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      THE NEON

 COURT

      
      As he stormed through a door into what I guessed to be the sitting room I followed. He reached out for a phone, and I tapped
         him on the shoulder. He spun, hands coming up into fists. As he did, we caught him round the throat with our scarred hand.
         Sapphire fire flared behind our eyes, we felt the hair stand up on the back of our neck. The light flickered in the hall,
         electricity snapped in the sockets, blue sparks crawled around the handset of the telephone, the TV flickered on and mad static
         danced over its screen. He wheezed and pawed at our hands as the electrical fire built inside our soul and, for a moment,
         he met our eyes, and was afraid.
      

      
      “Hi,” we said. “Let us make our position clear. We are the Midnight Mayor, protector of this city, carrier of its secrets
         and bearer of its shadows. The shadows watch us as we pass, the pigeons turn away at our passage, the rats scurry beneath
         our feet and shudder at the sound of our footsteps on the stones. We are the blue electric angels, the telephones sing at
         the passage of our voice, our blood is blue fire, our soul carries a pair of angel wings. We are the killer of Robert Bakker,
         sorcerer, master of the Tower; we destroyed the death of cities; we came back from the dead, Swift and the angels, two minds
         become one, two souls in one flesh, in one form, in one voice. We are me and I am we. And we’re frustrated.”
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      “Who, me?
      

      
      Midnight Mayor. Protector of the city.

      
      Go figure.”

      
      — Remark attributed to M. Swift, 127th Midnight Mayor of London; probably apocryphal

      
      There’s something at the end of the alley. 
It’s waiting for you.

      
      — Anonymous graffito, Soho

   
      
      
Prelude: The Summoning of Matthew Swift


      
      In which an enemy asks help of the last person in the world you might have expected, a fire leads to more than just minor
         burns, and a war breaks out in Sidcup.


      
      I thought I could hear footsteps in the darkness behind me. But when I looked again, they were gone.
      

      
      I was in the middle of a sentence. I was saying, “… ‘dragon’ is probably too biologically specific a way to look at the …”

      
      Then someone grabbed me by the throat with the fist of God, and held me steady, while the universe turned on its head.

      
      There was a hole in the world and no fingers left to scrabble.

      
      I fell into it.

      
      It was my phone ringing in my pocket that woke me.

      
      I fumbled for it and thumbed it on, held it to my ear without raising my head, just in case stillness was the only thing keeping
         my head attached to my body. My throat was dry. I guessed it had something to do with all the smoke. I said, “Yeah?”
      

      
      Penny, my apprentice, was on the other end. She sounded too cool, too calm, and therefore afraid. “You vanished.”

      
      “Uh?”

      
      “Like … hello poof whoops bye bye.”

      
      “Uh-huh?”

      
      “You dead?”

      
      “That supposed to be funny?”

      
      I rolled onto my back, every rib in my chest pressing against skin like they had been vacuum-packed into place. Something
         wet and sticky moved underneath me, made the sound of velcro tearing. My fingers brushed it. It smelt of salt and iron. It
         had the thickness of thin honey. She said, “So what the fuck happened?”
      

      
      I licked my lips. They tasted of charcoal. “Summoned,” I wheezed. Why was it so much work breathing in here? “Some bastard
         summoned. Me. Summoned me.”
      

      
      The smoke was getting thick now, grey-black, tumbling in under the crack beneath the door. Through it I could half see the
         walls, cracked and grey, the only colour on them from scrawled messages in cheap spray paint,
      

      
      ANARKST 4EVR

      
      JG WOZ ERE

      
      NO GOD GAMES ALLOWED

      
      help

      
      WE’RE WAITING FOR YOU

      
      I said, “I’ll call you back,” and hung up before my apprentice could start swearing.

      
      My eyes burnt. The room was too hot, the light behind the smoke too bright. Somewhere outside the broken window it was raining,
         thick pattering on the still London night. I crawled onto my hands and knees, ears ringing. Something warm dribbled into the
         hollow of my ear, pooled there, then continued its journey down the side of my neck. I felt my head, found blood drying in
         my hair, and a lump. I looked down at the floor and at the same sticky stuff on my fingertips. Against my skin it had appeared
         almost black, but in the dull sodium light that reflected off the belly of the night-time clouds, and the glare of the unknown
         something on the other side of the smoke-tumbling door, it was undeniably crimson.
      

      
      Undeniably blood.

      
      But not my blood.

      
      That at least was a pleasant discovery, though it came with the snag that it was not my blood because nothing bled that much
         and lived. It had saturated the thin carpet, splattered across the gutted tattered remains of a couch, smeared its paw marks
         over the paint-scrawled wall behind a low gas stove and a graveyard of broken beer bottles. It was fresh, and only felt cool
         because its surroundings were so rapidly growing hot.
      

      
      Someone had been finger painting on the floor with this blood. They’d painted a pair of crosses. One was smaller than the
         other, nestling in the top left-hand quadrant of its big brother’s shape. Look at it with a knowing eye, and you might consider
         it to be a sword, not a cross, although when your tool was blood and your surface was carpet, the distinction was academic.
         What it was, and what there could be no doubt that it was, was the ancient emblem of the City of London and, by no coincidence at all, the symbol once
         carved by a mad bastard, with a dying breath, into the palm of my right hand – the mark of the Midnight Mayor.
      

      
      I made it to the window, pulled myself up by my elbows, broken glass cracking underneath the sleeves of my anorak, looked
         out, looked down. A half-moon was lost on the edge of rain clouds turned sodium orange by reflected street light from the
         terraced roads below. A line of hills cut off the horizon, their tops tree-crowned and unevenly sliced by the carving of motorway
         planners. The falling rain blurred everything: the neat straight lines of buildings that peeked up between Chinese takeaways
         and bus stations; the pale yellow worm of a mainline train arcing towards a floodlit station; the darker stretch of a public
         heath on a low hill around which tiny firefly cars bustled; the reflection of TV lights played behind curtained windows; big
         square council estates with bright blue and red buttresses as if the vibrancy of colour could disguise the ugliness of what
         they supported. But no distinctive landmarks other than to say that this was anonymous surburbia, not my part of town. But
         still my city.
      

      
      I looked down. Down was a long way away. Paving stones shimmered black with rain-pocked water, like a disturbance on the dark
         side of the moon. A play area of rusting swings and crooked see-saws. A little patch of mud sprouting tufts of grass for dogs
         to run about on; a bicycle rack that no one had trusted enough to chain their bicycle to. A line of garages, every door slathered
         with graffiti ranging from would-be art to the usual signatures of kids out for a thrill. A single blue van, pulling away
         up the narrow street leading from a courtyard below and out of my line of sight. The glow of fire where there should only
         have been fluorescent white floodlights, and somewhere, not very far at all, the sounds of alarms starting to wail and flames
         eating at the door.
      

      
      Smoke tumbled past my head, excited by the prospect of open air beyond the smashed-up window. I pulled my scarf over my mouth
         and my bag across my back. I fumbled in my pocket for the phone, my bloody fingers slipping over the keys, got as far as dialling
         the first two nines, and a hand closed around my ankle.
      

      
      We jumped instinctively, kicking ourself free and snatching power from the mains ready to hurl at our unseen enemy, our hair standing on end, our heart beating like the engine of a car about
         to blow. I looked down, expecting death, pain, an end, a stop, a terror, something nameless that I had not had the wit to
         imagine until now, and saw the hand. Skin on top dark, deep-roasted cocoa; pink underneath. Soaked in its own blood, too much,
         too fresh. Arm, covered in a long black sleeve. Head. Wearing a headscarf of white and green that was half knocked off, revealing
         the long-ago-burnt scalp. Face. Round, smart, angry, lips curled, eyes tight with pain, a tracery of scars down the left side
         like a map of shifting desert sands. I knew that face. I’d regretted seeing it many times before, and tonight was heading
         for the clincher.
      

      
      I wheezed, eyes running and carbon on my tongue, “Oda?” 

      
      Oda – assassin, murderer, fanatic, holy woman or insane psychopath, pick one – looked us in the eye and whispered through
         her cracking lips, the smoke curling around her breath as she spoke, “Help me.”
      

      
      Penny Ngwenya, sorceress (in training) and one-time traffic warden, announced one mild evening as we walked through Spitalfields
         together, “You know, you were really cool until I met you.”
      

      
      Under normal circumstances, I might have said something rude.

      
      But Penny, whose anger had nearly destroyed an entire city, was not a woman who had much truck with normality.

      
      “Thing is,” she went on airily, “you’re an urban sorcerer. You bend sodium light with a thought, can taste the rhythms of
         the city, feed on dust and carbon monoxide and get major hayfever if you go near anything green. And that’d be like, pretty
         cool, you get what I’m saying? And it’s even cooler than that – you’re a dead sorcerer. Like there’s a grave marked ‘Matthew Swift, got killed by a mystical shadow or whatever’ and an empty coffin, but
         you’re not dead. You came back, and you came back with like, the blue electric angels attached, or whatever, and that’s like,
         you know, Jesus. And you’re the Midnight Mayor, which is this majorly pompous job thing that’s been going for like two thousand
         years and you’re supposed to protect and save the city and stuff, which is like King Arthur, so … you know … you’re pretty
         cool. Until you speak.”
      

      
      I thought about this a while.

      
      I said, “Like Jesus?”
      

      
      She said, “Yeah. You should probably forget I said that.”

      
      Oda aka ‘psycho-bitch’ lay behind the spring-poked remnant of the sofa, in the thickest, deepest pool of blood in the room.
         It had sunk so far into the carpet that when she moved, little swells and bubbles burst out beneath her, as pressure dynamics
         did its thing. There was blood on her hands, on her face, in her hair, it had saturated her jumper, and soaked into the side
         of her leg. There was no doubt that it was hers. Her face was as grey as a face so richly coloured could be, her eyes were
         bloodshot, pinky-red, her grip round my ankle had the unnatural strength of the newborn babe or the nearly departed dying.
         We felt our stomach turn, but squatted down and tried to help her up. She grabbed the back of my coat, bundling it up in her
         fist like a yachtsman’s lifeline in a storm. “Help me,” she repeated.
      

      
      “What the bloody hell is happening?” I wheezed.

      
      “We’ve got to leave this place,” she replied, reaching her other arm round my neck to form a crude sling. “Help me!”

      
      “No shit,” I growled, and putting my arms round her waist, tried heaving her to her feet. She cried out in pain, an animal
         shrill of distress, her eyes closing. As she moved, a knife-slice smile opened and shut in the front of her jumper, right
         above her heart. We half thought we could see something else grinning beneath, and quickly looked away.
      

      
      She made it to more or less upright, head bumping against my shoulder, her weight dragging down on my neck. “Out,” she hissed.
         “Have to get out.”
      

      
      I half dragged her to the door, felt the heat blasting through it, said, “Can you run?”

      
      “No,” she growled through gritted teeth.

      
      “Can you fight?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “You got a fireproof suit beneath that jumper?”

      
      She didn’t grace that with a reply. “Deep breath,” I wheezed, and, wrapping my shirt around my fingers against the scalding
         heat, took hold of the door handle, and eased the door back.
      

      
      Flame, brilliant yellow-orange, leapt inward round the door frame. I opened the door a little further, felt the draught in my hair as the fire, already clothing the walls and ceiling, sensed
         oxygen behind me and started to surge. Along both sides of the corridor some apartment doors stood open; some were shut; some
         had been bashed off their frames, pinched for who knew what purpose, some were already half-eaten black cinders, tumbling
         out smoke that blasted this way and that across the ceiling in giddy twists. In places the flame had found handy little holes
         between the ceiling’s ruined timbers and cracked plaster, through which it was crawling to the floor above. My feet slipped
         as the soles of my shoes began to liquefy; I felt the hair of my eyebrows and on the back of my neck curl and singe in the
         heat, could barely breathe for the knives of pain that came with every gasp of oxygenless vapour. Among the carbon and baking
         damp fungus I smelt petrol.
      

      
      I half shook Oda, demanded, “Stairs?”

      
      “That way,” she mumbled, jerking her head towards the end of the corridor.

      
      Too bright to look at, too much, too hot, just glancing that way dragged the water from my eyes. I adjusted Oda’s weight on
         my shoulder, hissed, “Take a deep breath.”
      

      
      As she inhaled, so did I. The effect was like swallowing a mosquito swarm, that roiled and writhed inside my lungs. Transmutation
         had never been one of my strong points; on the other hand impending death had always produced my very best work. So, as the
         burning air settled in my lungs like charred meat swallowed the wrong way, I half closed my eyes, clawed at what little part
         of my strength wasn’t dedicated to staying upright, and inwardly pushed. Something foul and chemical, toothpaste without the
         mint, rotting eggs and white dust, settled over my tongue, coated the inside of my throat, grabbed my chest from inside. The
         urge to retch contorted my back once, twice, but I swallowed it down, face aching with the strain of keeping my mouth locked
         over the pressure and taste trying to crawl back up. Oda’s fingers dug into my shoulder; she half closed her eyes against
         the heat. I waited until my bones could no longer take the strain, then waited half a second more and exhaled.
      

      
      A white cloud, fine powder on billowing air, burst from my mouth and nose, hard and fast enough to knock my head back and
         send a shudder down my back that nearly shoved me and Oda off our feet. I steadied myself, instinctively reaching towards the wall
         for support and then shying away from the intense heat of the flame licking along the cracked old surface. More graffiti,
         more paint:
      

      
      hocus pocus

      
      ONE NATION UNDER CCTV

      
      let me out of here

      
      slowly fracturing and popping till it resembled the multifaceted black surface of a bottle fly’s skin as the fire raced along.

      
      I couldn’t stop myself now, the breath was coming out of me too much and too fast, more breath than I had in me to give, sucking
         up acid from my stomach and blood from the inside of my nose, its pressure too high as the white cloud burst out from between
         my lips and blasted down the corridor. The fire recoiled from it, shied and shimmered away, bent backwards and, in one or
         two places where its dominion was still thin, winked out as if it had never been, leaving carbon scars. And for a moment,
         I could see the way out. I half fell forward as the last gasp left my body, then heaved in air, shuddering with the strain
         of it, mouth full of a chemical taste, blood trickling down from our nose, its salt taste blissful against the foulness inside
         our throat. Oda was already moving, tugging at my coat like she was pulling on the reins of a horse. Even after being blasted
         by the mixture of magic and fire extinguisher from my throat, the flames were coming back, slithering probes towards us from
         the ceiling. The glass in the metal-mesh door at the end of the corridor had cracked, turning yellow-green in the heat. I
         could see the staircase beyond; its metal railings were glowing cheery orange-rose hot, the smoke billowing upwards as if
         the stairwell were a giant chimney. I peeked down and immediately looked away, half blinded, the after-image of the fires
         below playing behind my eyelids. Oda risked a glance too, snapping her head away like a frightened bird as the rising heat
         and light hit the back of her retinas.
      

      
      “Other ways down?” I wheezed.

      
      “Back there,” she replied, indicating the corridor behind us. “Smell petrol?”

      
      “Yep.” I looked up. The smoke had blackened the stairwell above, and no lights shone enough to pierce the darkness, but it
         was moving, I could feel it moving, drawn up towards colder, more breathable air. I closed my fingers tight together, dragged in a little
         strength from inside my aching chest, opened my palm and let the sodium light blossom between my fingers, yellow-orange, the
         colour of street lamps, the light that all good urban magicians summon when they need a guide. I aimed it towards our feet,
         its glow barely enough to illuminate the steps in front of us, and, heads bowed towards that one light, we began to climb.
         Oda reached instinctively for the banister, then flinched away with a smell of scorched skin as her fingers brushed against
         it. The plastic cover on the iron rails had begun to melt and run like tar on a summer’s day. On the first landing I found
         a window, already cracked and foul from earlier times, and smashed it out with a swing of my bag. Smoke spiralled greedily
         out of it into the open air. I took a breath of the momentarily cold, ice-cold by comparison, blissful pure air of the outside
         world, and then kept on climbing. The flames were already claiming the floor above, but they had come by easier ways than
         the stairwell, crawling through cracks in the ceiling, and sending sparks up the tattered remains of curtains. And everywhere
         there were the graffiti, old dirty paint, cracked pipes and dangling wires that led from nothing to nowhere, mould and fungus
         and the grey bane-mark of too much time and not enough love, eating as surely as the fire at the heart of this building. Up
         another floor, and the smoke grew thinner, the fire not yet penetrating this far, but I could still feel it buffeting from
         below, drawn towards the roof and the wide open sky. We rounded the corner, and there was a body on the stairs.
      

      
      We nearly tripped over him, feet splayed, arms stretched up like a pinned butterfly in a specimen box. His soot-stained face
         had once been pale, until someone with a red-hot needle had driven the tip into every freckle across his nose and cheeks,
         raising swollen pinpricks of scarred red tissue in a dot-matrix printer pattern. He wore the remnants of a black hoodie, starting
         to smoulder, a pair of blue jeans slashed at the knees and grey trainers, the heels smoking and warped out of shape. Someone
         had cut his throat; the black-red blood was still working its sluggish way down from the wound. Oda’s fingers tightened in
         my coat, but she didn’t speak. We stepped round him, shuffling over the outflung barrier of his arm and upwards, past a pair
         of empty grey eyes vanishing into the thickening smoke.
      

      
      One more floor, and the air was almost breathable, the sodium cast from my little summoned light almost good enough to see
         well by, if you ignored the residual burning pain in the lungs, the cracked lips, the blistered skin, the brilliant yellow-blue
         afterburn that was visible on the front of the eyes even when you didn’t try to close them. One more flight of stairs, smaller
         than the rest, led to a metal door, its rusted chain long since wrenched off, the lock twisted and broken, a sign dangling
         by a single screw saying,
      

      
      ROOF ACCESS – AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY

      
      I pushed at the door, and it gave with a banshee screech of rust. We tumbled out onto a flat concrete surface, stained with
         the white tidemarks of a decades-old battle between pooling stagnant rainwater and pigeon crap. The rain was bliss, cold
         and wonderful and pure. We turned our face towards it, gasped down air, felt the water run down our face and neck, let it.
         I could hear sirens somewhere below, a distance away but drawing closer. Oda untangled herself from me and flopped on her
         hands and knees into a puddle of rainwater, gasping for breath, eyes shut, head bowed. The twisted remnants of satellite dishes
         and TV aerials made up the forestry of this rooftop, and here and there were the sad remnants of beer cans, billowing plastic
         bags weighed down by pooling water inside them, and limp fast-food boxes. A vent, taller than me, stood dead and silent, some
         of its bars broken, leaving just enough space for birds to hop inside and nest. A low metal railing ran round the edge of
         the roof. I staggered over to it, as much to have something to lean on as to get my bearings, and draped myself over it to
         catch my breath. From here, I could see in every direction, and could fill in the picture that I hadn’t been able to complete
         in the flat below. Canary Wharf, white speckled monuments rising up in the darkness, a hint of silverish water below; the
         Millennium Dome, a bulb of white before the thicker darkness where the city started to end and the estuary began; Greenwich
         Hill, a small patch of rising darkness crowned with a glimmer of light where the observatory sat, blasting out a thin green
         line into the night to declare that here, right here and no more than a needle thick, was the middle of the world.
      

      
      I was in South London; at a guess, Sidcup or, optimistically, Blackheath. Distances changed their meanings south of the river;
         short became long, long became expected. I could taste the buzzing magic of the place, tight, full of corners and bumps where a slither of power could suddenly become an overwhelming roar, and a
         river of magic could dwindle to nothing just when you thought you’d tangled your fingers in it. South, and not as far south
         as I would have liked, and the familiar silver taste of the city’s magic began to give way to the elusive older magics of
         the countryside, of forests and rivers and the old ways of doing things. We did not like those magics; we neither fully understood
         nor mastered them, and that left us vulnerable.
      

      
      I glanced down and saw that the tarmac below the tower was now glowing with the crazy fire dance of reflected light from where
         the flames were beginning to crawl out of the windows, smoking and steaming in defiance of the falling rain. Blue lights played
         off the streets around us as the emergency services arrived, their siren sounds calming, a strange reassurance in the night,
         even though they were much, much too late. The fire had spread too fast, too far, and not entirely of its own accord. I crawled
         back to where Oda still knelt, head down, resting on the palms of her hands, back arching with the effort of drawing breath.
      

      
      “You OK?”

      
      She nodded in reply, eyes still fast shut. “Can you get us out of here?”

      
      “Fire’s all over the lower floors.”

      
      “You can control fire?”

      
      “I can negotiate with it.”

      
      “Thought sorcerers loved fire.”

      
      “More in a metaphorical than practical sense. It’s too big for me to stop it now. And …”

      
      “And?”

      
      “It moves too fast. Takes a lot of power to argue with petrol once it’s got a big idea.”

      
      Slowly she raised her head, and opened her eyes, and for a moment, I thought I saw blood pooling along the rim of her lower
         eyelids. Then she blinked and it was gone. “You’re the Midnight Mayor. You’re the blue electric angels. Work something out.”
      

      
      “Oda … what the hell is going on here?” She closed her eyes, lowered her head again, and said nothing. “I get us out, you
         owe me,” I said, voice low to her ear. “You owe me for this.”
      

      
      “You want to die here?” she asked.
      

      
      Our lips curled in frustration. Now that the need to survive the next five seconds had receded, other feelings were returning,
         as hot and raw as the inferno beneath us. I heard sirens below, wheels splashing through water, the voices of men. I stood
         up slowly, flexing my fingers at my sides, breathing down our anger, and looked into a pair of lilac eyes.
      

      
      There was a man on the roof.

      
      He was half a foot taller than me, wore black trousers slashed on the inside in that very neat, very minced way that made
         it fashion, not poverty, wore a cream-coloured T-shirt, five layers of gold chain that at their lowest dropped to just above
         his diaphragm and at their shortest hugged his throat like a jealous lover, an open black jacket, fingerless white driving
         gloves and golden spiked hair like a billionaire hedgehog. His skin was white, snow white, painted white, and someone had
         gone to the trouble of adding to this two great red spikes of paint that stretched up across each eyelid like a mask. He carried
         a thing that, while not exactly a sword, was well past the point where it could claim to be a knife. It had a handle in the
         shape of a bottleneck, but of ornate silver wound round with golden wire, and the blade was made of cobalt-blue glass. It
         looked like it shouldn’t be sharp, but the ease with which it tore through the air, sending spinning eddies of rain flying
         out of its path as it came down towards my throat, suggested otherwise.
      

      
      I squeaked like a startled rabbit, tried to leap away, banged into Oda, knocking her to the floor, and then fell backwards
         over her, landing with a splash in the puddle behind me. Oda lay still where she’d fallen, like one dead already, showing
         none of the usual violent instincts I had come to rely on. So he came after me, face contorted, as if he was a hiccup away
         from a seizure. I began, “Wait just a …” and the glass blade smacked down on the place where my heart should have been. We
         rolled. Instinct was better than reason, and we were not willing to die in this place, at the hands of this painted bug. We
         rolled across Oda and then kept rolling up onto our feet, in a half-crouch ready to strike, spreading our fingers to the sides
         and letting the power flow to them. We took the rain running across our skin, and then we took the faint bite of acid inside
         it, the faint chemical sting and we pushed it between our fists, let it build up into a bubble of burning not-quite-water that fizzed and hissed as the rain passed across its translucent
         surface. Surprise, almost comical in its briefness and intensity, passed across the man’s face, then he raised his blade high
         above his head, face contorted again, and gave a battle cry of spit and fury that briefly drowned out the sirens and the flames
         below. We said, calm and true, “We will kill you if you try.”
      

      
      If he heard us, he showed no sign.

      
      He charged towards us, a man with no other mission in life than to slice our skull in two.

      
      We opened our palms, and let the stolen poison between our fingers fly. It smacked into his face, two fistfuls of burning
         liquid, and he screamed, clutched at his eyes, blade falling from his hands, screamed and screamed to the little hiss of flesh
         burning, blood running down between his fingers where he had clasped them over his eyes, a man drunk on his own pain, blind
         and howling, and my stomach twisted. I tried to grab his shoulders. “Don’t touch,” I breathed. You’re not helping here.”
      

      
      His fingers curled, and for a moment I thought he was going to try and pull his eyes out of their sockets, but he steadied
         himself, quivering with the effort of control. Slowly, my hands on his shoulders, he dragged his fingers away from his face.
         I saw eyes turned the colour of wet beetroot, and skin blistered black and yellow, and could not help but look away.
      

      
      There was a snicker-snack.

      
      The weight of his shoulders suddenly became too much for me to support.

      
      He dropped, face banging into the end of my shoes, dead even before gravity got a look-in. Oda stood behind him, his glass
         blade in her hands, his blood being washed away by the rain. Her face was nothing, an empty pit with no bottom. She said,
         looking through me like I wasn’t even there, “We must leave this place.”
      

      
      I found my hands were shaking. “You … He was …”

      
      She turned the blade easily in her hands, tip pointing towards the stair. “This building will burn soon,” she said. “We cannot
         control the fire. We will burn with it. We must leave this place. You will find a way.”
      

      
      She half-turned her head, like a curious pigeon, to one side, and there it was, there was something wrong with her eyes. I
         thought I heard footsteps and glanced over my shoulder, but there was nothing there, and when I looked back, her face was
         a crumpled piece of paper and the blade had slipped from between her fingers, limp and weak. “Sorcerer?” she said and her
         voice was a thin stretch short of a whimper. “I think there’s something wrong with me.”
      

      
      “Yeah,” I breathed. “Yeah. I think so too.”

      
      “Kill me?”

      
      Her eyes were on the floor, her shoulders hunched, back bent, I half thought I’d imagined the words.

      
      “What?”

      
      “Kill me?”

      
      “I … I gotta tell you, there’s a bit of a queue. I’m barely in sixth or seventh place.” She sagged, and I caught her before
         she hit the floor, dragging her back up. “Come on,” I whispered, “think psycho-bitch, OK?”
      

      
      She nodded dumbly.

      
      I looked for a way out.

      
      It didn’t seem likely that the fire would stop short of the top floor. It’d just take that much longer for us to be burnt
         alive.
      

      
      Something small, white and limp stirred in the rain, trying to escape the heat and failing. I prodded it with my toe. The
         sad torn remnants of a Tesco plastic bag, a rip in one side, a puddle of greenish-grey water pooling in what was left of its
         guts. In my pocket, my phone buzzed. We answered it without looking.
      

      
      “Hi Penny,” I said.

      
      “Hi,” she replied. “Still not dead?”

      
      “Still a bit busy.”

      
      “Bad time, huh? Only you left me looking like a prat holding half a packet of fish and chips that’s getting cold …”

      
      “Kinda in a burning building full of the dead, the dying and the should-be both.”

      
      “Oh. OK. Bad time.” Then, cautiously, “Anything I can do to help out?”

      
      “I’ll get back to you.”

      
      I hung up, slipped the phone back in my pocket, bent down and picked up the limp Tesco bag with the tips of my fingers. It twitched in the wind, the hot updraught from the approaching
         flames, trying to escape. I let it go, watched it billow up and away like a demented nervous dove. Oda wheezed, “Any time,
         sorcerer.”
      

      
      I picked my way across the detritus of the roof and pulled out from a small mound of dead cans and cardboard boxes another
         bag. This one was blue, whole, dirty, smelling of indefinable rot. I shook the worst of the stagnant water off it, wiped it
         down on the side of my coat, took a deep breath, held the open lips of the bag over my mouth, exhaled. The bag swelled up.
         I pulled it shut before the air had a chance to escape and tied the handles together. It tugged and twisted in the heat, even
         as its surface bent and snapped under the impact of the falling rain. I held it up over my head and let it go, caught almost
         immediately in the twisted, bewildered wind and carried away past the dead snares of bent aerials. We watched it go. Beside
         us Oda said, “This had better be good.”
      

      
      “How long do you think before we burn to death?”

      
      “Maybe fifteen minutes. It’ll seem shorter.”

      
      “Fifteen minutes! I should have brought a book.”

      
      “Are you really going to meet death reading trashy fiction?” Oda was swaying, the smoke forming odd eddies around her as it
         tumbled over the roof. Her eyes were shut again; had she looked too long at the fire?
      

      
      “If it’s a choice between trashy fiction and abject terror, I know which one I’d go for any day.” I reached out for her instinctively
         as pain flickered over her face, then held back, uncertain, not wanted. The body of the man with lilac eyes and hedgehog hair
         lay between us.
      

      
      “Getting hot,” she breathed, and there was a glow now in the doorway, and a sound of ticking metal beneath our rapidly warming
         feet.
      

      
      “All in hand,” I sighed.

      
      “I feel sure you should start incanting about now.”

      
      “You hate magic.”

      
      “We will live.”

      
      “We?”

      
      She hesitated, words catching at the back of her throat. I thought I saw something move above and behind her, and looked up,
         saw the shimmer of something dark and fast caught silver-black in the rain.
      

      
      “Sorcerer?” What little of Oda’s voice had escaped the trap of her tongue was thin and weak. “Matthew?”
      

      
      “Still here.” The building groaned under us, a giant with indigestion, a volcano about to go, drowning out the sirens on the
         ground a long, long way below.
      

      
      “There’s something waiting for you at the end of the alley.”

      
      “Is that a threat, or a geographically obscure statement of fact?”

      
      “It’s … I don’t know. It’s true. It’s what it is. It is the end.”

      
      Something wide and dark caught the orange flicker of the reflected street lamps, turned overhead, gathered more speed and
         began to dive. “Oda, you’re wet, you’re burnt, you’re a little oxygen-deprived and, if you don’t mind me saying it, you’ve
         got what looks like a kinda nasty stab wound through your heart. I don’t want to leap to any conclusions, but I’d suggest
         you’re not in your right frame of mind.”
      

      
      She looked up, straight into our eyes, and on her face was misery, true and as deep as the darkest ocean. “Help me?”

      
      “You asked; I did. Fancy that.”

      
      “Kill me?”

      
      “It’s on the list.” I held out my hand to her, right hand, twin cross scars aching beneath its fingerless black glove. “Come
         on.”
      

      
      She hesitated.

      
      Put her hand in mine.

      
      I couldn’t remember ever feeling the touch of psycho-bitch’s skin before.

      
      “Where are we going?”

      
      I tilted my head upwards. She followed my gaze. Something passed overhead; momentarily, no rain fell around us, and there
         was the pattering of water on plastic. I pulled her close to me, felt the rain resume across my upturned face, washing away
         the skin of carbon. She was breathing fast and shallow, but didn’t shy away. I heard
      

      
      water beating on the skin of a drum

 rustle of plastic

      
      air beneath mighty wings

      
      And I saw a thing catch the glow of the fire on its belly as it swung round through the sky towards us, as slow, ponderous
         and inevitable as an oil tanker down a mountainside, its wings of spun white, orange and blue, rolling tapers of plastic streaming
         back from its parted beak, and it was bigger than an eagle and smaller than a jet plane and wider than a bus and longer than a car and as it swooped
         down towards us I saw that its belly was sagging with loose plastic handles and its skin rippled and beat in the passing of
         the wind and on its flesh were written the words:
      

      
      … for Mums who …
      

      
      … every penny …
      

      
      … thank you for shopping at …
      

      
      … finest quality …
      

      
      … recycle your plastic bags …
      

      
      And its wings were the same inflated plastic bags that made up the rest of its flesh, rolled and round at the front like the
         aerofoil of a plane and free, gaping at the back where the mouths of the bags parted. It came towards us, this more-than-eagle,
         talons of plastic outstretched and I heard Oda draw in breath, I reached up, felt the dry underbelly of bags brush my fingers
         and caught a handle, twisted my wrist into it and Oda was doing the same, was yanked off my feet by my wrist so hard and fast
         I thought it was going to pop from the socket. My knees banged against the rail on the edge of the roof, the force spinning
         me round, plastic biting into my skin, the shock running up the length of my spine. I closed my eyes instinctively as the
         world dropped away beneath our feet; we opened them again.
      

      
      Two pairs of feet flapping over a great dark drop.

      
      Blue lights flashing below, firemen with heads turned all towards the blaze, no one marking us, and the tower block was on
         fire, it was going to go all the way, windows spurting flames like a Satanist’s lips bursting obscenities, and both top and
         bottom now catching alight, the thing already looked lopsided, the place sagging where the fire began as if too tired to fight,
         it was going to go, the entire thing was going to go and leave nothing but black bones behind. I saw metal glowing red on
         the lower windows where safety shutters were starting to tick and expand in the heat, I saw workmen’s huts and warning signs
         scattered around its rim and then we were up, swept over it all by my summoned plastic-bag eagle towards the rain, buoyed
         up by the heat tearing off the building and we saw the city stretching out beneath us, starlight, galaxy-light, an infinity
         of tungsten stars spread upside down across the universe, flowing rivers of red brake lights and white headlamps, silver snaps of light from the wheels of a rolling train, a horizon of shadow where night sky met night city, magic,
         pure and brilliant magic the city at night, so beautiful we could have caught fire with the power of it and we saw …
      

      
      I saw a shape move on the roof below us as the plastic eagle turned slowly on the air like a harpist’s fingers over the strings.

      
      There was a man, on the roof, bursting out of the door, and he was on fire. His ragged old woollen hat, his stained coat,
         dirty trousers and his torn boots, his beard that stretched down over his chin and neck, his hair stuck out around his ears:
         he was on fire, screaming, clawing at his own skin like he would try to pull it free, douse the flames in blood. And he looked
         at us, and screamed. It took too long for him to die, and it was not a quick turning out of the lights, and he did not stop
         fighting until his throat had shrivelled too tight for air to pass. The body, when it fell into the pools of water on the
         roof of the building, kept burning, and steam rose from the ground all around it like a sauna in a mortuary.
      

      
      So we too closed our eyes.

      
      Touchdown was too dignified a term for our landing. Our plastic saviour came in low over a terrace of houses with freshly
         painted black doors and the lights out in the clean windows, and as my toes brushed the first blade of grass on the nearby
         common, the thing I held was no longer an eagle as wide as a truck, but just a plastic bag. I dropped, caught by surprise,
         falling flat onto damp mud, the orange-yellow street lights round the edge of the common barely twisting my shadow as I fell.
         Oda landed next to me, and didn’t bother to get up again. My arm was the lead handle that had wound a giant catapult: a dead
         thing reluctant to obey command. Something cold and soft brushed the back of my neck. I pulled it clear. It was a plastic
         bag. They fell from the sky around us, pattered upon by the rain, spun in wind-drifted shoals, spilling over the grass where
         the breeze caught them. I dug myself out of a gathering blanket of plastic, caught Oda by the arm, tried to pull her up. She
         came slowly, her eyes not looking at anything in particular. “Still not dead?” I asked her.
      

      
      She looked past me, over my shoulder, and I turned to follow her gaze. On the cut-off horizon made by the rooftops of the
         houses, the sky had turned to pink-crimson. I could just make out the top of the tower block, little more than a giant funeral pyre. Sirens
         echoed off the streets around us, but there was nothing now to be done but watch it burn.
      

      
      “Come on,” I breathed, pulling her towards the edge of the green.

      
      She managed what in a baby antelope might have counted as a walk. We reached the nearest bus stop, a stand devoid of even
         a shelter from the weather, and she leant against it, gasping for breath as the rain shimmered between the scars on her face.
         Only one night bus ran, once every twenty-five minutes. I pulled off my jacket, put it around her. She pulled it tighter.
      

      
      “Cold.”

      
      “What, you want fire, you want rain, you want the earth, gimme a little to go with,” I chided.

      
      “Where’s the girl?” she asked.

      
      “Which girl?”

      
      “There was a girl.”

      
      “Where?”

      
      “In there.”

      
      “The fire?”

      
      “Don’t know.”

      
      “Helpful.”

      
      A truck swished by on the other side of the street, sending a spray of water up from a blocked black drain.

      
      Somewhere in the night, a door banged on its hinges. I could hear a female voice screaming, “So you just take it and stick
         it up your …”
      

      
      The door slammed shut.

      
      The rainwater running off my face was ash grey.

      
      My phone rang.

      
      I answered. Penny again. “Just checking in,” she sighed.

      
      “Hey – got out of the burning tower!”

      
      “Neat. Anything I can … you know … sorta do?”

      
      “Um. Dunno. Look, about tonight’s class …”

      
      “Yeah, you know I’m still holding your sodding supper?” she replied. “I mean it’s fucking freezing and you just kinda vanished
         and I figured, you know, I’d be big about it and all, but you’re kinda taking the mick now, you know what I’m saying?”
      

      
      “Penny, I didn’t exactly ask to be summarily summoned into the middle of a burning building …”
      

      
      “And then all you have to say is, ‘dunno’ and ‘I’ll get back to you’! I mean some sort of fucking mentor you are.”

      
      A pair of bright lights at the end of the street, the low hum of an engine doing too much work for too little maintenance.
         I held the phone away from my ear and let Penny rant a little. Oda raised her head from a contemplation of her shoes, shied
         away from the approaching light. I patted down my pocket, found my Oyster card, put the phone back to my ear.
      

      
      “… so that’s it, I mean what the fuck, it’s like so totally …”

      
      “Remember what we said about that temper thing you’ve got going?”

      
      Sullen silence on the end of the line.

      
      “Now I want you to take a deep breath …”

      
      “Up yours!”

      
      “Repeat after me: ‘Breathe in with anger … and out with love …’”

      
      I stuck out an arm, flagged down the bus as Penny started on a list of fluent and medically precise obscenities. It was a
         little red single-decker, the kind of bus I associated with little old ladies nipping out to do the shopping, or kids who
         rode the buses for nothing better to do.
      

      
      “Going now! In with anger …”

      
      “I hate you!”
      

      
      I hung up as the bus came to a sloppy halt in the gutter by the bus stop, eased Oda on board, beeped in with my travelcard,
         paid a two-pound bus fare all in loose change for her, stuck the ticket in my pocket. The driver was a Middle Eastern-looking
         man with a mole on his top lip, who studied us in the mirror and refused to make anything more in the way of eye contact.
         There were five other people on the bus. A black man with more hair than head held up in a woolly sack on the top of his head,
         wearing a high-visibility jacket and a pair of steel-capped boots. An old man who smelt of sweat and beer and against whose
         foot an empty lager can bumped and rolled on every corner; his head was bowed, his nose pink, his eyes lost to another world.
         Three kids, dressed in oversized duffel coats and trousers that started somewhere around the knee. They looked like they wanted
         you to be afraid of them, without really knowing why.
      

      
      I got Oda into a seat papered over with torn free newspapers and crisp packets. She leant, her forehead resting against the cold, scratched glass of the window, looking paler than ever in
         the unforgiving white fluorescent light. “Where are we going?” she asked.
      

      
      “Hadn’t really thought that far ahead.”

      
      “Sorcerers,” she muttered sourly. “You never do.”

      
      “Remember that major owing me thing? You need a doctor.”

      
      “No doctors.”

      
      “You need a hospital.”

      
      “No hospitals.”

      
      “See, both those things sound irrational to me …”

      
      “I need a place to sleep.”

      
      “Yes, because that’ll make everything better.”

      
      “Just get me somewhere warm.”

      
      “Oda, I have questions …”

      
      “Later.”

      
      “They’re kinda whoppers …”

      
      “Later.”

      
      So saying, she turned her face away from me, and closed her eyes.

      
      I got off the bus to the south of Greenwich, in that dead space where the reconstruction around the white swell of the Millennium
         Dome ran into the old industrial dumping grounds of the past; where the air smelt forever of rotting eggs and the off-licence
         never closed its doors. A yellow-brick building that had once been a pub stood on a triangular street corner, its sign flashing
         in blue and pink neon, ‘HOTEL VACANCIES’, above an open glass door leading onto a thin red carpet. Oda moved like a blind
         corpse, her head bowed, shuffling as if her feet had become dog-chewed slippers on the end of a pair of matchstick legs. There
         was an inner glass door, locked. I buzzed the buzzer until a young woman with dyed red hair and a silver pendant around her
         neck reading ‘Cheryl’ appeared and let us cautiously over the threshold. Inside, the air smelt of baked beans, and carried
         the sound of a distant TV.
      

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Room for two?”

      
      She looked us up and down a few times, then said, “I gotta get my mum,” and scuttled away.

      
      I propped Oda against the nearest wall, beneath a picture showing some long-passed grandmother missing a front tooth and smiling
         broadly with a chubby babe in her arms.
      

      
      The girl came back, bringing with her a hard-chinned woman in a large red dressing gown. Her dark thinning hair was held up
         in a net, and her jaw bore the traces of some grey-green goo that did we could guess not what for her skin. “You want a room?”
         she asked, looking me and Oda over.
      

      
      “Yes. For two, one night.”

      
      “We’re full.”

      
      “Sign at your door says you’ve got vacancies.”

      
      “It’s wrong. We’re full.”

      
      “Lady,” I snapped, “my friend here is diabetic. She’s just had an incident. The paramedics came and shot her full of stuff,
         and now she can barely stand, but they say she’s fine. I don’t want to try and get her back to Walthamstow tonight, I can
         pay, we’re not druggies or pimps or whatever, I just need to get my friend to bed, OK?”
      

      
      Mum looked at Kid, Kid looked at Mum. Neither looked happy.

      
      “Hundred and fifty quid a night,” said Mum.

      
      It was a silly sum. I said, “Sure, no problem.”

      
      “Paid now.”

      
      “Fine.”

      
      I saw Kid’s mouth twitch with displeasure that their bluff had been called, but Mum’s eyes were that little bit brighter.
         A piece of paper was shoved my way. I made up an address off the top of my head, and signed myself in as Dudley Sinclair.
         I fumbled in my satchel until I found my wallet, complete with twenty pounds in cash and a receipt for takeaway pizza. Behind
         it was a card. On the front was a picture of a woman wearing nothing but superimposed black stars over the strategic areas.
         On the back was a phone number, and a lot of carefully scribbled enchantment in blue biro. I shielded it as best I could with
         the palm of my hand, and slipped it into the credit card reader that Mum shoved my way. The price being asked on the reader
         was £175.
      

      
      I said, “Hundred and seventy-five quid? You said it was fifty.”

      
      “VAT,” she intoned.

      
      “Right.” I entered a random four-digit PIN, and mentally apologised to whatever god of economics I was slighting by this quick
         and illicit piece of enchantment. The machine thought about it; the machine accepted.
      

      
      Mum said, “Top floor,” and gave me a key attached to a wooden yoke. “Breakfast is seven till nine.”

      
      “Got a lift?” I asked.

      
      “Uh-uh.” She held out a small clear plastic bag. I took it. Inside was a pink toothbrush, a stubby, half-used roll of toothpaste,
         and a beige face flannel. “Compliments of the house,” she explained.
      

      
      We smiled the skull smile of death come upon the earth, and helped Oda up the stairs.

      
      Our room had one double bed, a TV on a small wobbly stand, a bedside table the size of a frying pan, a tattered copy of the
         Bible, a tattered copy of the Yellow Pages, thick curtains, a window that didn’t open, a radiator turned up to blasting temperature,
         and no room to stand. It was, in short, a wallpapered attic, the roof sloping down to within half a centimetre of the headboard.
         Oda flopped onto the bed, curling up childlike. By turning sideways in the bathroom it was possible to fit yourself in; so
         long as you had short arms and no desire to move them, there was indeed space inside for you, the toilet, the sink and the
         plastic shower cubicle. A mirror, cracked and stained mortar grey round the edges, revealed a washed-out ghost, hair singed
         and eyes too blue for my soot-smeared, rain-streaked face. I looked away, unwilling to spend too much time in this shadow’s
         company, and filled the single plastic cup on the sink with cold water. I took it to Oda, knelt by the bed, said, “Drink?”
      

      
      No reply.

      
      She seemed already asleep, eyes closed, fists bunched up to her face like the portrait of a frozen scream. I unwrapped the
         flannel from its bag, dipped it in the cup of water, mopped at her face. The corner of the flannel turned red-black. I eased
         her out of my coat, threw it into the bottom of the shower cubicle and set the water to run on cold and wash away the worst
         of the blood. I rolled her onto her back, and she didn’t stir. Feeling every part the leery criminal, I peeled the shirt away
         from her skin.
      

      
      The little knife-sized hole in her shirt was stiff with dry blood.

      
      Beneath it, there was another knife-sized hole. It went through her skin and flesh, and passed between two ribs and straight
         down into her heart. Blood had clotted in it, a thick dark plug, and the flesh all around it was swollen and red. It wasn’t a slash or a
         slice, it was a puncture wound to the chest; it went deep.
      

      
      I cleaned her up as best I could, and folded her under the blankets. Then I cleaned myself up. My fingers stung, were sore
         and red. The twin crosses ached where they were scarred into the palm of my hand. I sat on the end of the bed, knees tucked
         up to my chin, and thought. I could think of nothing good in this situation.
      

      
      And, though I didn’t wish it, and the floor didn’t encourage it, eventually I slept.

      
      I woke to the buzzing of my phone.

      
      The only illumination in the room was reflected street light slipping round the curtains, and the occasional passing of white
         headlights outside. Oda lay where I’d left her, though at some point in the night she had rocked and rolled, and dragged the
         blanket almost over her head. I answered the phone blearily.
      

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      The voice on the other end was as sharp and precise as the shaved pencils that lined its owner’s desk. “Mr Mayor?”

      
      “Uh,” I replied.

      
      “Good morning, Mr Mayor, it’s Dees here, at the office.”

      
      “What time is it?”

      
      “Five forty-three a.m. – did I disturb you?”

      
      “I don’t need to be wound up, Ms Dees, I’m already pretty cranked.”

      
      “Mr Mayor, I’m afraid something rather important has come up.”

      
      “And here was I thinking you’d rung at silly o’clock for something trivial.”

      
      “May I ask where you are?”

      
      “Is this a philosophical question?”

      
      “I need to know how quickly you can get to Sidcup.”

      
      I sprung upright like a target at a shooting alley. “Sidcup? Why Sidcup?”

      
      “I believe it’s where a war which could destroy this city is about to break out. Really, Mr Mayor, I would be happier explaining
         the details in person; where can I meet you?”
      

      
      I looked at Oda, still sleeping in the bed. “I’m a little tied up here …”

      
      “Shall I reiterate the part about a war which could destroy the city, or are you genuinely handcuffed to a brick wall and
         unable to secure your own speedy release by the many tools available to you?”
      

      
      I pinched the bridge of my nose. The pain helped a little. “Ms Dees,” I said, “when I was lumbered with the job of being mystic
         protector of this city, I could have sworn I was told that the Aldermen were on my side.”
      

      
      “We are, Mr Mayor. I think if you look closely, you will see that we are. Can I interest you in a business breakfast?”

      
      The city slept. The rain had paused, leaving silvered-reflective sheen across the blackness of the pavement, and the drip drip drip of water off the trees. I walked to the nearest bus stop and waited.
      

      
      The bus was a double-decker, almost empty. The windows were scratched with names inscribed in the glass.

      
      B n L

      
      Sal [image: image] Pete

      
      [image: image]

      
      I caught glimpses of night workers packing up. Barrels of smoking tar being loaded back onto trucks at the end of freshly
         relaid roads; buckets of steaming hissing paint being covered over and put away. Trucks pulling their doors shut on a few
         remaining racks of fresh milk. Lorries swooshing away towards the warehouses beyond the M25, the driver’s head bouncing to
         the unheard sound of a radio.
      

      
      The suburban streets east of Greenwich began to give way to the tall, proud terraces of Greenwich itself. I could see the
         darker shadow of the observatory on top of its hill. A green laser thinly clipped the sky from its top, shining out to mark
         the place where the east of the world met the west. The lights were out in the low white-brick enclosure of Greenwich Market,
         and the shutters drawn across shopfronts selling brass maritime antiques, knotted ropes, maps and compasses, for the home
         that needs everything. I got out of the bus by the Underground station and walked down the high street, past darkened restaurants
         and the half-lights of fashion store windows. I could smell the river, a clear coldness on the air that pushed away the usual
         dirt of the city, which announced its presence only by its absence, like the engine on a ship when it stops running.
      

      
      Canary Wharf was a cluster of white-silver towers in the night, cloud bristling off the very top of the tallest buildings.
      

      
      I turned down an alley between a red-brick church and a row of little shops selling everything from Ye Olde Souvenire to Traditional
         Sunday Roast Only £12.99 and walked until I came to a sign above a small blue door which said, ‘Kim’s Korean Restaurant – A Taste of the Orient’.
      

      
      I knocked on the door.

      
      The door opened.

      
      I looked down, and then a little bit further down, onto a head almost entirely bald, except for a few loose wisps of grey
         hair. The head craned up, and a face that had been sun-dried like a tomato peered up into mine. A pair of toothless lips smacked
         against sticky gums, and this ancient creature replete with green slippers and a bathrobe with a yellow duck on it said, “Are
         you death?”
      

      
      “Um. No.”

      
      “Are you sure?”

      
      “Um. Yes?”

      
      “Are you an angel?”

      
      We licked our lips. If we had learnt one lesson in our complicated existence, it was never to underestimate the power of little
         old ladies. “In a way,” we said.
      

      
      “Are you from the council about the rubbish?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “Couldn’t really say, ma’am. Um … is Mr Kim about?”

      
      She sighed and smacked her lips against her gums a few times. “Busy busy busy,” she complained, and waddled inside. I peered
         past her, down a white corridor with the soul of a parking fine, and smelt something sharp on the air. “Come on come on come
         on!” she trilled back at me.
      

      
      I followed her down the corridor.

      
      A silver-metal door at the end opened onto a kitchen of gleaming saucepans and a less than gleaming floor. Steam rose from
         a knee-high pot in which strange greenish-grey weeds rose and fell on the bubbling surface. The wall was hung with roots and
         herbs, barely half of which I could name, and on every other work surface were great pink slabs of meat, ready to be sliced. A man sat by a long workbench, head bowed over a bowl of something that required slurping. The woman
         waddled up to him, said, “He says he’s not death or the council or the angels, and I think he lies!”
      

      
      The man half turned. A small round Korean face split into a thin polite smile. He wore a white freshly ironed shirt and black
         freshly pressed trousers. He held a bowl of thick soup in one hand, and a pair of chopsticks in the other. “Mr Swift,” he
         intoned, waving me with the chopsticks towards a stool. “It is an honour. Ms Dees is on her way.”
      

      
      I sat on the stool, looked at the tray in front of him. It contained a mixture of little bowls. I could recognise the rice,
         and the salad, but a bowl of some sour-smelling stuff crinkled like old wrapping paper and a dish of perfectly rectangular
         grey slabs that looked like they’d been extruded from the end of some obscene machine were beyond me. He said, “Breakfast?”
      

      
      “Um … thanks, I’m fine.”

      
      “Tea?”

      
      “That’d be nice.”

      
      “Mother!” hollered the man.

      
      The woman scowled. “Tea,” she said. “Tea tea tea! I only bore you, you know, I only gave my life for you, your poor father
         worked to death, my youth, my strength, but don’t you worry, tea!”
      

      
      So saying, she waddled away.

      
      “Ignore the old woman,” said my host. “Her time is almost come.”

      
      I smiled the best smile I had to hand. “Sorry,” I said weakly. “I was told to come here and meet an Alderman. Are you …?”

      
      “Community liaison officer,” he replied. “The Aldermen employ me to liaise with some mystical communities which might not
         be used to the idea that you can’t go around cursing the business of your enemies in this city without an appropriate permit.”
      

      
      “You need a permit to curse your enemies?”

      
      “Only if you get caught. Are you sure I can’t tempt you to something to eat? Kimchi?” A chopstick waggled towards the dish
         of sour-smelling stuff.
      

      
      I set my smile to the locked position and mouthed, “I’m fine.”

      
      “Just let me know if you change your mind.”

      
      The woman returned carrying a tray on which were set a fine white porcelain teapot and two little handleless cups. She laid these down next to us, glared at me, glared at her son and said,
         “Sugar? Milk? Cream? Napalm?”
      

      
      “Mother,” chided her son, “that will be all.”

      
      “Lights going out and all you want is tea!” she tutted, wobbling away.

      
      The man who I guessed to be Mr Kim treated me to another flash of his neat little white teeth. “She used to be a seer of sorts.
         But the NHS got hold of her and now, you know, the pills …”
      

      
      I nodded, the dumb expression of someone who knew, yes, and understood, yes, and wasn’t it sad?

      
      Conversation lagged.

      
      Kim poured tea.

      
      I drank it one sip at a time, in case of napalm.

      
      It was all right.

      
      “You run this place?” I asked finally.

      
      “Yes. Stipend for being a community liaison officer in this time is pittance. Times being what they are.”

      
      “Good business?”

      
      “We do well enough. I also offer a freelance service blessing cars.”

      
      “How does that work?”

      
      “Oh, there’s various different kinds of blessing I offer. The most common one is the blessing of a thousand emeralds; which
         translated means that all red lights at the car’s approach will turn green regardless of their system programming. Cuts commuting
         times in half.”
      

      
      “How much do you charge for that?” I asked.

      
      “Eight grand for minis; ten for estates; fifteen for trucks and upwards. I charge more for high-emission vehicles.”

      
      “How very environmental of you.”

      
      “We all have to do our bit. What about you?”

      
      “Me?”

      
      “How do you make your living?”

      
      I thought about this for a while. Then we said, “We destroy the enemies of the city, drive back unstoppable darknesses and
         purge the night of the things that would make us fear.” I thought a little bit more. “Although it doesn’t pay very much.”
      

      
      Now it was Mr Kim’s turn to think. “You get pension with that?”

      
      “I don’t think it’s intended I live long enough to find …”

      
      There were footsteps behind us, sharp heels on the tiles. I turned, surprised to find myself as jumpy as I was. Leslie Dees,
         five foot nothing in a sharp black suit, sharp pointed chin beneath a sharp pencil nose, straight mousy hair cut to a sharp
         line above her straight shoulders, grey eyes above a face of freckles, briefcase in hand, stood in the doorway. “Hello Mr
         Mayor; Mr Kim,” she said politely, a BBC nothing in her accent, nothing in her voice to betray a thing.
      

      
      “Hi,” I sighed. “Tea?”

      
      She seemed to move without use of her knees, and was in an instant standing by Mr Kim’s chair, laying her briefcase down beside
         his tray. “Thank you; no, I had some coffee before I came here. Thank you very much, Mr Kim, for your cooperation in these
         events.”
      

      
      Even the implacable smile of Mr Kim wavered beneath Dees’ well-bred inscrutability. “Always happy to help,” he mumbled.

      
      “And it is appreciated.”

      
      She didn’t gesture, didn’t nod, didn’t flutter an eyelash, but it was a dismissal nonetheless, that radiated from every neat
         line of her body. Mr Kim sensed it and did the wisest thing in acting on it, shuffling away, head bowed, leaving his meal
         to cool on the worktop. Dees took the seat he had vacated and immediately turned to me, snapping open her briefcase.
      

      
      “The matter, Mr Mayor, is serious.”

      
      “Hi,” I replied wearily. “Good morning to you too. How are you, Ms Dees? How’s the kid?”

      
      “Mr Mayor, you appear to have burn marks on your trousers,” she replied.

      
      I looked down.

      
      Somehow, between the blood and soot, I hadn’t really bothered to pay attention to my ankles. “You know what, Ms Dees, I do
         believe you’re right.”
      

      
      “May I ask how you acquired them?”

      
      “When you became an Alderman, Dees, were you hired for your tact and managerial sensitivity, or for your capacity to vaporise
         your enemies at a thought?”
      

      
      She smiled, diamond teeth glimpsed between a paper cut. “Hopefully you need never find out, Mr Mayor.”

      
      “Please don’t call me that.”

      
      “What would make you more comfortable?”

      
      “Almost anything. Go on. Hit me. What’s so ridiculously serious that we have to gather at silly o’clock in a room smelling
         of fermented cabbage to have a heart-to-heart about it?”
      

      
      She sighed and leant forward, elbows resting on her knees, chin on the upturned palms of her hands. “A daimyo of the Neon
         Court has been murdered.”
      

      
      I raised my eyebrows, waiting for something more.

      
      “The Neon Court accuse the Tribe.”

      
      I waited for further enlightenment.

      
      “The Neon Court are threatening to declare war on the Tribe.”

      
      “And this bothers me … how?”

      
      “Mr Ma … Mr Swift, do you really want to have two of the most ruthless magical clans in the city attempting to wipe each other
         out in the streets of London?”
      

      
      It was my turn to lean forward. We looked her in the eye, and to her credit, she held our gaze. Very few mortals do. “Ms Dees,”
         I said, “let me get this absolutely clear. The Neon Court – a bunch of narcissistic wankers who haven’t yet come to terms
         with the fact that the age of the Faerie Court is over – have this major-league grief with the Tribe, a bunch of self-mutilating
         wankers who haven’t yet come to terms with the fact that the world isn’t out to get them personally – and someone somewhere
         is dead, which is very sad, and they’re threatening to kill each other and I care … how?”
      

      
      “Your job is the protection of the city, as regards the rash exercise of magical forces.”

      
      “Doesn’t seem that rash to me. Neither Court nor Tribe ever pay council tax as far as I can tell, and I don’t have much time
         for the ethics of either. The Court are smug self-satisfied bastards, the Tribe are angry world-hating bastards. Why should
         I get involved?”
      

      
      “You should get involved, Mr Mayor, because Lady Neon is coming to town.”

      
      I was quiet a long time.

      
      Dees let me think.

      
      I thought.

      
      I reached the only available conclusion.

      
      “Shit.”

      
      *

      
      There is a story of the Neon Court.
      

      
      Actually, there are several stories, but the one I have always liked, and the one which is most often told, goes like this:

      
      Once upon a time, in that old time when life was still magic and life was lived in the trees and the forests and the rivers
         and the hills, in the old time of wild, ivy-tangled, rain-dropped magic, before the lights burnt neon and the spells flickered
         with electric fury, there existed the Faerie Court. And it was beautiful, sensual, powerful, rich, decadent and dangerous.
         One touch from the lips of a faerie and he or she who was touched was enchanted; one whisper from the faerie queen and the
         course of nations would be changed for ever.
      

      
      But alas, the Faerie Court did not move with the times, and did not predict how a steam train could carve through the landscape,
         or how a factory could discolour the sky and, as the times changed, so did the magic, migrating with the people to the cities
         and becoming rich with smoke and stone and the sound of metal. And so the Faerie Court declined, and those who sought its
         blessing dwindled, until there was nothing more than a dusty hollow in the carved-out heart of a wood, crumbling with the
         fall of autumn leaves.
      

      
      Then one day, one fairly unremarkable day at the beginning of the twentieth century, an enterprising princess of the court,
         one of the very last, decided that rather than sit at home and watch her world dwindle and die, she was going to explore this
         new world. So she set out to travel, visiting all the cities of the globe and, as she travelled, she came to understand that
         new magic, urban magic, and bend it to her will. When finally she stopped, she summoned all her surviving subjects and friends
         and declared the founding of a new court: the Neon Court, whose heart was in the heart of the cities, and whose magic would
         be of the new magics, and whose ways would be of the new ways. Soon, in Tokyo and New York, in London and Macau, in Istanbul
         and Kuala Lumpur, in any city where the lights blazed long into the night and the sound of music could be heard at the end
         of the street, the Neon Court set up its palaces, to forever revel and entice the more reckless of mankind into its lairs
         after the sun had gone down. And so there came the daimyos, who ruled each branch of the Court in each city where it came;
         and the warriors and the thralls, the humans who sold themselves to the Court, body and soul, for what looked like the party
         of their lives. And when they grew too old, or too ugly, or too tired of playing the Court’s games, the thralls would try to
         free themselves, and find that they couldn’t, trapped now as playthings of this never-sleeping monster.
      

      
      And in time Lady Neon herself became little more than a myth: a figure only ever seen by the shadow of a street light, moving
         between city after city, forever chasing the night and avoiding the sun, a reveller whose lips could seduce any creature they
         touched, and, if you believed the darker stories that came from the back alleys of Soho, of Itaewon, Harlem and Galata, a
         monster and a murderer who struck down all in her way. For the Neon Court had been slow to move into the cities, and there
         were already many other clans to contend with. The Whites, whose magic was paint; Bikers, whose power was speed; the warlocks
         who worshipped the power of the Seven Sisters and the ley lines made by the Underground; the Tribe, who prided strength above
         all else; the Tower, which hungered for life; the Guild; the seers; the sorcerers; the Aldermen. It was only a matter of time
         before the Neon Court found itself in conflict with one or more of these, and it proved itself a ruthless player of the game.
         “Beware her violet kiss” became a very literal warning whispered by those lucky enough to survive.
      

      
      Eventually truces were made, in most cities across the world, with just a few exceptions. London was not the only city with
         a Midnight Mayor; every city had its own mechanism for dealing with the turbulence of the Neon Court’s arrival. But still
         the Neon Court continued, a fire below the decks, waiting for a chance to spring into an inferno. And while most of the time
         the fire was contained, if there was one thing guaranteed to send it into a fury, it was the arrival of that queen of the
         court, Lady Neon.
      

      
      All of which brought me back to my original conclusion.

      
      I said, “Shit. Really?”

      
      “Yes. She lands from Mumbai in forty minutes. Her ambassador sent out immediate representation to the Aldermen requesting
         – no, demanding – our assistance against the aggressive actions of the Tribe.”
      

      
      “She demanded that the Aldermen help her?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Isn’t that kinda naive?”

      
      Dees let out the bare minimum of a breath, that might have been a sigh. “We have a defensive alliance with the Court.”
      

      
      “We have a what?”

      
      “A defensive alliance. Signed in 1959, a mutual pact of accord. When one party is attacked, the other will come to its aid.”

      
      My heart found a new low to sink to. “And by we, you mean …”

      
      “The Midnight Mayor and Lady Neon signed the treaty.”

      
      “I didn’t sign it – I wasn’t bloody born!”

      
      “But you are the Midnight Mayor. Prime ministers are bound by the treaties of their predecessors whether they like it or not.”

      
      I raised a warning finger, extended towards the sharpened point of her nose. “OK, let me get this clear right here, right
         now. Some bloke is dead, the Court blames the Tribe, and now Lady Neon is expecting me to fight her battles on the basis of
         some bit of paper signed fifty-something years ago? Which part of what the hell begins to cover this?”
      

      
      “I’m afraid there’s more.”

      
      I slumped back against the work surface, elbow bumping a bowl of chilli powder. “Course there is.”

      
      “The … incident in which the daimyo in question was killed also took the lives of at least five other people, possibly more.
         The daimyo of the Neon Court, one of his men, and what we suspect are two members of the Tribe, although we are waiting on
         proper confirmation.”
      

      
      “What, all of them, all in the same place?”

      
      “These are merely the bodies that we could identify, but yes.”

      
      “You said five bodies?”

      
      “A fifth individual was caught in the fire, and died. A homeless man, who used to live in the tower. The body was badly damaged;
         we don’t yet have the material for proper identification.”
      

      
      I took my time with the words, careful in case they got ideas of their own. “What … fire?”

      
      “There was a fire in an abandoned tower block in Sidcup. The daimyo in question was killed with his own tanto.”

      
      “Tanto?”

      
      “A short stabbing sword, easily concealed, with a refined crystal glass blade.”

      
      I stayed very very still. “Really?”

      
      “Yes.”
      

      
      “Daimyo … that’s a senior dude in the Court, right?”

      
      “Very. They are masters of the local Court in the cities they reside in, only one step below Lady Neon in both authority and
         power.”
      

      
      “And … anything else wrong with him? Besides, I mean, getting a sword in the back?”

      
      “I didn’t say back,” she replied quietly. “I said stabbed.”

      
      I shrugged, too much, too easy. “Figure of speech. Anything else?”

      
      We had to force ourself to keep looking her in the eye. “Acid burns to his face and eyes.”

      
      “Who recovered the bodies?”

      
      “The fire brigade. The fire was brought under control an hour and a half ago, although the building is still too dangerous
         to enter. There is no doubt that it was started deliberately; it raged out of control too fast, and it is no coincidence that
         a daimyo of the Neon Court and two enforcers of the Tribe were found inside it.”
      

      
      “No doubt,” I sighed. “And the Neon Court wants war, huh?”

      
      “Indeed.”

      
      “Any word from the Tribe?”

      
      “They maintain … very poor connections with the Aldermen, and have frequently refused to acknowledge the authority of the
         Midnight Mayor.”
      

      
      “Any reason why?”

      
      “Disobedience and recklessness is the nearest thing they have to a philosophy.”

      
      “Or maybe the Midnight Mayor’s always been a bit of a tit,” I hazarded.

      
      “Mr Mayor …”

      
      “Just saying, just suggesting, you know, pushing that one out there …” We were silent a while. Then I said, “OK. What am I
         supposed to do now?”
      

      
      “By the terms of our defensive alliance with the Neon Court, we have twenty-four hours to investigate any breach of terms
         which might elicit an aggressive response.”
      

      
      “And now in little words?”

      
      “We have a day to find out whether the Tribe really did kill the daimyo, start the fire, start a war.”

      
      “At the end of which …?”
      

      
      “I believe, in the words of an illustrious American president, the philosophy is, you’re either with us, or you’re against
         us.”
      

      
      “You know, Ms Dees, I think perhaps professional practising magicians should leave the terms of diplomatic accords to professional
         practising diplomats. I mean, it’s kind of like me saying, ‘Hey, I once put an Elastoplast on someone’s right elbow, let me
         diagnose your herpes!’”
      

      
      “As soon as the building is safe we will send in forensic teams.”

      
      “Does the Neon Court understand the concept of forensic teams?”

      
      “The Court and the Tribe have always hated each other. Their peace, of sorts, for the last few years has been tenuous at best.
         Rivalries flare; sometimes there are assaults; sometimes there are curses; sometimes there are worse. But this is the first
         time Lady Neon has come to London for such an event.”
      

      
      “Yeah. She’s arrived pretty smartish, hasn’t she? I mean, if you only got word that a daimyo was dead an hour and a half ago,
         and she arrives in forty minutes’ time, that’s a fairly speedy flight from Mumbai, isn’t it?”
      

      
      Dees was silent. Then, “Yes. It is somewhat remarkable.”

      
      Silence again.

      
      Then, “Dees?”

      
      “Mr Mayor?”

      
      “If it turns out that the Tribe didn’t kill this daimyo, that they’re not responsible for the fire, what happens to the sap
         who is?”
      

      
      “The Neon Court will most likely hunt him down and destroy him.”

      
      “And we’re going to let that happen?”

      
      “It is murder.”

      
      “What if it was self-defence? What if this daimyo character was really, really rude?”

      
      “It is not worth risking a war with the Neon Court over one life,” she replied. “These are the political realities we deal
         with.”
      

      
      I nodded, sighed, rose, stretched. “Yeah. That’s what I guessed you’d say.”

      
      “What are you going to do?”

      
      “I’m going to take a walk. Have a think.”

      
      “Is that …” Dees stopped herself mid-sentence. “I’ll let you know if there are any developments.”

      
      “Cheers.”
      

      
      “We’re holding an emergency senior management meeting to discuss the issue at nine.”

      
      “Spare me.”

      
      “Mr Swift?” I glanced on my way to the door. Her face was calm and earnest, her eyes fixed on the papers she was riffling
         to no effect in her case. “This is your responsibility now, whether you like it or not. Whatever happens here will affect
         you, no matter what you decide. So you may as well make a decision.”
      

      
      “We know,” we sighed. “And it makes us angry.” Then, “What was his name?”

      
      “Whose?”

      
      “The daimyo. The servant of the Neon Court, the dead man with the sword in the … the stabbed guy with the acid in the face?”

      
      “Minjae San. He was a master of the Soho Court, one of the triad.”

      
      “I’m guessing we’re past polite reason?”

      
      “I think you guess astutely, Mr Mayor.”

      
      “Good morning, Ms Dees,” I sighed, heading for the door, one hand turned in an absent wave of farewell.

      
      “Good evening, Mr Swift,” she answered, not raising her eyes from the paper. We hesitated at her reply, then half shook our
         head, and walked away. 

   
      
      
Part 1: Lights Out


      
      In which a war escalates, a transport zone vanishes, and a walking corpse stoutly refuses to concede its own mortality.

    
      

      I thought I could hear footsteps in the darkness behind me.
      

      
      I stopped to look down the little alley from which I’d come.

      
      No one.

      
      The streets of Greenwich were filling with buses, commuters pressed into every window, faces of every kind, empty faces turned
         vacantly onto the world outside, seeing nothing but their own thoughts. The uniforms of the working city – suits and ties
         for the offices, jeans and a T-shirt for the trendy “creative” jobs and hi-vis jacket for the builders. Schoolkids in a special
         shade of brown known as “poo-humility” shuffled by with black backpacks on their shoulders, mobile phones pressed to their
         ears. I caught the smell of garlic from the front door of an Italian kitchen, and of fresh bread being synthetically pumped
         out of a supermarket.
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