomorrow I’d have to go back to moving box files around the MoD basement, but right now I had a few precious hours to spend on what I actually cared about.


Drucraft.


The first discipline of drucraft is sensing. Sensing is the foundation skill – you have to learn it before you can do anything else, which made my early training really frustrating since to begin with I was pretty bad at it. Back then, when I tried to practise, I’d do it by concentrating, like listening for a sound that’s slightly too high-pitched, or trying to see something that’s a little too far away. But the harder I’d try, the more it would slip out of reach.


It took me a long time to figure out that the trick wasn’t to try harder; it was to get rid of distractions. You have to empty your mind of all the things that are crowding it. That tune that’s been going around in your head, the plans you’re making for tomorrow. Conversations that are bugging you, like the one with Pamela that I still hadn’t quite forgotten. I closed them off one after another, shrinking them to nothingness, leaving an empty circle in my mind where everything was quiet and calm. It used to take me a few minutes; nowadays I can do it almost instantly.


Into that empty circle sprang an awareness. It wasn’t quite a sound or a pressure; more of a presence, something you’d been half aware of but hadn’t been noticing. The strongest presence was the earth below, vast and diffuse and stretching away to the horizon, rising and falling with the curves of the land. That was very distant, though – much easier to sense were the currents within my room, following the lines of the walls and the furniture and swirling in the air. And easiest of all were the flows running through my own body.


This presence, what I was sensing, is called essentia. My dad taught me that it makes up everything, a kind of universal energy. You can’t create it and you can’t destroy it, but with the right art – and the right tools – you can use it.


When I first learned to sense essentia, it felt like a big indistinguishable mass. These days, the essentia in the air feels different from that in the walls or floor, and totally different from the essentia in Hobbes. The essentia flowing through me was the clearest of all – this was my personal essentia, and to me it felt comfortable, familiar, like a pair of old shoes.


But what makes personal essentia really special is that you can control it.


I focused my thoughts and sent a narrow flow down my right arm and into the sigl on my finger.


Light bloomed in the small room. The tiny sigl lit up like a star, casting a pale blue glow over the walls and ceiling. Hobbes watched lazily from the bed, light reflecting from his slitted eyes.


Channelling is the second of the drucraft disciplines. Your personal essentia is attuned to your body and mind, and with practice you can command it the same way you can your own muscles. Having it trickle into a sigl is a weird, slightly disturbing sensation, like feeling your own blood pumping out of your veins, and when I was starting out, I used to have this nagging fear that I’d somehow use too much and bleed myself to death. But as my personal essentia flowed out, ambient essentia from the air around me flowed in. As it seeped into my body, it attuned to me, taking on the resonance of my personal essentia until it was indistinguishable from that which I’d lost. An inward flow and an outward flow, perfectly balanced.


I scaled the essentia flow up and down, dimming the glow until it was almost too faint to see before bringing it to maximum brightness in a flash. Bringing it to full power was easy – the sigl had a maximum capacity that it could handle, and once I went past that point then any more would just overflow, like pouring water into a sink that was already full. But bringing it to exactly full power without going over the limit was actually quite hard, and I spent a while practising, trying to see how quickly I could make the flow snap from full to nothing to full again without letting any of it go to waste.


I did some more exercises to wind down, channelling my personal essentia into various objects and pulling it back again before it could de-attune, and finally sending it flowing into Hobbes, setting up a kind of circuit where my essentia would flow into him while his would be drawn back into me. Hobbes put up with the indignity with a slight sneeze – he can definitely feel that trick, though he seems to tolerate it. Then it was time for shaping.


Shaping is the third, last, and hardest of the disciplines. I’ve been practising drucraft since I was ten, but I didn’t manage to shape a sigl until I was almost nineteen. That had been a year and a half ago, and the sigl I’d created was the one resting in the box on my bed. After that had followed twelve months of waiting. Twelve slow, patient, frustrating months, until last September, when I’d created the sigl that was on my finger now.


I reached out to the ambient essentia around me, trying to gather it. It was much harder than activating the sigl had been – the flows in the air weren’t attuned to me, and wouldn’t respond to my thoughts. I had to shape my personal essentia into a kind of vortex, creating currents that would draw in the free essentia, until it was concentrated enough that I could use my personal essentia to ‘paint’ it into strands, as though the free essentia were ink and my personal essentia a calligraphy brush. Even with all my practice, it was like trying to catch smoke, and it took me several minutes of patient work before I could shape it into a construct that hovered above my palm, like a woven knot of invisible lines.


An essentia construct is the first step towards creating a sigl, like a pencil sketch before a painting. I must have made thousands of constructs by now, but I still get a little glow of satisfaction from doing it well – I’ve come a long way since my father had to lead me through it step by step. If I wanted to turn this one into a sigl, the next step would be to shrink it, pulling in more and more essentia as the construct grew denser and denser to become the sigl’s core. Of course, if I tried that right now, it wouldn’t work. When you shape a sigl for real, you’re creating matter out of pure energy, and that takes an enormous amount of essentia. The only place you find that is at a Well.


This particular construct was a project that I’d been working on since January. The idea was that instead of creating light, this sigl would redirect it, projecting a field that light would bend around. The result should be like a kind of invisibility sphere – as long as the sigl was active, no one outside the sphere’s radius would be able to see in.


Or at least, that was the plan. The truth was, I had absolutely no idea if it was going to work. I had a pretty good understanding of how to make light sigls by now, but this was something totally different and much more complicated. Since I couldn’t actually see the construct, I had to work by feel, which in practice meant dismissing the thing and recreating it from scratch over and over again.


I had the feeling that I was going about this the wrong way. My father had made it sound as though professional shapers could make sigls pretty easily, so there had to be some trick I was missing. But without anyone to learn from, I had to figure it all out from first principles, which meant a whole lot of guesswork. For all I knew, if I went ahead and shaped this sigl, it’d do nothing at all.


That had been what had happened on my first try, three years ago. I’d practised and practised, but even so, when the time came to make the sigl, I failed and the essentia was wasted. I’d been close to tears, but my dad had laughed it off. He told me that everyone screws up their first time, that I’d done better and got closer than most. It had cheered me up, and I’d thrown myself into my practice, determined to get it right next time.


And then, when I’d finally managed it, he wasn’t there . . .


I came out of my thoughts with a start. My room was dark; the sun had set while I’d been practising. Outside, the last traces of light were fading from the sky. Hobbes rose, stretched, and padded to the door, looking at me expectantly.


I let the construct unravel, then changed into my running clothes and went downstairs, slipping outside and closing the door as Hobbes trotted off across the street. I looked around for any sign of that car from this morning, but it was gone. Maybe it really had been nothing.


If you go around the corner of my road and turn left, you come into a little alley. To the left are gardens, honeysuckle and ivy spilling over fences made of wooden slats, while to the right are the back entrances of the shops that front onto Plaistow Road. Gravel crunched under my feet as I weaved around the rubbish bins; red and grey tiled roofs rose up all around, TV aerials and satellite dishes silhouetted against a dusky blue sky. Above and to the right was a block of flats, bikes stored out on the metal balconies. Lights shone from the windows, but it was a cold March evening and no one stepped out onto their balcony to see me go by.


The alley ended in a set of sheds. I climbed onto a recycling bin and pulled myself up, corrugated iron creaking under my feet as I crossed the flat roofs. The clouds and rain from earlier had passed away, and the sky was clear all the way to the horizon, fading from azure to a grey-blue that mixed with the city’s glow. I reached the end of the sheds and dropped down into a little open space, closed off by garden fences and a brick wall on the far side. The ground had once been solid concrete, but dandelions and rye grass had burrowed in and split it with their roots, turning it into a riot of growth. A wild cherry tree rose in one corner, still young but with new leaves pushing towards the sky.


Most people who saw my room on Foxden Road would think I was staying there because it was cheap. They’d be half right, but only half. The main reason I was living here was this Well.


Wells are gathering points, places where essentia collects and pools, and the essentia here was so concentrated that I could sense it without even trying. It did feel like a well, a reservoir of energy and life and potential. It was tempting to use those reserves, to shape them into a new sigl, but I knew better. Three years ago, after I’d messed up my first try at a sigl, my dad had warned me that I should only use Wells that were full; this was a weak one, and it would take a full year to recharge. I’d got impatient and tried to use it early. The shaping had failed, the sigl hadn’t formed, and I’d wasted five months of the Well’s charge. It had been a painful lesson, but it had stuck.


Right now this Well was about a quarter full, and I knew from experience that it charged fastest in the spring and summer. By around September, I’d be able to use it to shape a sigl. And I had a lot of ideas for sigls. There was the invisibility sphere that I’d just practised creating. Or there was that idea I’d had for a darkness effect. From the basic starting point of something that generated light, I could see how you could branch off in a dozen different directions. I still didn’t have a good feel for what was and wasn’t possible, but there might be ways around that. With time and practice, I should have a good chance of getting one of my ideas to work by the autumn, and then . . .


. . . And then what?


I came back to earth with a bump. Yes, I could make another sigl. I might even be able to make one that worked. But what would I do with it? I had a lot of ideas for sigls, but none of them would put food on the table, or pay my rent. Or find my dad.


I thought back to the conversations I’d had with Pamela and Colin. My friends were all going to university and getting jobs, while I was doing . . . what? I’d been practising drucraft for most of my life, and what did I have to show for it?


For a while now I’d felt as though I was being pulled between two worlds. In one world were my friends and my job; in the other were my drucraft and my sigls and this Well. I’d been trying to keep a foot in both, and it was getting harder and harder. Maybe I should do as my teachers at school had said, and what Pamela and Colin were nudging me to do now. Get a degree, start working on a career. It’d be hard and it’d mean going into debt, but I could do it.


But if I followed that path, there’d be a price. Between my job, my drucraft, all the problems that came with living alone, and spending enough time with my friends that I didn’t go crazy, I was already stretched. If I added a uni degree on top of that, something would have to go, and I had a feeling I knew what that something would have to be.


It felt as though the ‘proper’ choice, the one the world wanted me to take, was to give up my drucraft. Back when we’d been given careers advice at school, I’d heard a lot about following your passion, but the older I got, the more it felt to me as though there was another message under that, something harder and colder. As a kid, you’re allowed to do things for fun, but the more you grow up, the more you get pressured to spend your time doing things that’ll make you successful – the right A levels, the right course, the right activities on your CV. Everything to make money, to signal that you’re a good employee.


Drucraft didn’t make me money, and it definitely didn’t make me look like a better employee. If my career was what I cared about, I might as well give it up.


But I didn’t want to. Ever since I’d first pestered my dad into teaching me drucraft, it had been the one big secret I’d shared with him, the one thing we’d always done together. When he’d told me I showed talent, I’d thrown myself into it, practising every day after school without a break. I can still remember that smile of his when I got something right, the way his face would light up. He’d been so proud of me.


In his letter my dad had told me to do three things, and one of them had been to keep practising my drucraft. I’d done as he’d asked, but it had been almost three years. I’d been practising and waiting for a really long time, and it felt as though I was being left behind.


I sighed, then reached for the fence to climb back the way I’d come.


I went for a run, looping north through Forest Gate. Back when I was doing boxing, I’d go running every day. I’m not in proper training any more – between my job and my drucraft I can’t afford it – but I hate feeling unfit, so I try to squeeze in runs when I can.


As I ran, I thought once again about how unfair the whole thing was. As a little kid, I’d dreamed of having magic powers. When I found out that drucraft was real and that I could use it, I’d been so excited. Except, surprise! You get to do magic, but the only thing you can use it for is to make a flashlight.


I knew that there was more to it than that. From what I’d heard, the more powerful sigls could do all kinds of amazing things – turn you invisible, give you superhuman strength, make your body as strong as steel. But to make those sigls, you needed powerful Wells and the knowledge of how to use them. Which meant that right now, my big magical talent amounted to something that comes packaged with your smartphone as a standard feature.


I came out through the backstreets and rounded the north side of West Ham Park. Chestnut trees loomed up on the other side of the fence, the first pale green shoots beginning to sprout from bare branches. A city fox, caught in the middle of crossing the road, flicked his tail at me and vanished between two cars.


I’ve always liked London at night. The noise and bustle of the day fades away, and in the quiet you can feel the presence of the city. It has its own nature, kind of like its own essentia – old, layered and complex, man-made construction on top of millennia-old earth. Generation after generation of people, with the plants and animals of old Britain living with them side by side. It’s neat and chaotic and ancient and sprawling, and it’s my home.


I passed Tanner Point and turned down Lettsom Walk, a little foot passage that runs alongside the railway lines connecting Plaistow to Upton Park. The walk runs straight as an arrow for a few hundred feet before twisting out of sight at the end. Up ahead, the white cranes and half-finished towers of the Plaistow construction site reached up into the night sky, red pinpoints gleaming in the dark. From the other side of the wall, I could hear the rumbling of an approaching train.


A soft footfall sounded behind me.


I twisted, suddenly alert. Plaistow isn’t a dangerous area, but it’s not exactly safe, either, and I’ve had to face down muggers before . . .


But there were no muggers. Or anyone else. The walk stretched away, clearly lit in the streetlights. Empty.


I looked around, frowning.


The Underground train came blaring along on the other side of the wall, its roar echoing around the houses. By the time it had passed by and was fading into the distance, rattle and bang, rattle and bang, any sound of footsteps was long gone. I started walking again, glancing around at the silent buildings.


There’s a footbridge towards the bottom of Lettsom Walk, a cage of metal and brick that links the walks on either side of the railway lines. I climbed the stairs, wondering if I was just jumpy today. Half a mile to the east, the red taillights of the train shone in the darkness as it pulled into Upton Park. The wires above the tracks whickered and clanged, still vibrating from the train’s passage. I reached the top of the bridge and turned to cross.


There was a girl standing at the far end.


I paused, feeling that same echo of strangeness I’d felt this morning. The level part of the bridge is forty feet from end to end, and the girl was at the top of the far steps with one hand on the rail. She wasn’t crossing; she was just standing there.


Most of the lights on the footbridge were burned out, leaving the girl’s face in shadow. I couldn’t make out her features, but she looked young. She didn’t react to my stare, and something about her stillness sent a ripple of unease through me. What was going on?


I didn’t move. Neither did she.


I shook myself and started forward, and as I moved the girl did too. As we drew closer, I could see that she was young, maybe sixteen or so, small and light. She had fair skin and finely boned features, her head was covered with a furry hat, and she wore an elegant-looking long belted coat. But mostly what I noticed was that she was watching me, with a sort of curious, expectant look.


I walked past without slowing. As we passed each other, I heard her murmur in a wry voice, ‘Better get stronger.’


I stopped dead. Turning, I saw that the girl was still walking away. She didn’t look back, and as I stared after her she reached the other side of the bridge and disappeared down the steps I’d just climbed. Her footsteps rang out, their echoes fading.


I kept staring. What did she mean by . . .?


Oh, screw this. I ran after her.


I reached the end of the bridge and stopped. The girl wasn’t on the stairs. I jogged down a little further and leant out over the railing. From up here, halfway up the bridge, I had a view up and down Lettsom Walk for more than a hundred feet in both directions.


Empty.


I stared down at the bare concrete. Where had she gone?


There were houses and cars along the other side of the walk, as well as some hedges, all more than big enough to hide a small girl. But she’d been out of my sight for less than ten seconds. She couldn’t have moved that fast.


Could she?


I kept looking around, but nothing moved. At last I backed away, crossed the bridge a third time, and descended the steps on the far side. The walk beyond led to Plaistow Road, and the way home. I kept checking over my shoulder for the rest of the journey back, but I didn’t see anything more.










2



The car wasn’t there next morning.


I fed Hobbes, let him out, and had breakfast, glancing out of the window as I did. No black minivans. No mysterious sixteen-year-old girls, either.


Work went the same as usual, except that I passed Pamela in the corridor a couple of times, and each time it felt as though she had her eyes on me. She didn’t say or do anything, but it still left me with an uncomfortable feeling, and this time it had nothing to do with jobs or universities. It was for quite a different reason: my looks.


Most people would say my looks are the most distinctive thing about me. I have wavy jet-black hair, large brown eyes, long eyelashes, and delicate, slightly feminine features; add it to my slim build, and when I was younger, I’d regularly get asked if I was a boy or a girl. As I grew I put on some muscle, but not much bulk, and even now, at twenty, I still get seen as a pretty boy rather than as a young man.


My looks got me a fair bit of attention while I was in school. Sometimes it was the nice kind, with girls trying to dress me up or ask if I was going to be a model. Sometimes it was less nice: I had to field the ‘are you gay?’ question a lot, which would usually lead into even less friendly questions, which would keep escalating until I did something about it. Apparently I get it from my dad: when I asked him about it, he said that when he was younger he’d looked just like me. (He also told me that, no, I couldn’t be a model, male models needed to be 5 foot 11 and I was probably going to top out at 5 foot 8, and I wasn’t missing anything anyway because modelling was a horrible job.)


It’s got its pluses and minuses. People tend to be nice to me, even when they don’t know me very well and I haven’t done anything to deserve it. On the other hand, I’ve had a few unpleasant experiences where I’ve agreed to something, only to discover much later that what I thought I was agreeing to and what the other person thought I was agreeing to were very different things. Last September, after I moved out of my aunt’s and back to Plaistow, I got a job at a bar in Hoxton. I hadn’t looked very closely at what kind of bar it was, and, with hindsight, the fact that the guy didn’t ask me for proof of age should have been a warning sign, but I had rent to pay and couldn’t afford to be picky. It was only once I started that I realised what I’d actually been hired for – my shifts mostly consisted of getting hit on by men (and the occasional woman) more than twice my age. Most were willing to take no for an answer, but a couple of nasty incidents taught me that something about my looks seemed to attract the predatory type. I got out as soon as I could.


I didn’t really think that Pamela was one of those. And nothing she’d done had been over the line. But I kept my distance all the same.


Fetching and carrying files is pretty mindless work, but there’s one thing you can say for it: it gives you a lot of time to think.


All through that Thursday, as I moved box files around the basement, I kept thinking about that girl on the bridge. Her words had hit a nerve – I’d been feeling for a while now as though I wasn’t doing enough. My dad had told me to keep practising my drucraft, but while I’d got better, I hadn’t really got stronger.


When my father disappeared, I didn’t just lose my remaining parent; I lost the only source of information about drucraft that I could trust. Without him I’d had to fall back on the internet, and as it turns out, finding out reliable information about drucraft online is really, really hard. Typing ‘drucraft’ into a search engine takes you to pages with titles like ‘how to deal with friends or family members who spread conspiracy theories’ and ‘our fact-checkers teach you how to spot misinformation’. Any drucraft-related content posted on social networks like Twitter or YouTube or Reddit gets deleted, and when you try to look up the authors, you find they’ve been banned for ‘violations of our terms of service’. Most sites won’t talk about the subject at all, and when you ask about it, you’ll get evasions or silence. It takes a lot of work to find people willing to talk, and even when you do, there’s no guarantee that anything they say will be true. Here are some of the things I’ve ‘learned’ about drucraft over the past couple of years:




•    There are lots of Wells out there, scattered all over the country. (Verdict: true.)


•    Different types of Wells draw upon different branches of essentia, and different countries are much better or worse for finding Wells of particular branches. (Verdict: not sure, but sounded plausible.)


•    New Wells are discovered with something called a ‘finder’s stone’. (Verdict: false. I’d found my Well on my own.)


•    To make a sigl, you need something called a ‘limiter’ that’s powered by human blood. (Verdict: definitely false. I’d made my two sigls on my own, no blood involved.)





It’s easy to say ‘get stronger’, but that’s pretty hard when you don’t have any good idea of how people get stronger. The one thing that I was sure would help was getting more powerful sigls. But how?


The obvious way was to find more Wells. I’d spent a while last autumn trying to do exactly that, and I’d actually managed to find three, but none had resulted in a sigl. The first two Wells, out towards Upton Park, had both been weaker than my one on Foxden Road, and when I’d tried to use them it hadn’t worked. It hadn’t been for nothing – those two failed shapings taught me some useful lessons – but it did seem that sigls needed a certain minimum amount of essentia, and if a Well wasn’t over that limit, you weren’t getting a sigl out of it.


The third Well was over that limit, but it was occupied. It was an old church in West Ham, and when I found it in October, someone had obviously just used it since most of its essentia had been drained already. It might have filled up since, but I was wary of getting too close. My dad had warned me that drucrafters were territorial, and you could get into a lot of trouble trespassing on a Well that wasn’t yours.


But there obviously were other Wells out there – lots, if I’d been able to find four without even leaving my neighbourhood – so I should be able to find some if I kept at it. The problem was time. I spent eight hours a day at the MoD, the better part of two hours travelling there and back, another hour or two on drucraft. And then there were the little things. Calling the agency to sort out the latest error in my payslip. Going to the bank to get a document. Prowling around the supermarket looking for special offers. Having to stay home because the landlord had told us to let someone in. Chasing down the one person in the department who’d sign my timesheet. All the tiny annoying problems that people with better jobs and better lives probably don’t have to deal with but which seemed to eat up whatever free time I had left. Hunting for Wells was a slow process and I was stretched thin already.


There was another option. One thing that I’d learned from my research was that most people with sigls didn’t make them; they bought them. And when the conversation turned to buying sigls, the same name kept coming up: the Exchange.


The Exchange is in Belgravia, a London district between Westminster and Kensington and Chelsea, and I finally managed to track the place down last year. I’d known right from the start that I wouldn’t be able to afford a sigl – my bank balance for the last few months had hovered between £500 and £1,000, which in London is a month’s living expenses at most. But even if I wasn’t going to buy anything, I liked the idea of getting a look at what was on sale. One of the problems I’d been running into more and more over the past six months had been that I wasn’t sure exactly what was and wasn’t possible. If I could see what sorts of sigls other people had been able to make, it might give me a better idea of what I could do on my own.


But it turned out that none of that mattered, because they wouldn’t even let me in. I’d tried twice, and both times I’d been stopped at the door. Apparently the kinds of people who belong in these places have a specific look, and I don’t have it. If I could make that invisibility sigl, I might be able to sneak inside . . . but I’d only be able to sneak inside if it worked . . . and to know if it would work I needed a better idea of what sigls could do . . . and to get a better idea of what sigls could do I needed to get in.


So while finding more Wells didn’t seem very realistic, the ‘buying sigls’ plan seemed even worse. What did that leave?


Nothing.


I had to stay late at work, and it was past seven when I came out of Plaistow station, walked down the hill and turned off the side street leading to Foxden Road. The sun was setting in the western sky, its rays igniting the clouds in brilliant scarlet and gold. Cherry blossom lay scattered on the pavement, and the temperature was dropping fast with the coming evening, the chill cutting through my fleece and making me shiver. A crow was perched on the telephone wires, watching as I passed below.


There was a girl waiting outside my front gate.


My mind flashed instantly to last night, but as the girl turned to face me I saw that she wasn’t the same one who’d passed me on the bridge. This girl was about as old as me, with fair skin and shoulder-length ash-blonde hair. Her movements were quick and confident, and she looked me up and down in a self-assured sort of way.


‘Well,’ she said at last. ‘You’re better looking than I expected.’


‘Can I help you?’ I asked.


‘That’s the question, isn’t it?’


I opened my mouth to ask what she was doing outside my house, when another memory from yesterday jogged loose: Gabriel talking about why that girl had been waiting outside his house on a Friday night. Well, today was a Thursday, and it was technically evening, not night, but . . .


‘Do you know who I am?’ the girl asked.


‘Um,’ I said. ‘No?’


‘Guess,’ the girl said with a smile.


‘I’d rather not.’


‘Oh, come on. Here, I’ll give you a hint. It’s to do with your family. Your well-connected family.’


That made me stop. Wait. Did she know something about my father?


‘Who are you?’ I asked.


‘Lucella Ashford,’ the girl said, and waited expectantly.


I looked at her. The girl – Lucella – looked back at me.


‘Okay,’ I said at last when it was clear that she was waiting for a reaction.


‘As in, House Ashford.’


‘. . . okay?’


Lucella frowned at me.


‘Not ringing any bells, sorry,’ I said. My brief flash of excitement was fading; it was looking as though she didn’t know anything after all. Still, I had to check. ‘When you said “your family”, did you mean someone called William Oakwood?’


Lucella looked at me as if I were an idiot. ‘Of course not.’


‘Right,’ I said, trying to hide my disappointment. I started to move around her.


‘Where are you going?’


‘I think you’ve got me mistaken for someone else.’


‘Don’t walk away from me,’ Lucella said with a frown, and sidestepped to block my path.


I stopped with an internal sigh. In London, if a stranger comes up to you on the street, it generally means one of three things. First: they’re looking for directions. Second: they want money. Third: they’re drunk, on drugs, crazy, or all of the above. Lucella obviously wasn’t lost, and she hadn’t started to spin me a story about how she had to get home and needed three pounds for the bus fare or whatever, which just left ‘drunk/drugged/crazy’. I didn’t really want to know exactly which of those boxes she ticked, but unfortunately she was standing between me and my front door, so it was looking like I was about to find out.


Lucella and I stared at each other. The annoyance faded from Lucella’s face, replaced by a thoughtful expression. ‘It’s weird how you don’t look like any of them,’ she told me.


Now that we were this close, I couldn’t help but notice how pretty she was. Too bad about the on-drugs-or-crazy thing. ‘Excuse me,’ I told her.


‘You do know what I’m talking about, right?’


‘Not really, no.’


Lucella stared at me for a second, then suddenly laughed. ‘Well, this isn’t going how I expected.’


‘Look, I don’t mean to be rude,’ I said, ‘but can you please let me through?’


‘What? Oh.’ Lucella stepped aside.


I walked past. Lucella was eyeing me thoughtfully, but to my relief she didn’t do anything. Now if I could just get indoors before she—


‘You are a drucrafter, though, right?’


I stopped dead and turned. Lucella was standing with one hand on her hip, watching me.


‘What?’ I managed.


‘You know, someone who can use drucraft?’ Lucella asked. ‘A channeller, or a tyro at least? Because if not, then I really wasted my time coming here.’


I didn’t answer and an interested look came into Lucella’s eyes. ‘So you do know what I’m talking about.’


‘What are you doing here?’ I asked.


Lucella studied me for a few more seconds, then seemed to come to a decision. ‘You know what, why not? Let’s go inside.’


I looked at her.


Lucella raised her eyebrows. ‘Aren’t you going to invite me in?’


I hesitated. I didn’t know what to make of Lucella, and part of me was still wondering if this was some sort of scam. But if it was, it was the most elaborate one I’d ever seen. Lucella was only the second person I’d ever come face to face with who knew what the word ‘drucraft’ even meant, and I really, really wanted to find out what else she knew.


And even if she was just making it all up . . . well, she was a pretty girl about my age who seemed interested in me and wanted to come to my room.


‘All right,’ I told her.


I pushed open the gate and walked up to the front door. Lucella made a waving gesture towards something or someone I couldn’t see, and followed.


I closed the door behind us, breathing in the warm air. Chatter and the sounds of TV came from the front bedroom, and Ignas stuck his head out. He’s a big guy with greying hair and stubble who works at the local garage and lives in the other upstairs bedroom with his wife. When he saw Lucella, his eyebrows rose.


‘It’s this way,’ I told Lucella, who took a long glance around then climbed the stairs. I followed her up, and looked back to see Ignas grin at me and give me a thumbs up.


Hobbes was waiting outside my room; he eyed Lucella suspiciously as we reached the landing. I unlocked the door and led Lucella in. ‘Well,’ I said, feeling suddenly embarrassed, ‘here it is.’


Lucella stepped through the doorway, looked around, and stopped.


The silence stretched out. It was the first time I’d ever had a girl in this room, and all of a sudden I was uncomfortably aware of how small and dirty it was. ‘Well,’ Lucella said at last. ‘This is . . . different.’


‘Um . . .’ I tried to think of how I could make a good impression. ‘Can I take your coat?’


Lucella handed me her coat – which I now noticed was lined with fur – without looking. Underneath it she was wearing a smart-looking blouse and skirt, and now that I looked more closely, there were rings glinting on her fingers. Standing there in my fleece and worn trousers, I suddenly felt very underdressed.


Lucella inspected the bed dubiously. ‘You don’t have fleas, do you?’


‘No,’ I said defensively. Well, okay, there had been that one time, but I’d learned my lesson about giving Hobbes his flea treatments.


Gingerly Lucella perched on the edge of the mattress. I scooped dirty clothes off the chair and sat down.


‘So this is what a slum looks like,’ Lucella said, looking around curiously.


‘This isn’t a slum,’ I said in annoyance. ‘Why were you waiting outside my front door?’


Lucella leant back on her hands, her expression becoming thoughtful. ‘Because I’ve got a problem,’ she told me. ‘There are some people whose shoes I want to step into, and they aren’t stepping out of them. You understand?’


‘No.’


‘Okay. You know what House Ashford is?’


‘No.’


‘What do you mean, “no”?’ Lucella said in irritation. ‘How can— ugh, fine. House Ashford is one of the Noble Houses of the United Kingdom. Not a Great House, but we’re still a real House, not one of those old families who just call themselves one because their great-great-grandfather was someone important or whatever. We’ve got a seat on the Board. You understand?’


‘Okay,’ I said slowly. I was starting to seriously wonder if this girl had a few screws loose. Maybe this was the kind of thing Felix and Gabriel meant when they’d say ‘the cute ones are always insane’.


‘It’s still kind of weird that you don’t know anything about it,’ Lucella said, crossing one leg over the other. ‘I mean, you are related to us.’


My thoughts came to a screeching halt. ‘What?’


‘Well, not a real member, obviously, but still.’


‘Wait,’ I said. ‘You think I’m related to this House Ashford of yours?’


‘Yes?’ Lucella said, looking at me with an ‘are you stupid?’ expression.


I hesitated. A part of me still wasn’t sure whether to believe Lucella or whether to decide that she was just crazy.


But if she was crazy, how did she know what a drucrafter even was? And how had she known that I was one?


‘What I don’t get,’ Lucella said when I didn’t answer, ‘is how you don’t seem to know anything. I mean, okay, you only had one parent to teach you this stuff, but still. You didn’t even recognise your House.’


‘I think you’ve got me mixed up with someone else,’ I told Lucella. ‘My dad’s definitely not from your House Ashford.’ That, I was sure about. My father’s old-fashioned East End working class, and I didn’t believe for a second that he’d raised me for nearly eighteen years while somehow hiding the fact that he was from some rich noble family.


‘Not your father, your mother,’ Lucella said. ‘I mean, I’m assuming you get it from your mother’s side?’


‘Get what, my drucraft?’ I said with a frown. ‘My dad taught me.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, that’s a bit less impressive, then.’


‘Okay, back up,’ I said. ‘You’re saying my mother’s from House Ashford? The same place you’re from?’


‘That I’m a member of,’ Lucella corrected. ‘And, yes. Did she just not mention it or something?’


‘She left when I was one.’


‘Yeah, but you still talk to her, right?’


‘No.’


Lucella laughed. ‘What, she just walked out on you and never called even once?’


I didn’t answer.


Lucella paused. ‘Wait, seriously?’


I looked away.


‘Wow,’ Lucella said when I still didn’t speak. ‘And I thought my parents were bad.’


I don’t like thinking about my mother. When I was younger I used to make up stories about her, imagining all kinds of reasons for why she might have left, and why she’d never got in touch. But as year after year went by and I heard nothing from her or from anyone else, the places those trains of thought led to became more and more depressing. When I’d ask my dad about her, he’d go quiet. He’d let slip a few things over the years, but not much. Though come to think of it, he had mentioned she’d come from a rich family.


As I got into my mid-teens the whole thing started to bug me, and I started pestering my father about it, trying to get him to tell me what had happened. I probably would have worn him down eventually, except that right about then was the time he disappeared, and all of a sudden I had much more urgent problems. My mother became just another unsolved mystery, boxed up and pushed to the back of my mind and forgotten about.


Until now.


‘You know, you’re not what I expected,’ Lucella told me.


‘What were you expecting?’


‘Someone more like me, I guess,’ Lucella said with a shrug. ‘I grew up outside the family, too, but at least my mother took me for visits. But it’s like you’ve had no contact with them at all. I don’t think half the Ashfords even know you exist.’


‘Was that why you came here today?’ I asked. ‘You thought I’d know some of these people from House Ashford?’


‘Something like that,’ Lucella said, swinging her legs.


‘Yeah, sorry.’ I couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. Despite how weird it had been, I was realising that I didn’t want this conversation to end. ‘Though . . .’


Lucella stared past me.


‘Um . . . I know I’m not who you thought I was, but . . . it’d be really nice to have someone to talk to about drucraft and stuff.’


Lucella blinked and looked at me. ‘What?’


‘Um . . .’


‘Oh, you thought I was about to leave?’ Lucella said. ‘No. Actually, I think I’m going to help you.’


That caught me off guard. ‘What?’


‘I mean, you’re not who I thought you’d be, but we still might be able to help each other.’ She glanced around the room meaningfully. ‘And I mean, you obviously need it.’


‘I’m doing all right,’ I said defensively.


Lucella raised her eyebrows.


‘What kind of help?’ I asked after a pause.


‘A better place to live, some spending money, that kind of thing.’ Lucella eyed me critically. ‘Maybe clean you up a bit.’


‘Hey,’ I objected.


‘Plus we could actually teach you some drucraft.’


‘What? How?’


‘Same way everyone learns,’ Lucella said. ‘Tutors and drucraft schools.’


I was suddenly very alert. ‘There are drucraft schools?’


Lucella laughed. ‘That got your attention. Yes, there are drucraft schools. I mean, they’re just regular private schools mostly, but they have drucraft courses. I went to King’s London, that’s where everyone from House Ashford goes. Obviously you’re a bit old for that now, but there’s always uni. You’re not going to Canterbury or Oxbridge, but we could probably get you into Maxwell or Queen Elizabeth or something.’


My head was spinning: it was all too much to take in. I’d looked at university brochures from time to time, but never with any serious thought of getting in. But a university that taught drucraft . . . being able to study that, as much as I wanted, without having to struggle to make a living day after day . . .


It was tempting. Too tempting. I looked at Lucella in sudden suspicion. ‘Why are you doing this?’


‘I feel sorry for you, I suppose,’ Lucella said with a shrug. ‘But also, I might need you to do some things.’


‘What kind of things?’


‘House Ashford has some . . . issues,’ Lucella said. ‘Questions of succession, let’s say. Point is, we might be having some problems soon, and when we do, it’d be useful to have someone connected to the House who isn’t in the House. Someone I can rely on. You understand?’


I looked at Lucella. Her voice was casual, but the way she was watching me wasn’t. ‘Would this involve doing anything illegal?’


‘Does that bother you?’ Lucella asked.


‘Depends on what it is,’ I said slowly. I was starting to wonder what I was getting myself into here.


‘You want to be free, don’t follow the rules,’ Lucella said lightly. ‘There are things out there more powerful than House Ashford.’


Something about those last words made me look up sharply. Lucella wasn’t looking at me, but just for a moment I had the sense of being watched.


The feeling was gone in an instant, but it left a sense of unease. I rose and turned to the window: outside, the sky was darkening. A crow was perched in the cherry tree, looking in at me through the glass with beady black eyes. I drew the curtain and turned back to Lucella.


The moment’s pause had let me gather my thoughts. A little voice was telling me to say yes, that this was my big chance. Against that was caution. I didn’t know what I was agreeing to, but something was telling me that it might be something I couldn’t easily back out of.


But if I put all of that aside, the cold truth was that Lucella was right: I did need the help. At the moment I was just about keeping my head above water, but I had few savings and precious little safety margin, and it really wouldn’t take much for things to go wrong. An accident, an unexpected bill, some mistake at work that cost me my job . . . any of those things could push me into debt, and once you get into that spiral, it’s hard to get out.


‘So?’ Lucella said. ‘What do you say?’


‘I guess we can give it a try,’ I said.


It sounded a bit half-hearted to me, but Lucella gave a satisfied sort of nod. ‘All right!’ she said, clapping her hands. ‘Let’s see what you can do.’


‘Do with what?’


‘Drucraft, of course.’


‘Why does that matter?’


Lucella shook her head. ‘I keep forgetting how new you are to all this. Okay, pay attention.’ She held up a finger. ‘The biggest thing that children of Noble Houses are judged on is their drucraft. Looks count, brains count, but if a family head’s sizing someone up, like for a marriage proposal or something, then the first two things they look at are their House and their drucraft skills. And that goes all the way down. If the armsmen and the servants are a bunch of plebs, well, people are going to think the House is weak. So if we’re going to find some sort of place for you in House Ashford, you’re going to have to measure up.’


This world of hers sounds really weird. Still, the idea of a place where my drucraft was actually a selling point, and not something to hide, did sound nice . . .


‘So let’s see what you can do with a sigl,’ Lucella said.


I hesitated.


‘You do have a sigl, right?’


‘Yes . . .’


‘Is it some crappy one that doesn’t do anything but make light?’


I gave her a look.


‘Wow,’ Lucella said. ‘You really are starting from the bottom.’


‘Can you go outside for a second?’


‘Why?’


Because my sigls are behind the skirting board, and I don’t want to show you where I hide them, I didn’t say. To be honest, I was starting to get the feeling that Lucella wouldn’t think my sigls were even worth stealing, but old habits die hard. ‘Please?’


‘Oh, all right,’ Lucella said with a shrug. She got up and walked to the door. Hobbes was curled up in front of it, and Lucella poked him with her foot to make him move, then went out into the hallway, closing the door behind her.


Hobbes gave me an unimpressed sounding ‘mraaow’, then looked at his food bowl.


‘Later, okay?’ I told him. I pulled out the skirting board, took out the box, reached inside for the two sigls . . . and hesitated.


My two sigls had been made twelve months apart, and you could really tell the difference. The older sigl was the first one I’d ever made, and it showed – you had to push nearly twice as much essentia through it as the newer one, but it wasted so much of it that it was only half as bright. I paused, my hand hovering between the two. Should I show her my best, or hold back?


I made my decision, took out the newer sigl in its plastic ring, put the box back in its cubbyhole, then replaced the skirting board and straightened up. ‘Come in,’ I called.


Lucella came back in, closing the door behind her, then looked at me and paused. ‘Oh.’


‘What’s wrong?’


‘When a boy asks you to step out of the room and come back, you kind of expect something a bit more exciting.’


I felt my cheeks heat up. ‘Um . . .’


‘Oh well.’ Lucella took a step forward and looked at the sigl in my hand. ‘Is that a plastic ring?’


‘Yes.’


‘Where’d you get it, out of a Christmas cracker? Okay, okay, never mind. Light sigl, right? Let’s see it.’


I slipped the ring onto my finger and channelled a thread of essentia. A pale blue glow sprang up.


‘Blue?’ Lucella asked.


‘Yes.’


‘Isn’t white better?’


‘It came out this way.’


‘Jesus.’ Lucella’s eyebrows climbed. ‘What kind of made-in-China shit is this thing?’


‘Can you stop it?’


‘Fine, fine,’ Lucella said, waving her hand. ‘You have to admit it’s kind of funny, though. I didn’t know they even made sigls this bad.’


‘It’s not that bad!’ I said in annoyance. ‘It’s a light sigl, it makes light. What else do you want?’


‘Well, it’d help if it was actually bright enough to see with . . .’


I widened the flow of essentia through the sigl. The light doubled in brightness.


Lucella paused. ‘Did you do that?’


‘Do you see anyone else around?’


Lucella gave me a suspicious look. ‘You aren’t shining a penlight from behind your fingers or something?’


I was getting a bit tired of Lucella talking down to me. I thinned the flow of essentia down to almost nothing, causing the light to dim, then brought it up to half brightness again. Then I did it a couple more times, just to prove it wasn’t a fluke.


‘Huh,’ Lucella said. She actually looked mildly impressed. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were a channeller?’
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