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        “They be light, they be life, they be fire.

        They be flame of blue, wrath of ice,

        Dragon of stone, fury of blood.

        They be life in flesh, death in sight.

        They be the boss.

        God help us all”

        
          Anonymous graffiti, men’s toilets, twelfth floor, Harlun and Phelps
        

      

      
         

        “While all and any are welcome to attend the regular meetings of Magicals Anonymous, or even pop by at our drop-in surgery, we do ask that if you are inclined to spontaneous combustion or actively leaking organic fluids from the unwinding hollows of your flesh, you use the overalls provided”

        
          Notice pinned to the offices of Magicals Anonymous, 89C Little Lion Street, London WC1
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

          
            
              
              Listen to the Expert
            

          

        

      

      He said, “No, wait, you don’t want to…⁠”

      But, as was so often the case, no one listened.

      Which was why the next thing they said was, “We told you so.”

      Things went downhill from there.

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

          
            
              
              Keep Your Feet on the Ground
            

          

        

      

      He feels something press against his thigh, and half turns in indignation.

      But the person who just brushed by is still walking calmly on, shoulders hunched, head down beneath a trilby hat, and Darren, as he brushes his leg, can’t feel any blood, and is already half wondering if he imagined it. Perhaps he did. He’s had a bit to drink and while he’s okay – of course, he’s fine! – it’s easy to get jumpy on a lonely night.

      He walks on, past the shuttered convenience store and the locked-up laundrette, beneath the painting on the wall of the grinning monkey, banana in hand, and through the accusing stare of the policeman drawn on the metal grille that guards the tattoo parlour, whose graffittoed face warns all passers-by that this shop is his shop. He turns the corner into the terraced road where he lives, six to the flat share, a house with a nice back garden where they sometimes try to have a barbecue in order to force the weather to turn to rain, walks three more paces, and pauses.

      Stops.

      Stares at nothing in particular, then down at the ground.

      He seems… surprised.

      It appears to Darren, and indeed to anyone who might be observing Darren at the time, that suddenly everything he’s known up to this point has been meaningless. All that was has passed him by, and all that remains is everything which is, and yet to come. He is used to having such profound thoughts at two in the morning after a night in the pub, but it seems to him that this is, perhaps, revelatory. A feeling deeper, truer and more meaningful than anything he has ever experienced with or without the aid of illegal substances, ever before.

      And so, for tomorrow can only come if we let go of today, he reaches down to his shoes, and carefully slips them off his feet. His socks are stripy, multicoloured, a reminder, he always felt, that underneath his veneer of clean white shirt and sensible trousers, he once fought for social freedoms and artistic expression. He flexes his toes on the ground, feeling the sudden damp chill of the paving stones rise up through the clean fabric, into the soles of his feet. He lifts up his shoes, carefully unpicking the knot in the laces, then, once they are free, ties the laces back together, one shoe to the other. He raises his head, looking for something suitable for his purposes, and sees a lamppost with a long neck sticking out over the street. He steps back a few paces, to get a better line of sight, then, whirling his shoes overhead, spins them like an Olympic champion and, with a great heave of his arm, lets the shoes fly. They tumble through the air, one over the other, and hook across the neck of the lamppost, tangling a few times round as they come to rest, to form a noose of shoelace across the metal top.

      And, just like that, Darren is gone.

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

          
            
              
              Honour Your Ancestors
            

          

        

      

      It wakes.

      This is a long process, made longer by the great deal of time it has spent not waking. Its mouth is stuffed with soil, its bones pressed down by the crushing weight of earth above it. Not all the earth is pure dirt: it stirs, and something sharp and brown lodges against its back. It smells dust, skin-dust, that has seeped down through the grains of broken stone and rotting wool. The fibres of the clothing around it tangle and pull like the threads of a spider’s web, and as it stirs into slow, irritated consciousness, one thought above all else intrudes into what, for want of an argument, shall be called its living mind.

      How dare they? 

      How dare they?! 

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

          
            
              
              Friendship Is Precious
            

          

        

      

      It began as a Facebook group.

      The name of the group was:

      Weird Shit Keeps Happening To Me And I Don’t Know Why But I Figure I Probably Need Help 

      As soon as he’d been granted admin privileges, Rhys had gone about changing that name, and the group had become known as: Weird Shit Keeps Happening. However, there were still too many people requesting permission to join who were simply troubled teenagers, or adults coming out of difficult relationships, or old folk who’d forgotten to take their medicine, and, of course, the ubiquitous spammers.

      WEIRD SHIT HAPPENING TO YOU?? FOR ONLY $55 UNICURE WILL FIX IT! 

      Sharon had said, “Yeah, but isn’t it kinda indiscreet to just put up a sign, on the internet, proclaiming ‘magic is real and here we are’? Only I’ve seen movies, and usually what happens next is these government guys in black suits and glasses turn up and start asking you questions like ‘Have you now or have you ever been an agent for the Soviet government?’ and before you know it, there’s medical experimentation going on, and I can’t be having that.”

      Sharon Li, it turned out, couldn’t be having a lot of things.

      “Well, we can make it only open to friends of friends,” suggested Rhys carefully. “And we could message any applicants first, just to make sure that they understand what they’re getting into. And Facebook isn’t the only way, of course; I mean, there are other tools on the internet for social networking, especially if the network contains two vampires, five witches, three necromancers and a troll, see?”

      Sharon still didn’t look happy. “But this is daft!” she exclaimed. “If every secret society the world over had an internet page, it’d be the death of conspiracy theories and late-night movies on Channel Five!”

      “But… we’re not a secret society, are we? Aren’t we open to everyone who has a problem with their mystic nature?”

      Sharon considered. Rhys had always admired the way in which Sharon Li considered, her entire face drawn together and her body stiff as if to declare that, while the world might be passing her by, nothing was more important than getting this thing right. It was an attitude she had extended most of her life, from learning the skills of a shaman, seer of the truth, knower of the path, wanderer of the misty way and so on and so forth, through to getting her five fruit and veg a day and organising the once monthly pub quiz night for members of the society.

      “Okay,” she said at last. “Just call the damn thing Magicals Anonymous.”

      So he had.

      Few people could have been more surprised than Rhys was himself when offered the job of IT manager for Magicals Anonymous. Then again, he’d quickly discovered that being an IT manager in an office of two – himself and Sharon – was in fact a polite way of expressing the notion of universal dogsbody, administrative minion, sometime sort-of-secretary and, above all else, regular purveyor of cups of tea to all who came through the door. Within days he’d raised this last skill to a high art form, and could now prepare the perfect cup of tea for goblins, sidhes, magus and tuatha de danaan, although his first attempt at providing tea for the danaan had nearly resulted in a diplomatic incident when he put in two lumps of sugar rather than one. The tuatha de danaan, it turned out, took these things seriously.

      If Rhys minded that his job had, in fact, little to do with computers, he didn’t show it. His last job had been heavily to do with computers, but had ended abruptly when it transpired that the computers in question were owned by a wendigo and his soul-enslaving committee of bankers: a termination process including no fewer than two trips to hospital and the destruction of a significant part of Tooting High Street. At heart, he concluded, he’d been a software man anyway, rather than a hardware kinda guy.

      “But why hire me?” he’d asked Sharon, in a rare moment of boldness.

      Sharon Li had looked up from her desk, with its magnificent collection of multicoloured highlighters, colour-coordinated folders and, stashed secretly in the lowest drawer, a book entitled Management for Beginners. “Well,” she said, “I figure I was hired to do this gig, not because I’ve got office experience or know anything about local government, which is what, I guess, we are, in a kinda social services way, but because I can walk through walls, and the souls of the city whisper their secrets to me from beneath the stones of the streets. So, when I was asked to find someone to work with me, I guess I just figured I shouldn’t get anyone who’d show me up too badly.”

      Two weeks later, Rhys still wasn’t sure if this was a good thing or a bad.

      The office of Magicals Anonymous was on the ground floor of a polite Georgian terrace, conveniently sited, Rhys couldn’t help but feel, next to a walk-in medical, in one of the terraced streets that criss-crossed behind Coram’s Fields. Little Lion Street was presumably named after an incident hundreds of years ago which concerned something little and almost certainly involved a street but, Rhys felt, had in no way included a lion. Not quite Islington but definitely not Holborn, it was in an area defined by the superb transport links making great efforts to avoid it. Since the former family homes lining these wide, tree-shadowed byways were too large, impressive and old to be affordable as somewhere to live, dozens of little offices and firms had sprung up within them. Magicals Anonymous sat on the ground floor across the hall from where five ladies of a certain age and one male youth of infinite despondency published little books on gardening, cooking and healthy living, RRP £1.99 from all good organic food shops. One floor up, and a solicitor who spoke in the brisk tones of the contracts she perused held meetings behind a closed black door; on the other side of the landing from her, three young men, with their sleeves rolled up to demonstrate masculinity where no other clues were available, struggled to develop the Perfect App for the modern age, and bickered about operating systems and mobile phones.

      If anyone asked Rhys what Magicals Anonymous did, he told them it was a magicians’ party service. Which, he realised, was unfortunate, as he had already received three letters asking if they did children’s birthdays, and one enquiring about weddings.

      “I’m not sure how the kids would react to seeing Gretel,” Sharon had said. “Mind you… seven-foot trolls probably are fascinating when you’re five, and I’m sure she’d like making the cake.”

      Sharon Li.

      Despite working in what she dubbed “local government”, Sharon had made few concessions to the job in terms of personal appearance. For sure, on the first day she’d come into work in her mother’s oversized and mismatched trouser suit. But next day she’d gone right back to what she usually wore: tatty blue jeans, purple ankle-boots, bright orange tank top and, if she was feeling racy, a badge purloined from the vast collection pinned to the side of her battered green bag, proclaiming – Ask Me Anything, I’m A Shaman. With her straight black hair dyed bright blue at the front, and her almond skin polished to a well-fed glow, Sharon exuded the brightness of a firefly, the confidence of a double-decker bus, the optimism of a hedgehog and the tact of a small thermonuclear missile. However, aware perhaps that her CV mightn’t be ideal for a guidance counsellor to the polymorphically unstable and mystically inclined, she had embraced a do-it-yourself approach to management that, for almost every five minutes of toil, generated nearly ten minutes of memos.

      “It’s important!” she’d exclaimed. “Apparently, when you’re in management and have a position of care in the community, you have to have rigorous paperwork in order to reduce future liability. What would happen if some wannabe demigod comes walking in here complaining about feelings of inadequacy and, instead of saying, ‘hey, you’re a wannabe demigod, would you like a cuppa tea and a chat?’ we give him a biscuit and tell him to get over it? The feelings of inadequacy will grow, with a sense of loneliness and confusion as he staggers through this uncaring mortal world, and, finally, explosions! Death! Fire! Destruction! Armageddon upon the earth! And when that comes, we, as responsible members of local government, have to make sure we documented our actions!”

      “But… Ms Li… don’t we answer to the office of the Midnight Mayor?”

      “Absolutely!”

      “And isn’t the Midnight Mayor… I mean, doesn’t he have this thing about how all paperwork is, pardon my language, Ms Li, pestilential putrefaction designed to confound the real work of society in a quagmire of bullshit?”

      “What is a quagmire?”

      “I’m not sure, Ms Li, that’s just what I heard he said.”

      “Can a quagmire be made of bullshit?”

      Rhys managed, just, to clamp down on his response. Well, Ms Li, you are the shaman in this room, the one who is the knower of truth, and I’m just a humble web-designing druid; surely you should know? Its utterance would have made no one happy.

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 5

          
            
              
              Through Education, Enlightenment
            

          

        

      

      By day, community support officer for the magically inclined. It wasn’t the job description Sharon had in mind when she left school. But then again, when she’d left school, hairdresser had seemed like a challenging prospect.

      And by night…⁠?

      “You gotta let ’em get used to you! You’re being thicko!”

      Sharon considered this proposition. At three foot nothing, the author of this idea had as many hairs on his head as inches to his stature, but made up for this loss with a truly astonishing growth of nasal and, she suspected, navel hair, in whose thick fibres viscous and largely unimaginable fluids clung with all too solid reality. Dressed in a faded green hoodie which proclaimed Skate Or Die, Sammy the Elbow – sage, seer, scholar, goblin and, as he frequently liked to point out, second greatest shaman the world had ever seen – had a remarkably black and white view of the world for one whose understanding of the multifaceted layers of reality went so deep. Things were either “okay all things considered” or they were, more often, “crap, innit?”

      How she had wound up with a goblin as her teacher, she still wasn’t sure. But he seemed the only thing going and, while Ofsted might not have approved of his methods, simply being there counted for something. Most of the time.

      They stood, the goblin and his apprentice, in that grey world where reality falls away and all things that people choose not to perceive become visible at last. It was the invisible city, where the beggars dwelt, just out of sight, and where the shadows turned their heads to watch passers-by; a place where truths were written in the stones themselves, and the houses swayed with the weight of stories swimming against their darkened windows. Reality swept by, and occasionally through, the two shamans; great buses of lost faces, their wheels burning black rubber into the tarmac; taxis with only the yellow “for hire” sign blazing through the greyness like a dragon’s eye; half-lost figures moving down the street, over ground sticky with embedded chewing gum and the rubbed-off soles of a thousand, thousand steps which had gone before, their pasts written in their footsteps, whispers of things which had gone before and which might, perhaps, be yet to come. It was easy to grow distracted in this place, to let the eye wander through glimpses of,

      
        
          
                 the door that slammed in the night as the woman stormed away, I hate you, I hate you, never coming back, to return tomorrow cold and damp

            safety glass on the pavement as two kids, him thirteen, her twelve, smashed the window, first ever robbery, car radio far too well embedded for them to pull it out

                      police caught them two days later, a reprimand; don’t ever do that again, smash again in the dark two days later, this time they stole a map, so they could say they’d stolen something

            roar of the garbage truck which mistakenly crushed an old lady’s cat

                      slipping of tiles down the roof in foul weather

                           shoe thrown over the telephone line, the man vanished beneath

            soft earth breaking beneath the city streets

                      smell of…

          

        

      

      “Oi! Focus, soggy-brains!”

      A sharp rap on Sharon’s shins snapped her back to attention. With his diminutive height, there were only so many parts of Sharon’s body which lent themselves to easy abuse on the part of her goblin teacher; over the months in which she’d been studying, her shins had taken a lot of punishment.

      She sighed, and examined the object of Sammy’s interest. It was a lamppost, unremarkable in every way. It wasn’t quaintly old-fashioned, or modern and sleek. It wasn’t an old black Victorian job, where once a flame had burnt where now electricity shimmered; nor was there any aspect about it to denote a remarkable nature of any kind, not even a local planning permission sign cable-tied to its stalk.

      “They’re very shy animals,” exclaimed Sammy. In this grey place his voice was so loud that Sharon half wondered if people passing by in the visible world just a breath away might hear it, and turn their heads, startled at the sound of a disembodied goblin giving a lecture. If they couldn’t hear Sammy, they’d surely smell him. A shaman’s invisibility didn’t stem from any trick of the light, but from the simple attribute of being so at one with their surroundings that, like their surroundings, most people simply didn’t bother to notice them. Which was a bit of a relief as, even on Streatham High Street, not the world’s most conventional length of road, a three-foot goblin in a hoodie might have stood out.

      “You gotta let ’em get a sense of you, like a cat,” went on Sammy, his eyes glowing. “But, different from a cat, you don’t get to throttle ’em and eat ’em raw after.”

      Sharon’s gaze stayed fixed on the lamppost. “Sammy,” she murmured, “I’m totally okay with you being a goblin and that – I mean, I’ve got used to it, because that’s what you gotta do – but do you have to relish it so much? You know that tearing the flesh of someone’s cat with your bare teeth isn’t going to make you popular, but you still talk about it like you really like doing it and then – and this is the bit which I’ve gotta take issue with – then you get all self-righteous about why no one likes you, and I’m just saying, there’s a connection here.”

      “Don’t try your self-help crap on me!” shrilled the goblin. “I’m the second greatest frickin’ shaman to ever walk the earth!”

      “Self-help would be you realising that you’ve got a problem with your social skills and trying to fix it,” she sighed. “This is an intervention.” In reply, Sammy kicked her shins again. “See,” she went on wearily, barely noticing the pain. “That’s just so hostile.”

      Sammy opened his mouth to say something, probably obscene, when a flicker of movement around the lamppost caught his eye. It caught Sharon’s attention, too, for she suddenly became very still and stiff, eyes locked on the dull metal framed beneath its own yellow glow. There again – a tiny pulse of something that seemed to move through the frame itself, as if the post were a liquid rather than a solid, a ripple spreading out from an invisible join in the smooth, galvanised steel.

      Sharon took a cautious step closer. Another ripple, greater this time, the waves clearly shimmering across the surface of the lamppost. She reached out a cautious hand towards it, felt a cold too deep and sharp and localised to be real, drew in a slow, shaky breath, and brushed the metal with the tips of her fingers.

      A hand shot out.

      It came from the metal itself, and was of the metal, a hand wrapped in silver-steel skin, threaded with wires for veins, glass for nails; it came straight out of the spine of the post and locked itself round Sharon’s wrist like a vice. She yelped and tried to pull away, but it clung on tight, visible to just past its own wrist. Thin yellow bursts of electric light rushed through it like pulses of blood. “Sammy!” wailed the shaman.

      But the goblin just shrugged. “Think of it like… an intervention.”

      The wrist began to draw back into the lamppost, pulling Sharon’s hand with it.

      “Sammy, if I end up half lamppost, you’ll never hear the end of it!”

      “What’s new?”

      “Sammy!”

      The hand gave a sudden tug, drawing right back into the lamppost, and, with a great heave of strength and a shuddering of liquid metal, it pulled Sharon through after it.

       

      There was a moment of uncertainty.

      Sharon had an impression of the lamppost splitting open down the middle, a great black mouth full of humming and wires, the hand vanishing into its depths, her wrist trapped within it. It seemed that the darkness stretched and spread around her, curling out and then back in, smothering her, before, with a great, cold lurch, it swallowed her up.

       

      Darkness.

      Sharon opened her eyes.

      Then closed them again.

      She wasn’t at all sure she was enjoying her own sense data, and wanted it to consider if this was really what they meant to tell her brain.

      She risked opening her eyes again and, yes, there was no getting round it, she was inside a lamppost. And it was vast. Great cliffs of metal, huge humming cables, flashing bursts of brilliant streetlight; she was in a lamppost and it was a tower, a majestic tower heading to a point of yellow light overhead that shone through the metal interior like a private star. There was a continual buzz and hiss of electricity, and, as she turned to inspect her surroundings, beneath her feet the floor crackled and sparked.

      There was no sign of an exit, but right now this was, she concluded a low priority. She turned back to face where she’d begun, and the dryad was there instantly, a city dryad: skin of steel, hair of flowing, billowing copper, body pulsing with yellow light, eyes curved with the Perspex shell that framed a streetlight bulb. At some point in their history, the old dryads of the forests had realised that trees weren’t such reliable homes any more, and gone in search of a new forest to claim for their own; and what forests the cities had become, and how welcoming they had been. In a moment of panic, Sharon tried to remember what Sammy had told her about dryads, the ancient spirits linked to their lamppost homes; and came up a blank. Did they have any customs? Any dos and do nots for a first encounter? Almost certainly; but as it was, she was out of ideas. So, falling back on traditionalism, she thrust out her still-smarting hand and exclaimed, “Hi there! I’m Sharon! I love what you’ve done with the place.”

      The dryad stared down at the hand, its head twisting from side to side, like a slow-motion pigeon examining its target from every angle before making a decision. Sharon slowly withdrew her hand, flexing the fingers nervously as if that had been her plan all along. “My teacher didn’t really tell me much about dryads, so sorry if I get anything wrong,” she added hastily. “But it’s really nice to meet you and, uh… your lamppost.”

      The dryad’s head rose slowly from where Sharon’s hand had retreated, to Sharon’s eyes, as if trying now to fathom which part of its human guest served what function. Its eyes, she noticed, were the same streetlamp yellow that burnt in the real world, beyond the lamppost: unblinking, but flickering slightly with their own internal filament light. “If I’d known I was coming,” she went on, “I’d have bought something to say hi. I don’t know what kind of thing – I mean, usually it’s tea, because I haven’t met anyone who doesn’t appreciate a cuppa tea – but you might not be so… into… that sorta… thing?” Her voice trailed away beneath the glow of the dryad’s implacable stare.

      “I’ll uh… I’ll be going now, shall I? I mean, this is great, but don’t want to intrude and that…⁠”

      Sharon turned again, looking for an exit. She was perfectly comfortable with the notion of walking through walls; it was something she’d grown used to over the years, but the thought stayed with her – if she was inside a lamppost, and she tried to walk out through anything other than the front door, wasn’t there a danger she’d re-emerge into the street two inches tall? It was something she wanted to ask her host about, but wasn’t at all sure the communication barrier would sustain the exchange.

      She took a slow, deep breath. “Okay,” she sang out softly, to no one but herself. “No problem.”

      “He wakes.”

      The voice behind her was cracked, full of pops, as if being relayed through an ancient set of speakers. Sharon turned carefully to see the dryad, still staring at her as if she couldn’t work out which part of Sharon was sentient. “He wakes,” repeated the creature again, head bobbing slightly in an attempt to modulate the sound crackling up from her throat. “He wakes.”

      “Um… okay. Any ‘he’ in particular?”

      “He wakes.”

      Sharon bit her lip. “Now, I don’t want you to think that I’m not a positive kinda girl, because I am, always trying to think the best and that, but there’s something about being sucked into a lamppost by a dryad to be told that ‘he wakes’ which just gives me this kinda queasy feeling – do you get that? Queasy feelings? I guess it’s all psychological anyway, so maybe you’re okay, but point is… this’d be way easier if you’d just send me an email. With, like, attachments and diagrams and that. I know I don’t look stupid,” she added, “but just this once, let’s pretend that I am because, ironically, I figure that’d be the smart thing to do.”

      The dryad’s head twitched again, processing Sharon’s words. Then she stepped forward, so sharply that Sharon took an instinctive step back. The dryad hesitated, then unfolded one long finger and pointed it directly down at Sharon’s feet. “He,” she explained, emphasising first one purple boot, then the other. “Wakes.”

      Something clunked, deep in the lamppost, an electric fizz. The dryad’s head whipped round, eyes flaring brightly yellow in the electric gloom. Then she reached up and grabbed Sharon by the shoulders, head turning slowly back like clockwork to look into the shaman’s eyes. “Stop him,” she hissed, and, with a shove, sent Sharon staggering backwards, into darkness.

       

      Blackness.

      Cold.

      An unfolding.

      A closing down.

      Sharon stumbled bottom-first into the street, tripped on her own scrambling feet and fell over. She landed in a gangly heap on the paving stones, the world back in full city-night technicolour. In the shop windows lining the road, bright red hair extensions for the socialite lady jarred with ironing board covers and ripped-off hi-fi systems from truly impeccable sources, lined up for customer speculation and delight. The traffic was sparse, thinned out by the time of night, but what drivers there were had sensed a rhythm in the traffic lights and were hurling themselves uphill, determined to catch nothing but greens all the way to Morden. As a man on a bicycle pedalled by, his head swung round to glance at Sharon before he looked away, muttering under his breath. She swallowed and scrambled to her feet, walking a few quick steps to find that perfect place where what was gave way to the rather more shady question of what was perceived, to find Sammy standing in the greyness, waiting for her, arms folded and one foot tapping irritably on the paving stones.

      “Took you long enough!” he fumed. “You never heard of getting on with things, pudding-brain?”

      “I was talking,” she retorted, “with a dryad. You may rush through these sorta social encounters like you’re having a pee, but I wanted to appreciate the moment, so don’t give me this crap.”

      To her surprise, Sammy’s eyes widened. “The dryad talked?”

      “Uh… yeah.”

      “What’d she say?”

      “Why?” demanded Sharon, her face crinkling with suspicion.

      Sammy’s arms tightened in a knot across his small chest. “Dryads don’t talk much, is all,” he grumbled. “Sorta like… a privilege and that, if they say something to you. Which isn’t to say you’re any good at talking to dryads,” he added. “Because falling on your arse on the way out is stupid for a shaman and you looked like a right lemon and, when you’re being a professional on the job, that kinda thing can’t be stood for. It’s amateur, is what it is, and I’m not training up amateurs! But if the dryad spoke… that’s summat.”

      Sharon was patting her knees and elbows down instinctively for any cuts or grazes from the fall, and murmured, only half aware of what she did, “‘He wakes’.”

      “Who wakes?”

      “Dunno. That’s all she said.”

      “Is that it? You didn’t press her?”

      “Sammy, I was talking with a dryad, in a lamppost; it’s not like I was gonna stick around for twenty questions!”

      “But that could mean anything!” fumed the goblin. “Bloody hell, can’t young people have a frickin’ conversation these days?”

      “I got the feeling it was bad news, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      To her surprise, the goblin flinched. “Lotsa prats walk around these days saying pretentious stupid things in stupid voices, cos there’s plenty of cash in that line of work, but dryads only really talk when they got something important to say. You sure there was nothing else?”

      “Uh… ‘stop him’.”

      “Well that’s useful, innit! Now we got twice the sense of death and half the information! What have I been telling you about learning the truth and following the path and all that? In one ear, out the other!”

      “Hey!” Sharon gestured at the lamppost. “You want to go and have a chat with a dryad, be my guest!”

      Sammy’s nose crinkled with distaste. “Not good for one of us to spend too much time in there,” he grumbled, gesturing with his chin at the lamppost. “People get… squishy.”

      “Lovely. Well, if you don’t mind…⁠” – Sharon straightened up, scanning the street with what she hoped was her best, decisive glare – “⁠… I’ve got meetings at nine tomorrow morning. So, since ‘he wakes’ and ‘stop him’ is about as useful as roast beef at a vegan party, I’m gonna find a train.” To her surprise, Sammy just nodded, distracted, eyes still fixed on the lamppost. “Hey… Sammy?”

      “Eh?”

      “There isn’t anything we can do, is there?”

      “What? No, ’course not, soggy-brains! It’s friggin’ cryptic, can’t never do nothing with friggin’ cryptic bollocks, that’s why you should’ve done more of the truth stuff and less of the standing around like a lemon. Too late now,” he added thoughtfully. “Not that it’s probably none of our business anyway.”

      “Fine,” she growled. “Maybe I’ll put it in a memo.”

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 6

          
            
              
              The Mind’s a Prison
            

          

        

      

      A phone rings.

      After a while, the ringing stops.

      A cheerful, recorded voice sings out in the dark, loud enough to stir the papers settled on the desk.

      “Hi there! You’ve reached the office of Kelly Shiring. I’m afraid I’m not at my desk right now, please leave a message after the tone.”

      A tone.

      Silence.

      No – not quite silence.

      Static.

      A cacophony of hisses, cracks and pops. A chorus of electronic nothingness, an interpretation on a theme of void. Layers of busy, bustling emptiness, stretched out across each other like the skin on a drum, humming under tension. Press your ear to the speaker and you might think you can hear the sound of wind turning an antenna, or the pop of someone hanging up in Hong Kong, or perhaps, very, very faintly, somewhere beneath the sharp snaps of electrical interference, screaming out like a pinned butterfly, a voice that cries:

      “Help me!”

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 7

          
            
              
              The Early Bird Catches the Worm
            

          

        

      

      Sharon was not a morning person.

      She sat behind her desk at 9 a.m., the second coffee of the day cooling beside her, and tried to look interested at a parade of:

      “I’ve been on the night shift for thirty years now, and my boss says that I have to work days because of health and safety. Days! I’ve never worked days in all my life, and what’s he going to do when my skin combusts spontaneously beneath the noonday sun?”

      “⁠… and I’m not saying we shouldn’t let werewolves in, because some of my best friends are werewolves, it’s just that…⁠”

      “And I said, ‘You have got to be joking! I can’t fight an ancient evil now, I’ve got three exams next week and a date!’ and they weren’t at all understanding.”

      “I’m really concerned about the blood banks. They say this year is going to be a crisis year, and unless I get my dose, I have to go and harvest my own and that causes all kinds of trouble…⁠”

      “I was, like, ‘oh my God, what is he wearing?’ and he was, like, ‘babes, put the fangs away’ and I was, like, ‘Jesus, did he just say that’…⁠”

      “The use of minotaur horn is utterly outrageous in this modern age…⁠”

      “⁠… Testing on imps…⁠!”

      “– my TV has started issuing prophecies…⁠”

      “They should have declared it was haunted before we exchanged contracts!”

      “Just because she’s dead doesn’t mean she hasn’t got feelings…⁠”

      Sharon’s head hit her desk, and bounced lightly off the thick wad of notes and paperwork which had sprung up during the morning’s meetings. She heard a polite cough by her elbow, and raised her head very, very slowly to see what new calamity awaited. Rhys was there, a fresh cup of tea in one hand and a small plastic bag in the other. “Um, Ms Li? What with the meetings running so long, you missed lunch, so I went out and got you a…⁠” He fumbled in the bag. “⁠… cheese and pickle sandwich, but then I thought you might not like pickle, because some people don’t, see, so I also got cheese and ham, but some people are allergic to cheese, so I also got a BLT but then you might be vegetarian so there was egg and cress and I thought, who doesn’t like egg and cress so I got one of those and also some crisps but I didn’t really know what you liked so I got salt and vinegar, cheese and onion, smoky bacon and ready salted. And some orange juice. Oh – and some apple juice, too, because sometimes you don’t really want orange juice but you get this craving for apple and uh… well… see…⁠” Rhys’s words dissolved into silence in the face of Sharon’s stare. Her hands felt their way across the desk to the plastic bag.

      “Rhys,” she said carefully, “I don’t want you to get the wrong idea here, because I’m saying this in a strictly professional way, but I love you.”

      He flushed, an instant burst of redness from the roots of his hair to the ends of his fingertips.

      “Thank you, M-M-M-Ms Li, that’s v-v-v-very…⁠” The end of his nose began to shake, the echoes rapidly spreading down through his whole body. Wordlessly, Sharon held out an industrial-strength tissue from the box by her desk. Working with Rhys, a stockpile of tissues had become something of an obligatory addition to the workplace, and now he grabbed it gratefully and held it to his nose as his body trembled, quivered, shook and finally jerked beneath the force of a great, lung-shattering sneeze.

      Sharon waited for things to settle down again, then added, “What are you having?”

      “I ate earlier, Ms Li,” he explained, depositing the bag on her table like a box of crabs. “I hope there’s something there you like!” The thin carpet almost smoked beneath his feet with the speed of Rhys’s departure back to his own desk.

      Sharon stared down at the great pile of food. There was enough to keep her going for a good four days, and yet somehow she knew it would all be gone within two. Even if she didn’t eat all of it, Gretel the troll was always interested in trying new things, even if that new thing was Worcestershire Sauce drunk straight from the bottle; no one wanted to critique the culinary habits of a gourmet troll.

      She reached out for the nearest sandwich, not caring which one it was, ran her finger down the join in the card, smelt the rich tang of yellow, plastic cheese, felt saliva spring unbidden in her mouth and heard…

      “Oh my God, I just love the beanbags!”

      The sandwich was already halfway to her lips. Sharon raised her eyes with the slow inevitability of the prisoner before the firing squad.

      “And look at all the tea you have – where did you get this one? I’ve been trying to find this for months, but not even Waitrose has it any more!”

      The woman speaking held up a packet of tea in a bright blue package. The packet was in fact the brightest thing about the picture, as the woman in question wore black. Black shoes, black trousers, black coat buttoned up with fat black buttons all the way to her neck, and even, tucked discreetly into the corner of her black bag, a black hat. Her pale skin and auburn hair should have mellowed the picture, but in fact the contrast only seemed to deepen the quality of black about her. However, if her wardrobe was worthy of a mortician, her smile was a burst of radiance to put any searchlight to shame. She used it now to sweep the room, taking in Rhys at his desk, who tried to hide behind the nearest hard drive; and Sharon, her sandwich still hovering, ready to be consumed. Her gaze settled on Sharon and, if possible, the smile brightened to an almost dazzling luminescence.

      “Ms Li!” exclaimed the woman, scampering forward to seize Sharon’s fingers in a two-handed shake. “Such a pleasure to see you again – we met briefly before, I think – I’m Kelly Shiring, Mr Swift’s PA? I bought you doughnuts…⁠”

      A packet of doughnuts was deposited on Sharon’s desk.

      “⁠… and this umbrella…⁠”

      An umbrella, long, blue, with a ripple effect carved into the handle either for greater grip or maybe artful whim, was propped up carefully.

      “⁠… and congratulations!”

      Sharon looked from the doughnuts, to the umbrella, to Kelly’s brilliantly smiling face. In the doorway stood a man, also dressed head to toe in black, and holding back lest he disrupt the impeccable positivity of Kelly’s presence. Kelly Shiring – magician, Alderman, personal assistant to the Midnight Mayor (defender of the city, guardian of the gate and so on and so forth) and truly fabulous cook, though she always denied the same, gazed down at Sharon Li and waited for the shaman to say something significant.

      Carefully, aware that eating pickle might detract from the aura of sagely wisdom that a shaman was supposed to cultivate, Sharon laid her sandwich aside. “Uh… thanks?” It was the best she could manage at short notice, and usually it did seem to do more good than trying to invent a profundity for every occasion.

      “You’re welcome!” sang out Kelly. “Now, if you need anything, you have my number, I think, and of course anything we can do to assist, you only have to ask.”

      “I do?”

      “Of course! This project,” Kelly gestured around the office, “is being financed almost entirely out of the Aldermen Development Fund, which, I must tell you, has taken a serious hit in recent months what with Burns and Stoke folding and the difficult financial times… but look how well you’ve done with the resources available to you! I’m sure this little business will be absolutely fine, now that you’re on it.”

      Sharon’s stare deepened. “That’s great,” she ventured, still baking beneath the brilliance of Kelly’s gaze. “And thanks for the doughnuts and everything but, uh… which little business?”

      Something flickered across Kelly’s face, a little harder and a little darker than the jubilation she usually projected, but it was gone so quickly Sharon wondered if she’d seen it at all. “Have a doughnut,” the Alderman said.

      “I was about to have a sandwich…⁠”

      “Oh, Miles!”

      The man addressed as “Oh, Miles” detached himself from the doorframe and stepped inside, closing the door behind him lest rumours of his participation escape beyond the nearest four walls. He inclined his chin in the universal nod of manly-men-respecting-each-other’s-masculinity to Rhys as he passed, inducing another quiver at the end of Rhys’s already inflamed nose, and held out a polite hand for Sharon to shake. His grip was firm without being oppressive, loose without being limp, and as their fingers brushed she tasted

      
        
          
                                finest coffee beans ground beneath a brass handle in the morning

            shoe polish, never too bright, never too polished

                           laughter of children in the playground

            stab of regret

                                click of the gun in the night

          

        

      

      before their hands parted. Pulling up a stool, the man called Miles settled by the corner of her desk. Kelly swung herself into the chair opposite Sharon, and began testing its manoeuvrability as if on the verge of shouting “whee!”

      “I really feel you should have a doughnut,” she declared, satisfied by the motion of the chair. “They’re marvellous things. Did you know that the doughnut has a Jewish origin? During Hanukkah the Temple of Solomon was besieged, and they didn’t have enough oil to keep the sacred flame alight but, would you believe it, the flame made it! And there was something to do with sacred oil as a result, and therefore doughnuts – I’m a little vague on the details but aren’t doughnuts just the most marvellous thing to ever come out of organised religion?”

      “Miss Shiring…⁠”

      “Kelly, please!”

      “Kelly,” corrected Sharon, “I’m really grateful for the doughnuts, and I’m sure Rhys is, like… giddy… about them, too, and I don’t mean to seem rude or nothing, but why are you here?”

      “I don’t think you’re rude, Ms Li – may I call you Sharon? – I don’t think you’re rude at all! Did you think she was rude, Miles?”

      “Absolutely not,” murmured the Alderman.

      “Of course you’d want to know why we’re here, why not? And of course the answer is, I’m here to give you the umbrella because Mr Swift specifically requested that you should have it, and to inform you that you’ve been deputised and the Midnight Mayor has vanished, and to bring you doughnuts because I believe in the project!”

      Silence, punctuated by the sound of Rhys trying to blow his nose with all the discretion of a steam engine. Sharon gingerly pushed the doughnuts to one side, in case they were somehow contaminated by the news they’d arrived with. Kelly waited, her smile fixed in place. Her companion sat hunched forward, elbows on his knees, fingers twined together, watching Sharon, waiting for a reaction.

      Sharon spoke slowly and carefully. It was, she’d found, the best way to create an illusion of shamanly wisdom, as people often mistook cautious speech for being thoughtful instead of panic-struck. “When you say… the Midnight Mayor has vanished…⁠?”

      “Yes,” sighed Kelly. “Embarrassing, really, as I’m supposed to be his PA.”

      “And ‘vanished’…⁠?”

      “Off the face of the earth. Well! Maybe not off the face of the earth, we have no evidence for that per se, and it seems a bit of a leap to assume that, because we can find no trace of him, he is in fact not here. But from what we can tell, he has disappeared completely, utterly and without a word. Which he has done before,” she added. “But never like this, and never so… silently. Usually when he disappears it’s to blow things up, or engage in nefarious acts with dark forces, but this time there’s been none of that, and I’m a little concerned.”

      “You’re concerned that things aren’t blowing up?”

      “You have met him,” Kelly pointed out.

      “Okay,” Sharon admitted. “So maybe it is worrying. But I don’t get why you’ve come to me!”

      “Besides the doughnuts…⁠”

      “Besides the doughnuts, yes. You’re an Alderman, aren’t you? You’ve got this whole… scary people with guns thing – though I’m sure you’re not scary,” she added. “I’m sure you’re very nice people and you use guns in a very safety conscious manner for the public good. But when I last checked, you were all about protecting the Midnight Mayor and the city and that, whereas we’re more about…⁠” She glanced for support at Rhys, who ducked behind his computer, pretending he didn’t exist.

      “⁠… about social evenings and group therapy,” she concluded with a sigh. “I don’t get why you’re here.”

      “Ms Li!” exclaimed Kelly, slapping the desk for emphasis, with depressing effect. “You’re far too harsh on yourself! You are a shaman, a knower of the truth, and a figure of immense respect. Why, Miles here was only saying last week how much he was looking forward to meeting you, weren’t you, Miles?”

      “It’s a pleasure, Ms Li,” he confirmed, with a half-bow of his head.

      “So really, you shouldn’t do yourself down!”

      Sharon glanced again towards Rhys, but a flurry of tissue was the only sign of life at his small, cluttered desk.

      “Okay,” she tried. “Not that I’m, like… ungrateful for the ego boost and that, but still, I’m just saying, the Midnight Mayor deals with dudes with guns, and you’re dudes with guns, and while I’m totally up for being mega-super-cool, which would be a nice change, Sammy hasn’t yet taught me how to walk through bullets. So, uh, thanks for the doughnuts, and um… good luck!”

      Kelly looked at Miles. Across her face mild embarrassment blossomed like the evening primrose. “Well,” she said. “There is of course the question of the umbrella.”

      Sharon’s gaze roamed over to it. A long blue umbrella, not new, but hardly an antique; someone had knocked the point off, so that now it seemed stubbier than it had once been, and rested on the surface where the ribs came together. “Is it a mega-mystic umbrella?”

      “I don’t think so – do you think so, Miles?”

      “Couldn’t say, ma’am.”

      “Maybe it is, then!” exclaimed Kelly. “I’m really not sure! But Mr Swift did ask that I give it to you, should something bad happen to him. And of course he requested that you be informed that you have now been made Deputy Mayor and that you were to, as he so charmingly put it, shift your bottom into gear.”

      Sharon’s eyes flashed up from the umbrella to Kelly. “I’m what?”

      “Deputy Mayor.”

      “Since when?”

      “About forty-eight hours ago. I’m sure Mr Swift sent you an email…⁠”

      “He bloody did not!”

      “⁠… and if he didn’t, I’m sure he meant to.”

      “I can’t be Deputy Mayor!” wailed Sharon. “I’ve got paperwork to do! I’ve got a social evening to arrange, health and safety assessments to fill out, bookings for singles dating night for all those unable to flirt during full moon, bingo for retired witches! I can’t go around being Deputy Mayor! I refuse!” She thumped the desk, then flinched as the noise sunk away into the walls. The Aldermen were silent.

      Kelly gazed at Sharon. Across her brow there flickered a mixture of sympathy and, much worse, mild disappointment. “I understand,” she said, “that this must be difficult…⁠”

      “Difficult! Do you know how many Post-it notes this office gets through?”

      “⁠… and it’s a pleasure to see you taking such interest in your work, really it is! They say that the private sector motivates people more than the public one, but I’ve always felt that the public sector is where people with a genuine passion go to find their path, and you clearly have that passion and I think we should respect that, shouldn’t we?”

      “Absolutely,” chorused Miles.

      “And if you’re too busy to help us find out what fate has befallen the defender of the city, guardian of the night, watchman of the slumbering dark, then of course it’s your decision and I fully understand how, in this difficult day and age, you’d want to abide by that. Obviously a shaman’s unique skills could be of great service in this hour of need, but I’m sure, despite the circumstance, we’ll find our way and, hopefully, we can do so without any unnecessary loss of life, don’t you agree, Miles?”

      “We can but try our best.”

      “So, Ms Li.” Kelly stood up briskly, the chair coasting out on its wheels behind her. “I hope you have a marvellous day and, please, do keep the doughnuts, and the umbrella, and we’ll…⁠”

      “Wait,” groaned Sharon. Kelly waited, eyebrows raised. Sharon looked from Alderman to Alderman, then gave another, louder groan and let her head bang once more against the top of her desk. Soon there would be a groove in the paperwork where her forehead had carved out a path. “Fine,” she grumbled, looking back up, chin first. “And don’t think I’m doing this just because of your manipulation, because I’m not and because I don’t believe in falling for cheap tricks. I’m just… taking an interest because of my civic spirit, and…⁠” She snatched up the doughnuts. “I’m keeping these. Rhys!”

      Rhys stuck his head out from behind the computer with the innocence of a man who has absolutely not been eavesdropping. “Yes, Ms Li?”

      “Get your coat!”

       

      The day outside was cold and bright, dazzling through the falling leaves, with the Aldermen incongruously dark beneath a baby-blue sky. Sharon juggled the blue umbrella and the bag containing sandwiches and doughnuts, and Kelly, indicating the noise of traffic from Theobalds Road, said, “I hope no one minds if we get a bus?”

      “A bus?” echoed Sharon, scampering after the two Aldermen. They were heading south, past tall terraced houses of coal-grey brick with bone-white window frames. “What happened to swanning around in chauffeur-driven cars?”

      “Financial consequences,” sighed Kelly. “When Mr Swift and yourself did that marvellous job removing the wendigo from Burns and Stoke, and freeing the imprisoned spirits of the city from their lair, of course it was fabulous for the welfare of London as a whole. It was, however, a teensy bit detrimental to the fiscal stability of the brokerages market, and Harlun and Phelps suffered some not inconsiderable financial losses as a result. Alas, as Harlun and Phelps is the prime employer and supplier for the Aldermen, this means we’ve had to make a few cutbacks in one or two administrative areas. Do you have your own travel cards?”

      Sharon looked at Rhys. “I cycle to work,” he offered.

      “That’s excellent, absolutely what people should do! Well, if you have to take public transport in the course of this investigation, please do keep the receipt.”

      “Is this an investigation?” queried the druid. “Only I’ve got the boiler man coming round tomorrow at eight, see, and it’s been very hard to arrange…⁠” Sharon glared at Rhys, who dissolved into “⁠… but I suppose that’s not very important in the scheme of things, is it?”

      They walked on past expensive cars parked outside expensive houses. Commemorative plaques occurred in this part of town with mocking regularity, assuring passers-by that, while their own lives up to this point may have been futile, great works had nevertheless distinguished these streets, even in an age when most people were lucky to have butter with their bread. Sharon was uncharacteristically silent, and, Rhys thought, slightly thin around the edges, her brisk walk taking her close to where shamans began to disappear from sight: that precise speed where the brain seemed to say, ‘oh look, a native’ before disregarding anything further including, for example, whether that native was solid all the way through.

      They turned onto Theobalds Road, a busy place of sandwich bars, expensive hairdressers and lawyers. The bus, to Rhys’s surprise, came quickly. If asked to define who or what he was, he would usually explain that he was the man who had to wait fourteen minutes for every train which ran on a fifteen-minute interval, and so could only attribute the miraculous appearance of transport to the luck of the company he now kept. People stared at the Aldermen, but not at him. Even with a shock of straight ginger hair, and dressed in a thick tartan-pattern shirt and slightly too short jeans, Rhys had never been an object of interest even to those who specialised in spotting style calamities. In a way, that gave him comfort. If he didn’t look like much, at least small children didn’t cry at the sight of him.

      They sat at the very back of the top deck, in the seats Rhys had marked out in his imagination as the naughty seats for naughty schoolchildren. Sharon at once had her boots up on the plastic back of the seats in front, and was reaching for her cheese and pickle sandwich.

      “Okay,” she said. “Tell me about the ‘vanished’ thing.”

      Kelly looked round the bus with what was either the shrewd look of a woman careful about eavesdroppers, or the brilliant face of all urban tourists enjoying an unfamiliar experience, or possibly both. She leant back in her seat and said, “It’s been two days. Or has it, hard to say… I suppose it depends when he vanished, as compared to when I saw him last… but I saw him last two days ago, so that’s probably the best we’ve got to go on.”

      Sharon shifted uncomfortably, pushing the blue umbrella into a corner and spraying her lap with crumbs. If she cared, she didn’t show it.

      “He came into my office, gave me the umbrella, said, ‘Kelly, if anything happens to me, get this to Sharon’ and walked out. Then he walked back in again and said, ‘buy her doughnuts’ and then walked out again; he does that a lot, you see, always thinks of the important things when he’s halfway to the lift. I’ve tried to convince him to buy a smartphone but he refuses, which I think is ironic considering…⁠”

      “That was the last time you saw him?” demanded Sharon.

      “Yes.”

      “And why do you think he’s vanished, instead of just done a bunk?”

      “Well,” murmured Kelly, fixing her eyes on some point at the opposite end of the bus as it rattled its way down Clerkenwell Road. “I do occasionally keep tabs on Mr Swift, just for his own sake, of course, and when he didn’t answer his phone yesterday we did a little bit of a scry, and got nothing. Nothing at all. And of course – of course! – a good sorcerer can shield himself from these things, but then he really isn’t answering his phone and there are so many things about Mr Swift that we can scry for. There’s the blue electric angels, of course, embedded in his soul, or the power of the Midnight Mayor, branded into his hand – frankly he usually stands out like a kangaroo in a coal mine – so the fact that we’ve got nothing is a little concerning. Then of course there’s that,” Kelly inclined her head towards the umbrella. “It may be nothing at all, of course, but Mr Swift isn’t widely regarded for his consideration of the weather, or indeed of others who may experience it, so quite why he’d be so specific that you receive both the umbrella and the doughnuts, I cannot say.”

      Sharon’s hand, which had been groping for a doughnut, drew back sharply. “Jesus! You don’t think the doughnuts could be mystic, do you?”

      Kelly looked thoughtful. “No,” she concluded. “At least, I find it very unlikely, as I bought them from Londis half an hour ago.”

      “Okay,” Sharon muttered, settling for another cheese and pickle sandwich. “Well, I guess that’s something.”

      “Also, I hate to say it, but there have been other signs that Mr Swift may have thought he was heading for trouble.”

      “What… signs?”

      “Well…⁠” Kelly’s face was a picture of organisational distress. “⁠… He sent his apprentice to New York.”

      “Wait there a moment! Swift’s got an apprentice?”

      “Oh, yes. Ms Ngwenya. Charming woman – we go to a book group together on the first Friday of the month. This month we’re reading Little Dorrit and I must admit I am struggling, but then… I can see you’re not interested in this.”

      Sharon tried to fix her expression in the polite, open look she used for obsessive vampires and outraged necromancers, and hoped it would do for Kelly Shiring, too. “And this apprentice… she gets to go to New York? As part of her teaching?” She just about managed to keep the acid from her voice.

      “Absolutely!” exclaimed Kelly, oblivious to most things which might dampen the day. “Mr Swift says it’s very important that sorcerers experience all sorts of urban magic, not just the peculiarities of London; however, he also says that when the shit hits the fan the last thing he wants is his apprentice in town, as he can neither guarantee that she won’t get hurt nor that she won’t hurt others recklessly, and so you see…⁠”

      “You think he sent her away to keep her safe?”

      Kelly flinched. “The possibility must be considered, distressing though it is.”

      Sharon drummed her fingers on the window of the bus. Outside, the terraced houses of Clerkenwell were giving way to the glass offices and imperial facades of the City, the Golden Mile. Without looking at Kelly she murmured, “So, I don’t wanna ask this, but I guess I gotta, seeing as how I’m now involved and that… how’d you know he isn’t just dead?”

      Rhys swallowed, and wrestled his expression into one of concerned astonishment. Kelly twiddled her thumbs nervously. “I don’t think so,” she said. “Not to dismiss the notion, of course, but he is the Midnight Mayor. And while Mr Swift might die – which would be terrible! – the power of the Midnight Mayor, the essence of what it is, well, that’s as old as the city, and will last as long as its stones themselves. So if he were dead, I do feel that the power would have been transferred to a successor. Someone like you, perhaps!”

      Sharon choked on her sandwich, sending a spray of crumbs and cheese across the seat in front of her. Kelly waited for the shaman to stop suffocating before she added, “You haven’t developed any unusual scars lately, have you? Or found yourself communing with dragons, for example?”

      “I bloody well have not! Why would any arsehole make me Midnight Mayor?”

      “Ms Li,” chided Kelly, “did we not already establish what a truly marvellous person you are? Miles, back me up here!”

      Sharon swung round to glower at the man called Miles. The tube-like shape of his Alderman’s black coat only seemed to increase his impressive height; his carefully trimmed blond hair completed the appearance of royalty in mourning. Unwavering grey eyes, flecked with blue, met Sharon’s glare full-on. “I must admit, Ms Li,” he murmured, “based only on having read your file, of course, I think you would be an excellent choice of Midnight Mayor. You have admirable civic spirit, and I feel that your management style could infuse a great deal of thought innovation into our working environment.”

      Sharon’s mouth dropped open.

      So, for that matter, did Rhys’s.

      “Of course, if you were Midnight Mayor, it would suggest that Mr Swift is, in fact, deceased, and I’m sure no one here wants that.”

      “Well, quite!” exclaimed Kelly, rising to her feet with the purposefulness of a woman who saw a bus stop coming up. “And I’m sure the sooner we find him, the easier it will be to prevent that from happening!”

      She trotted down the stairs and Sharon followed, still trying to recompose her expression into something suitably shamanesque, as the four of them stepped out onto Cheapside.

      Once a place of dubious repute, the Cheapside of recent times had undergone a series of face-lifts, whereby the frontage of Victorian offices, and former guilds still bearing Latin mottoes of yore as a reminder of the time when you did not mess with the candle-makers of London, had been replaced with glass facades. Nowadays passers-by had access to window displays of mobile phones and greetings cards for every occasion, and banks accessible to the public from five minutes after the start of normal office hours to five minutes before their end, please don’t try and visit during lunch breaks. The assumption on Cheapside was that nobody much would pay for anything with cash.

      Kelly strode north, down a road barely wide enough for the sandwich delivery man to pedal his bicycle and trolley between its black bollards embossed with the crimson cross of the City of London. She led the way past the fire exits of great financial firms, where smokers huddled on their breaks to pass on the gossip of the day; past the wine and sushi bar where each night men in suits greeted old friends to compete over various triumphs; and around the square tower of a church whose nave was long gone, but which nonetheless remained, defiant and alone.

      Harlun and Phelps was situated on Aldermansbury Square, a crooked open space framed by modern sheet glass and the white stone walls of the ancient Guildhall, which squatted like an angry badger at a pedigree dog show. Inside the foyer, the theme of the month appeared to be great stalks of bamboo, seemingly taller than the block of flats where Sharon lived.

      “Enjoy this place while you can!” exclaimed Kelly as the lift pinged in greeting. “With things as they are, we won’t be able to afford the rent for much longer.”

      Harlun and Phelps itself was, to Sharon’s surprise, a fully functional office. Desks were divided from each other by low partitions, behind which men and women in suits sat hunched over computers with the look of people determined not to be caught playing solitaire. Coffee machines hummed in closets off the open floors, and harsh fluorescent light flooded the place, even in the middle of the day. Sharon looked for some sign of mystic inclinings, and, seeing none, looked again, as only a shaman can. The office was…

      … ordinary. There in the shadows, the ghost of a manager who’d stood on a table and screamed at his workers, three days before he lost his job; there, hovering just behind the back of a man scrabbling away at a keyboard, head bowed and shoulders hunched, a woman with a mouth opened so her chin nearly bumped her collar, whispering harder, harder, harder, don’t you realise there’s a family to feed? From behind the closed door of the cleaning cupboard, the sound of whispered promises broken, anything you want babes, anything you want, just a kiss, that’s all, just a kiss…

      Sharon looked away, before the walls in that particular corner could tell much more of their tale.

      “I’m not getting much magic,” she murmured, as Kelly swept through the office with the imperious stride of one who belonged and, to a degree, ruled.

      “Of course not, Ms Li! The majority of Harlun and Phelps is a strictly for-profit corporation. Bonds, futures, all that stuff – really, it goes far over my head,” confessed the PA. “While the Aldermen are often employed in the company, and while we do prefer to hire members of the magical community, if only to keep them out of trouble, one must concede that not every macroeconomics graduate of the London School of Economics is going to know how to banish a ghoul. It was our more… mundane… which is to say the more financially profitable… departments which were so heavily invested in Burns and Stoke, and we all saw how poorly that worked out. Here we are!”

      She stopped before a door, like any other. Taped across it was a name neatly written in black felt-tip pen – M. Swift. Sharon looked from this to where a name plate sat, bare and empty.

      “He said that having a name plate was like putting your signature in the devil’s logbook. Well,” added Kelly, unlocking the door, “he may have included a few expletives. But I’m sure you appreciate the sentiment.”

      She pushed the door open. Beyond it Sharon saw…

      … a disaster.

      Piles of paper hid every part of the floor, save for five neat, foot-sized trenches which had been left at just the right distance to make stepping from one to the next, strenuously uncomfortable. The twisted mind that contrived this round-your-footsteps school of filing, hadn’t spared the walls or windows either: every available inch was covered with maps, memos, notes, diagrams and, in one or two cases, what looked to Sharon like mystic wards, inscribed in marker pen onto the wall itself. One map dominated all the others. Wider than Sharon’s outstretched arms, longer than the bed she slept in, it showed all of London from the M25 in, and was pinned to the wall over a slew of other documents which stuck out around it like nested fledglings peeping from under their mother. Red dots were stuck across its surface, forming a thick mess across large parts of north London, and a slightly thinner mess south of the river. Each dot had a date – a day and a month – scratched next to it in tiny writing, but there was no other indication of its purpose.

      In the middle of the room, encased by all this junk and sagging under the weight of many unwashed coffee mugs, was a desk; a computer sat huddled on one corner, as if embarrassed to be so digital in this analogue room. The only chair had also fallen victim to the mess of paperwork and was burdened by seven copies of the Yellow Pages, the earliest dating back to 1992. Sharon thought about moving them, then couldn’t work out where they’d go; so, stepping carefully towards the desk, across the paper-infested floor, she balanced precariously on top of them, like a toddler on a bar stool. The others lurked in the doorway, waiting to see what fell first.

      “This,” said Sharon, “is not good office practice.”

      There was a small sigh of relief. It came from Kelly, who appeared to know exactly what good office practice was and to hope someone else might too. “Ms Li,” she exclaimed, “I’m so glad you’re here, you have such a can-do attitude! Obviously, call me if you need anything, I’m just next door, and good luck with your investigation!”

      She turned to go, and was somehow out of sight before Sharon had a chance to say, “Oi, don’t you bloody go, you can’t just leave me with…⁠”

      The door to the neighbouring office slammed, with, Sharon felt, perhaps more emphasis than necessary. She looked down at the desk, and the pile of Yellow Pages shifted beneath her. Things were growing at the bottom of one of the abandoned coffee mugs. Since the things weren’t about to utter prophetic truths, she averted her gaze.

      “Um… Ms Li?” Rhys stood in the doorway. So, to Sharon’s surprise, did Miles. “Can we, uh… do anything?” hazarded the druid.

      Sharon looked at him, then stared around the room, searching for inspiration. “Dunno,” she said. “Ever gone looking for the missing guardian of the city before?”

      “Um… no. Sorry.”

      “I haven’t either,” offered Miles, “but I do have Google maps on my phone, should we require them.”

      Sharon’s eyes narrowed. “That’s great,” she muttered, in the tone of one who still didn’t trust technology to know the difference between a canal path and a motorway. “But, and I don’t mean this in a negative way, what exactly is your job in this?”

      “Oh, I’m here to assist!” Miles exclaimed. “I am, in fact, your minion. I believe that’s not the politically correct term, but I don’t mind it. Anything you need, anything you desire, be it menial, demanding or dangerous, and I will be only too happy to assist.”

      Rhys sensed an itching at the back of this throat. He felt that if anyone was going to do menial, demanding or dangerous jobs, it should be him. He eyed Miles up and down, noticed the healthy glow to his skin, the well-muscled neck leading into what he deeply suspected were toned and rippling chest and shoulder muscles; the fine posture, the excellent speech, the educated tones ringing through, and felt a surge of itching all the way to his eyes and nose.

      “A minion, huh?” murmured Sharon, trying out the sound. “Cool. So, uh… you’re an Alderman, right?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “And I’m guessing you have mega-useful skills, in case guns and death start happening?”

      “I wouldn’t say mega-skills,” offered Miles. “I can score five perfect hits with a handgun at thirty paces, have a Brown Belt in taekwondo and a Purple in judo, practise fencing every Sunday and have been rated ‘superior’ on my evocation and abjuration exams by leading members of the Westminster Coven of Wizards; whether any of that will be appropriate, who can say?”

      Sharon’s eyes met Rhys’s, unable to hide a flicker of alarm. “Cool,” she mumbled. “So, uh… do you know where to get a cuppa coffee round here?”
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