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This book is for you.


Never let them tell you
you’re not magic.
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A candle is placed in front of a window. The curtains in the window are parted. Another candle is brought in by a person’s hand.
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LADY RUTH


There’s a candle in my window. Sputtering. Sizzling. Threatening to go out.


It won’t. It hasn’t. Not for twenty years.


I set a second candle beside it and point my wand at the wick—then hold my breath, hoping for fire.


The flame leaps up, warm under my palm. My tears finally come.


He lives, then. Jamie lives. Yes. Good. All right.


The flame is long and steady.


My son lives.


I reach for the decanter of Madeira by my bed. Cut glass. An antique. Andrew, my husband, wouldn’t approve of this. Spirits so readily at hand. But Andrew had me close at hand. Until the day of his death. Someone to share the burden of his sorrows. I never expected to walk this path so long by myself.


I am not a melancholy woman.


I’m not spiteful, I don’t hold grudges. There’s no time for it—a grudge will eat up your whole life and leave you on your deathbed, realizing you never lifted your head to the sun or had a second piece of cake.


I let in the light. I eat the cake.


I was born on the Sabbath, you see. Blithe and bonny, good and gay. Oh, I was a golden girl, full of life—full of magic. I came into this world to find happiness. And I found it! In my husband and my own children. In Lucy, especially.


My Lucy, my daughter . . .


Everyone said she was the spitting image of me—but she was better, I think. With her father’s sense of decency and my vigour. She was strong and stout and absolutely pink with life.


Until she met him.


The day the Mage died—has it been a year already? nearly two?—I took down a bottle of the good Madeira. I raised my glass. “This one’s for you, Davy. I drink to your death, you merciless bastard.”


That man twisted the life right out of my Lucy. Turned the girl’s head till she could only parrot his paranoia and prophecy.


I told myself it was a mercy when she ran away, a blessing that she disappeared without a trace. Davy was the most powerful man in the World of Mages. How far did Lucy have to run to escape his long reach?


I imagine her in California, under the sun. Or in Siberia, warm by a fire. I imagine her walking down a dirt road and leaving no tracks.


I imagine the child.


I believe there was a child. I hope . . .


Well, I hoped that Lucy would reach out to me someday. A letter. A sign. (I’ve watched the skies for crows. I’ve checked the bottom of every teacup.)


But when would it have been safe? Davy was watching for her, too, I’m sure of it—his magic fiercer than mine and far more ruthless. Even the power of a mother’s love couldn’t match that man’s capacity for violence and vengeance.


The thought of him finding her . . .


The thought of him finding them . . .


So many nights, I’ve stood at this window and cast spells into the sky.


“Hey, you’ve got to hide your love away!”


“Keep it secret, keep it safe!”


“Mum’s the word, mum’s the word!”


I imagined my words finding them, my daughter and her child, and acting as another blanket of protection pulled tight over their shoulders.


But now . . .


Now Davy is gone. The Mage is dead.


You can come home now, Lucy.


I stand over two candles, the old one flickering, the new one burning strong. I pour a glass of wine.


Come home, child, I need your help.


Come home to me.


Help me find your brother.
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SIMON


“But . . . that can’t be right. I killed the Mage.”


I’m sitting in Dr. Wellbelove’s study. When Agatha told her parents she was coming home, they insisted that I come, too, for dinner—and it’s been proper awkward so far.


She and I sat in our old places—next to each other, on the same side of the table—and her mum kept looking at us like she couldn’t decide whether to be disappointed or relieved that we aren’t together anymore.


Agatha and I were supposed to be a sure thing. I think her mum had already planned our wedding.


But we were a sure thing back when I was a sure thing, back when I still had magic—when I still had all the magic—and a calling.


And before I got stuck with giant fucking dragon wings.


Mrs. Wellbelove was appalled when she asked for my jacket and saw what was lurking underneath. At least she didn’t have to see the tail, too—I’d taken the time to wrap that down the leg of my jeans. (So uncomfortable. My leg gets chafed, and my tail goes numb, and I have to wear baggy jeans that make me look like someone’s dad.)


Dinner was endless. Agatha refused to make small talk, and her parents didn’t know where to start. Everything about me is something no one wants to talk about. Hard to ignore the elephant in the room when you’re making chat with the elephant.


I finished my dessert, Eton mess, in three bites, then Dr. Wellbelove invited me into his study. That’s where he likes to have serious talks. The Wellbeloves have been something like a surrogate family for me (something a little more distant than that—like a surrogate surrogate family) ever since I joined the World of Mages. They used to invite me here for school breaks and holidays, even before Agatha and I started dating. And Dr. Wellbelove has always tried to talk to me about father-son things. He sat me down in this very study when I was 12 to tell me about the birds and the bees. (Though I feel now that he left out some pretty crucial information.)


Tonight, he took the seat behind his big glass-topped desk and got a stack of papers out of a drawer. “Simon, I’ve been waiting to talk to you until all the legalities of the Mage’s estate were sorted . . .”


Legalities. “Sir—am I being arrested?”


Dr. Wellbelove looked up from the papers. “Arrested?”


“For the Mage’s death.”


He took off his reading glasses. “Simon, no. No one is getting arrested. The Mage’s death was an accident.”


“Sort of . . .” I said.


“It was certainly self-defence.”


I nodded, miserably.


Dr. Wellbelove put his glasses back on and looked down at the papers. “The Mage—Davy—David—”


“David?”


“His estate has been settled now.”


I shook my head. “The Mage was called David?”


Dr. Wellbelove looked up at me. He cleared his throat. “David Cadwallader.”


“Oh.”


“There are relatives, of course. But the terms of his will are clear: The bulk of the estate is set aside for you.”


“Me?”


Dr. Wellbelove cleared his throat again. “Yes.”


“But . . . that can’t be right,” I said. “I killed the Mage.”


“Well,” Dr. Wellbelove said, straightening the papers, “that may be true. But, legally, it’s irrelevant. You’re still the Mage’s heir.”


The Mage’s estate . . .


What does a man like the Mage leave behind? He already gave me a sword, but I’m not magickal enough to call it. He gave me his father’s wand, and I left it at Watford. I think.


The Mage made me his heir to get me into Watford—only magicians could go to school there, and I wasn’t one. I was a fluke. Killing the Mage was my last work of magic.


If Penny were here, she’d say that I had to kill the Mage, that we had to kill him. That it was the only way to stop him from killing me and who knows who else. It was already too late to stop him from killing Ebb.


If Penny were here, she’d say it wasn’t my fault.


But they were my words.


I killed him.


I killed my . . . mentor, I’d guess you’d call him. My guardian. He never talked to me about father-son things, but I was in his charge. I was his blade, his not-so-secret weapon. I had a place at his right hand.


I never even knew he had a name . . .


“There are some personal effects,” Dr. Wellbelove says, “furnishings. His wand and sword, a collection of daggers—”


“I don’t want them.”


“They’re very rare.”


“His family can have them. You said he had a family?”


“Cousins,” Dr. Wellbelove says, “in Gwynedd.”


“They can have it all.”


“There are other assets,” Dr. Wellbelove says. “His savings.”


“The Mage had money?”


“He had his stipend as headmaster and very few expenses.”


“His cousins can have all that, too.”


“No,” Dr. Wellbelove says firmly. “They can’t. Son—” Dr. Wellbelove calls me “son” sometimes, but he doesn’t mean it like a father would. (Well, maybe he means it like a father, but not like he’s mine.) “Listen to me. I know how unorthodox this is—”


“It’s not unorthodox, it’s demented! I can’t take money for killing him!”


“You’ll take the money because it’s yours, Simon. Legally. And—” Dr. Wellbelove’s face is getting red. “Justly. The man misused you. We all know that now.”


“He never misused me, sir—are people saying that?”


“No, I mean—Well, what I mean to say, Simon, is that we still don’t understand the scope of the Mage’s corruption, but we do know he was trying to steal your power. Possibly he did steal it.”


“He didn’t, I gave it away!”


“The bottom line is, he owes you, Simon. He owes you more than this. There’s no way that he—that anyone—can make up for the way he manipulated you, the years you spent furthering his interests.”


“He didn’t have to manipulate me. I wanted to help.”


“You were a child—”


“No, I was the Chosen One!”


Dr. Wellbelove looks down. And I look away. Both of us, embarrassed and ashamed. I was never the Chosen One. That was just another of the Mage’s lies. And Dr. Wellbelove and I were both fools to go along with it.


“It’s been decided by the Coven,” Dr. Wellbelove says. “The estate is yours, Simon.”


I lift up my chin. “I’m not the Coven’s concern anymore. I’m not a magician.”


Dr. Wellbelove sighs forcefully. “For Merlin’s sake, lad, just take the money.”
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SHEPARD


I have known Penelope Bunce about a week.


In that week, I’ve tangled with a were-skunk, incited a vampire gang war, and been spelled stupid at least twice.


I’m having the time of my life.


We’re in London now. She insisted on bringing me home with her, with all of them, as soon as she realized I was cursed.


What kind of girl brings you home because you’re cursed? I mean, that’s something I would do, but I’m pretty foolish about these things—which is how I got cursed in the first place.


She faked my passport. She faked my plane tickets. She and Baz will both cast spells in front of me now like it’s nothing. I never thought I’d be this in with a group of magicians. Nobody gets in with magicians!


I mean, I think my heart will burst if I betray them . . . Literally. There was a magical handshake, and I crossed my heart and hoped to die. But I was glad to do it. I’m seeing things no Talker ever gets to see—no “Normal,” that’s what the magicians call us here. That’s what Penelope calls me half the time. “The Normal.” Like she’s only ever met one.


“Well,” she says now, letting me into her apartment. “Here we are.”


It’s just the two of us. We all got out of San Diego in a hurry. I guess Baz’s aunt has been arrested or something? Something about their old school. He took off as soon as we landed at Heathrow. And Simon and Agatha went straight to Agatha’s house; she was pretty shook up.


We’re all pretty shook up. I get the feeling that last week was intense, even by magician and vampire and dragon-boy standards. “I could sleep for a month,” I say, sitting on Penelope’s couch.


“You can sleep tomorrow,” she says. “We’re going to see my parents as soon as I’ve had a shower.”


“Is something wrong?”


“Yes. Shepard. You’ve lost your soul to a demon.”


I shrug. “Right. But that’s not . . . urgent.”


“How is your spending eternity in demonic service not urgent?”


“It’s eternity,” I say. “Not tomorrow.”


“Unless you get hit by a bus tomorrow.”


“Are you going to throw me in front of a bus?”


“No, but on that note: Remember to look right when you cross the street. Americans are always walking into traffic . . .”


“Penelope. I’ve already been living like this for two years.”


“Which is why we’re going directly to my parents’ house. Then you’ll have your soul back, and you can die whenever you want.”


“Your parents are going to unbind me from a demon over dinner?”


“Well”—she’s looking through a stack of mail, twirling the end of her long, brown ponytail in her fingers—“there probably won’t be dinner unless we bring it. No one in my house likes to cook. But otherwise, yes. My mother is the smartest and possibly the most powerful mage in all the World of Mages.”


“Is she some sort of queen?”


“What? No.” Penelope looks up at me, disgusted. “Mages don’t have queens.”


“Oh, right, pardon me for making that assumption in a country that actually has a monarchy.”


“My mother is a magickal historian, and a headmistress, and an elected official.”


“And she’s really the most powerful magician in the world?”


“In the World of Mages.”


“Which is . . . the world?”


“Which is the United Kingdom. And Ireland. And various islands.” She drops the mail back on the table. I kind of hoped Penelope and Simon’s apartment would be full of magical devices and artifacts. Like crystal balls and mystery boxes. But so far it looks like any other college student’s apartment. They’ve got the same Ikea couch my sister has.


“Let me call and make sure Mum’s home . . .” Penelope kicks off her chunky black Mary Janes. Doc Martens. I like them. She’s wearing argyle knee socks. I like those, too. I like her whole Velma from Scooby Doo, but make it lazy look. Her plaid skirt and baggy purple T-shirt. The tortoiseshell eyeglasses.


“Are you sure your mom will want to help me?” I ask.


“Of course she’ll want to help you.”


“In my experience, Speakers don’t go around helping Talkers out of traps . . .”


Penelope folds her arms and frowns at me. “Your experience with magicians is extremely limited and doesn’t include my mother. It just barely includes me.”


I return her frown with my warmest smile. (Which is very warm.) “Let’s do it,” I say. “I’m up for anything.”


She frowns more deeply at me. “That is the problem, you know.”


“I do know that. Yes. Indeed.”
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BAZ


“You here to bust me out, Basil?”


My aunt is sitting on a velvet-upholstered chair in the corner of a stone cell. The Coven summoned a tower to lock her up. The guard outside had to wait till dusk before he could cast the spell to open the door.


“I’m here to bail you out,” I say. “For snake’s sake, Fiona, what were you thinking?”


“Bail? Pitches don’t pay bail. Or ransom.”


“Well, that’s fine,” I say. “My father paid it, and he’s a Grimm.”


She leans back and rests her boots on a writing table. “Come back when you’re ready to break me out properly.”


“This isn’t a joke. They’re only letting you out because Dr. Wellbelove and Headmistress Bunce vouched for you.” I only found out Fiona had been arrested because Penelope decided to call her mother before we left San Diego. When Penny came running down the beach yesterday afternoon, I thought someone had died.


“Wellbelove?” Fiona sneers. “And Bunce? Why on earth or below would they vouch for me?”


“They’re vouching for me. I promised that you wouldn’t do a runner.”


She huffs. “That was foolish of you.”


“Fiona. Can we please go?”


She sighs and takes her time standing up, then kicks over the chair. “Fine.”


Fiona’s wand and car were impounded. I had to sign for those, too. If she fucks up before her trial, they’ll put me in a tower with her. I hold out her wand and keys.


“Back seat,” she says, taking them.


“I’m not sitting in the back seat.”


She opens her door. “I think you are. Because the front seat is for people who haven’t been kidnapped by—”


“Ha ha,” I say.


“Ha ha,” she says, tossing her handbag onto the passenger seat.


I climb into the practically nonexistent back seat of her MG (1967, Grampian Grey—classic), which Fiona treats as carelessly as everything else in her life. (You should see our flat; there are mice living in the sofa, it’s shambolic.) I have to sit sideways to fit. I wrench my knees past the seat in front of me. “Are you going to tell me what you were doing at Watford?”


Fiona starts the car. “I needed to pick something up.”


“In Headmistress Bunce’s rooms?”


She glares at me in the rearview mirror. “Those are your mother’s rooms, Basil.”


“No. Not anymore.”


“Always.”


“Fiona. The Mage is dead. The war is over.”


“That’s what they’d have you think.”


“That’s what I do think.”


“The war isn’t over until we get back what’s ours!”


“What’s ours, Fiona?”


“Our power, Baz! Watford! The Coven!”


“The Coven has already rolled back most of the Mage’s reforms. What more do you want?”


“They were never reforms!” She points at me in the mirror. “They were a campaign against the Old Families!”


“Well, they’re mostly gone now, is my point.”


“It’s too little, too late.”


“Fine then,” I say, “maybe you should run for the Coven and change things.” (This is a terrible idea, I’d never vote for Fiona. And I can vote now—the injunction against my family was dropped. All the Mage’s laws targeting specific families were overturned. We’ve got Bunce’s mother to thank for that.)


“In the old days,” Fiona pouts, “Pitches didn’t have to run. We were guaranteed three spots on the Coven.”


How am I supposed to reply to that? The woman is ridiculous. I roll my eyes and try to change the subject. “What were you trying to find at Watford?” I ask again, more gently this time.


She shakes her head. “Something of your mother’s.”


“Headmistress Bunce said there’s nothing of my mother’s left at Watford. She already gave me all of her books.”


“Then why are they still on the shelves in Bunce’s office?”


“That was my decision. I thought Mum would want them to stay at Watford.”


“How do you know what she’d want?” Fiona scoffs. “You never even knew her.”


I sit back. Away from my aunt.


Her eyes jump up to the mirror. “Fuck. Basil. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I’m just—I haven’t had a cigarette in three days.”


And she isn’t having one now. Fiona isn’t allowed to smoke in the car with me; I don’t trust her with fire in close quarters. I look out the window, ignoring her.


“Basil. Don’t pout.”


“What were you looking for?” I ask again. Less gently.


“Nothing.” She’s holding the steering wheel too tight. “Something I need. Something I know Natasha would give me.”


“You need to leave it be. If they catch you at Watford again, they’ll lock you up without a trial.”


“I’ll go back to Watford when I please—I’m an alumnus! The observatory is named after me!”


“The observatory is named after your grandfather.”


“So were you, boyo. It’s Pitch blood in both our veins.”


It’s rat blood in my veins. Currently. I ducked into an alley and fuelled up as soon as I got back into town.


“Stay out of trouble, Fiona. You’ll drag me down with you. And that’s the last thing my mother would want—I know enough to know that.”
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PENELOPE


My mother didn’t seem too upset when I called her from America. She was so happy to hear that I’d broken up with Micah—and so eager to complain to me about Fiona Pitch—that there wasn’t really time to tell her the whole story . . .


All right, I swear I’m going to tell her about the vampires and Las Vegas and definitely the NowNext. I just need to figure out a way to do it that won’t get us all dragged before the Coven.


I can’t overstate how many laws we’ve broken in the last week.


Theft, more theft, counterfeiting. Flagrant misuse of magic. Criminal indiscretion. Manipulating Normals, exploiting Normals, exposing Normals to magickal secrets.


Exposing one particular Normal to all of the above.


Maybe I shouldn’t have brought Shepard to England; he’d be the most valuable witness in a case against us.


But I couldn’t just leave him as he was. He risked his life to help us in America, knowing that he’d go straight to hell if the risk didn’t pay off. I wouldn’t abandon anyone who was trapped by a demon.


And Shepard, much that I regret meeting him, isn’t just anyone. He saved my life in the desert. And Agatha’s, too. We were about ten seconds away from Joan-of-Arc territory when he intervened.


We take the Tube to my parents’ house. Shepard talks too loud and points at everything. “Londoners don’t talk on the Underground,” I tell him.


“But I’m not from London,” he replies.


I haven’t asked him much about his demon problem yet. I want Mum and Dad to hear the whole story. I know for certain that Mum’s done a course in demonology, and Dad knows a lot about magickal law; it was part of his linguistics training.


I’ve only got the usual demon training: Don’t talk to them. Don’t take sweets from them. Never, ever get in their vans.


It’s not usually a danger. Demons don’t just show up—they have to be summoned.


“All right,” I say, when we’re off the Tube and walking down my street, “we’re almost there. Remember, you promised not to ask impertinent questions.”


“I remember.”


“Maybe just don’t ask any questions—I don’t trust you to judge what’s pertinent.”


“Do you have to cast a spell to reveal it?” he asks.


“To reveal pertinence?”


“No, your house—is it magickally hidden?”


I can feel the disdain on my face. “How would we get our mail if our house was magickally hidden?”


“So, you just . . . walk in?”


“Well”—I turn up the path to our house—“I have to use a key.”


Shepard frowns up at the brick two-storey. It’s painted light blue, and my dad’s planted hydrangeas out front.


“Magicians don’t all live in caves and castles,” I say. “Sorry to disappoint you.”


“Do any magicians live in caves and castles?”


“This is what I mean about impertinent questions.”


I open the door and let him in. The house is a mess; it’s always a mess. Too many people live here, too many people with too many things, and nobody cares overly much about cleaning. Both my parents work long hours—though that’s shifted some recently. With the Mage gone, Mum took over the headmaster’s post at Watford. And with the Humdrum gone, my dad’s work on magickal dead spots is less critical. He’s spending less time in his lab and more time managing my siblings.


I have three brothers and one sister, and they’re all home for the summer. Premal, the oldest, moved back home a year and a half ago, when the Mage’s Men were disbanded. Premal still doesn’t have a job, and he hasn’t started university, but Mum won’t let anyone mention it.


After the news broke—that the Mage was a power-mad murderer—one of the other Mage’s Men, a boy from Premal’s year, tried to kill himself. No one in our house is allowed to mention that either.


I give Shepard a hard once-over before we walk into the living room, as if some last-minute adjustment will make him less Normal. Shepard looks like he’s looked every other day since we met: tall and lanky, long face, bright eyes. He’s Black, with hair that’s two inches tall on top but shaved close over his ears. He wears John Lennon glasses and corduroy trousers. (We picked up extra clothes for him at the airport, and somehow he managed to find more corduroy trousers.)


I’ve only seen Shepard without his denim jacket once, the day he showed me his curse tattoos. The jacket’s unbelievably naff, covered in badges that say things like THE TRUTH IS OUT THERE and SOMEWHERE, SOMETHING INCREDIBLE IS WAITING TO BE KNOWN. Honestly, he looks like a complete nerd, but that, at least, won’t be a problem in my house.


“What?” he whispers.


“What,” I whisper back.


“You look like you’re trying to find something wrong with me.”


“I am.”


“Parents like me,” he says. (Smug.)


“My mum won’t.”


“Is she racist?”


“What? No! I’m biracial.”


Shepard shrugs.


“She’s not racist,” I say. “She just doesn’t like people. Fortunately, you’re interesting.”


He grins. “I mean, I think so. But it’s nice to hear you say it.”


I roll my eyes, turning away from him. “Mum!” I shout. “Dad!”


“In here!” Mum shouts back. It sounds like she’s in the kitchen.


I lead Shepard through the living room. Pacey and Priya are playing Nintendo. “Hey,” I say flatly. “This is Shepard.”


Shepard’s ready to launch his usual charm attack, but my siblings just nod and say, “Hey” without looking away from the screen.


Mum’s in the kitchen, standing right under the light, holding Pip’s hand. Pip’s 10, he’s the youngest. He’ll start at Watford in the autumn.


“Penelope,” Mum says. “How’s that reversal spell you’re working on?”


“It’s promising,” I say.


“Pip’s got a splinter. I thought I’d try reversing an ‘Under my skin.’”


“You’re not casting experimental spells on my hand,” Pip says.


“I’m good with splinters,” Shepard says. “Can I help?”


“What spell do you use?” Mum asks.


“I usually use tweezers,” he says.


She looks up at him for the first time. “You’re Penny’s friend with the urgent problem.”


“Mum,” I say, “this is Shepard.”


He holds out his hand, but she’s already looking back at Pip, holding her wand over his palm.


“No experiments,” Pip says. “I play piano!”


“You never practice,” she says.


“I will!” he swears.


She hitches her wand up in a plucking motion. “No trespassing!”


Pip yelps. A bit of something flies out his hand.


“I can’t believe that worked,” Mum says.


Pip yanks his hand back—“Mum, you’re the worst”—and stomps out of the room.


Mum finally gives Shepard and me her full attention.


Simon says my mother and I are two peas in a pod. “She’s you in twenty-five years, when you give even fewer fucks.” I don’t see it. Mum’s much tougher than I am. And much smarter. And much more confident about her hair.


“I don’t think we’ve met before,” she says to Shepard. “What year were you at Watford?”


“Shepard’s a—an American,” I say, before he can say anything.


Mum’s mouth twitches downward. She’d been so pleased to hear that Micah and I were done. “Martin!” she yelled at my dad. “Penelope has finally grown out of the American!” She must think I immediately replaced him.


“Where’s Dad?” I ask. “I want his opinion, too.”


“He had to run out,” Mum says. “You’re stuck with me. Are you two hungry?” She opens the refrigerator. “There are fish fingers, I think. Is Simon hungry, as well? I probably don’t have that many fish fingers.”


“Simon isn’t here.”


Mum looks over her shoulder. “Isn’t he? Did you have him surgically detached?”


Shepard laughs.


I frown at him, but Mum finally smiles. “I just assumed, when you said ‘urgent, interesting problem,’ that Simon was involved.”


“It isn’t urgent,” Shepard says, like he doesn’t want anyone to fuss.


I huff. “I respectfully disagree!”


“Out with it,” Mum says, leaning back against the counter. She’s rubbing her forehead, like she’s already heard and been exhausted by our problem. This is how it’s been since Mum took charge of Watford—like she’s always down to her last nerve.


“Well,” I say, “Shepard is cursed.”


“What kind of cursed?”


“He made an unfortunate—”


“Does the curse keep him from speaking for himself?”


I just stop myself from answering her.


“No,” Shepard says, looking directly in Mum’s eyes and squaring his shoulders. I can see he’d like to make this light, the way he makes everything light. But there’s no light way to say it. He’s smiling, and then he isn’t. “I lost my soul to a demon.”


“Oh, Shepard,” Mum says, already disappointed in him. “You didn’t take their sweets.”


“Ah, no,” he says, smiling again. “Only because I wasn’t offered any.”


“Who summoned a demon? Do people just leave the gates open in America? Have you all found a way to frak the Nether-worlds?”


“I . . .” I’ve never seen Shepard at a loss for words. He tips his head down. “I summoned one.”


She looks appalled. “Why?”


He winces. “To see if I could?”


“Oh, Shepard. Penelope, where do you find these tragic morons?”


“Mum!”


“Honestly!” She waves at Shepard. “Go on, take off your jacket. Let’s see them. I do wish Dad was here. We’ve only ever read about demon entrapment. There hasn’t been a documented case since the 1800s. An ounce of prevention goes a long way—it’s like cholera.”


Shepard takes off his jacket and looks down at the floor. He’s wearing a T-shirt underneath. The tattoos start at his wrists and wrap around his arms. They’re incredibly intricate, and it’s hard for your eyes to focus on them. Sometimes they look like vines, and sometimes they look like writing—writing in an alphabet that uses all the letters we know and about a dozen we don’t.


“Hell’s spells . . .” Mum says, whistling. “You are well and truly fucked, young man.”


“Mum! You’re being rude, even for you.”


“I’m sorry, Shepard. I don’t mean to be rude. But this is a . . . breathtaking hole you’ve dug for yourself. Do your parents know?”


“No. They don’t.”


“Where’s my phone, we’re going to need photos. And a team of occultists and a demonic Rosetta Stone. Morgana, what a mess.” She’s warming to the problem now, and I can’t help but be relieved. For a moment I thought she was going to let Shepard go to hell just because she was in a bad mood.


“There’s no recent scholarship,” she says, lifting Shepard’s shirtsleeve with her fingertips, “but there is precedence. The last outbreak was at Watford. A secret society . . . Never join a secret society, either of you. How bored do you have to be to do terrible things for the sake of having a secret? Wealthy people can’t even earn their secrets with any integrity.”


Shepard is keeping wisely—and shockingly—quiet.


Mum has her phone out. She’s focusing the camera on his elbow. “Do you remember when it happened? How old were you?”


“I do. I was twenty—it was two years ago.”


“Well old enough to know better.”


“Yes.”


“Did someone put you up to it? Were you tricked?”


“No. I was just . . . curious.”


“About demons, Shepard?”


“I’m curious about everything, Mrs. Bunce.”


“Dr. Bunce. And I’m curious to hear how you think you’re getting out of this predicament?”


“I don’t think I am.”


“What?” She’s pulled away, and she’s looking down her nose at him.


“I think I’m well and truly fucked. Just like you said.”


She glares up at him. “I was only insulting you, Shepard. I was trying to make you feel so bad about your actions that you won’t repeat them; it’s a common parental tactic. You are well and truly fucked, but I don’t intend to leave you this way.” She smiles at him, just a little.


He’s so grateful for it that he smiles back widely. “Thank you, Dr. Bunce.”


Mum tucks her phone in her pocket. “Now, let’s see your wand. Is it compromised, as well?”


“I don’t have a wand, I’m not a magician.”


She jerks her head up at him and then at me. “You’re not a magician? What are you? You don’t smell like a pixie. No offence.”


He laughs. “I’m a Talker. I mean—a Normal. I figured that was obvious.”


Mum’s got her wand pointed at him before her chin has finished dropping. “Let bygones be bygones!”


Shepard lurches back like he’s been shoved. “Rock-a-bye, baby!” Mum shouts.


Shepard slumps forward. Mum and I catch him.


“Mum! What are you—”


“Penelope Leigh Bunce, have you lost your mind?”


“Have you?”


“You brought a Normal into our house?!”


“Mum, he needs help!”


“All Normals need help!”


“Mum—”


“You told him about magic? About our family?”


“If you’d just listen! Shepard is my friend. He helped me through—Well, I found myself in a very dicey situation . . .”


“Imagine my surprise.”


“Mum, that’s not fair.”


“Penelope, you’re so addicted to danger that you manufacture it as soon as things get quiet!”


“I’ve manufactured nothing! I wasn’t responsible for the Mage!”


“No, but you were one of three children in five hundred who couldn’t steer clear of him. You are recklessly bent on finding trouble.”


“That is an extreme and unfair mischaracterization.”


“Is it? So there’s not a demon-cursed, American Normal in my kitchen?”


Shepard is slipping out of our arms. We lower him to the floor. “Mum, he’s my friend.”


“I’m sure he is! I’m sure you befriended him the moment you realized what a hopeless disaster he is!”


“I didn’t know, actually.” I’m making sure Shepard doesn’t hit his head on the tile.


“It’s a sixth sense, then.”


“Your disapproval is well noted, Mother. I feel bad about my actions, and I won’t repeat them. Can you just help him now? He really is in trouble.”


“Penelope . . . no.” She’s standing up, looking down at Shepard with her hands on her hips. “There’s no way to help him without compromising ourselves.”


“He won’t tell anyone about us.”


“Now he won’t. He won’t remember you or me or any of it. He’ll spend the rest of his life wondering how drunk he must have been to have forgotten getting such elaborate tattoos. Get him on the next plane home.”


“You want me to abandon him?”


“Yes!”


“He’s my friend.”


“No. Penelope. He’s a Normal. Whom you’ve known for how long—a few days? A week?”


I don’t reply.


We both hear the front door open. My dad’s home, he’s calling up to Premal.


Mum’s face falls even farther, like someone has heaped another trouble on her back. “Wait here,” she says. “I’ve got to deal with this, then I’ll help you send Shepard on his way.”


She walks out of the kitchen.


I lay my right hand on Shepard’s forehead and whisper: “Rise and shine!”


He opens his eyes, then blinks at me. “Penelope?”


Amazing. He really is resistant to memory spells.


“Come on,” I say, quietly. “Can you walk?”


“Yeah, I’m fine.”


I pull him up and towards the kitchen door. We run through the back garden and out into the street. I wave down the first taxi we see and shove Shepard in.


He isn’t smiling when he looks at me. “You were right. Your mom really didn’t like me.”
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BAZ


Simon Snow is terrible at texting. To no one’s surprise.


I message him from the train station—“I called in every favour to bail out my aunt. She didn’t thank me, and I still don’t know what she was after. How’s Wellbelove Manor?”


“fine,” he texts back. “agatha’s mum made chicken, you in trouble?”


“With my aunt?”


“ for america”


“Goodness, no. I don’t think anyone noticed we were gone. Fiona’s an excellent distraction.”


I wait for him to text back, but Simon never feels obligated to keep a conversation going.


“I’m heading to Oxford,” I send. “I want to talk to my father about Fiona.”


“kk”


“I’ll tell him you said hello.”


“really?”


“No, I was joking. He’s still pretending you don’t exist.”


“right”


“It wasn’t a good joke,” I send.


“not your worst,” Simon sends back.


I laugh, desperate for anything that passes for banter, then quickly type out, “You wouldn’t want to come along with me, would you?”


Simon doesn’t text back immediately. Then—“is that another joke?”


I sigh. “Yeah.”


The last and only time Simon came to my house, the Christmas before last, he inadvertently drained the entire countryside of magic. He’s the reason my parents had to relocate to Oxford. They live in a hunting lodge now. My younger sister had to change schools.


My father disliked Simon Snow long before he ruined our ancestral home. Simon was the Mage’s protégé, and the Mage spent the last fifteen years undermining families like mine. Old families. Powerful families. Wealthy families.


(You might think that all magickal families would be wealthy, but that’s not true. Look at the Bunces. And the Pettys. My father says magic is a tool just like any other, and some people don’t like to work. Bunce would argue with that assessment. But Bunce isn’t here right now, so I don’t have to suffer through her dissent.)


So Simon was already persona non grata in our house. And then he came over for Christmas and made our land unliveable. And then my father figured out—I’m not sure who told him, Fiona wouldn’t have—that Simon and I were being extremely homosexual together.


If I even mention Simon’s name in front of my father, the temperature in the room drops ten degrees.


I usually don’t mention him. My father and I are still firmly pretending that I’m going to make an honest woman out of someone someday. When I went home for my stepmother’s birthday, they’d invited some poor magickal girl from the next town over to sit next to me at dinner. She’d been a couple years ahead of me at Watford, and apparently hadn’t heard the news that Simon Snow showed up at my Leavers’ Ball and snogged me stupid.


I wish he’d show up and snog me stupid right now . . .


Un-bloody-likely. It’s only been twenty-four hours since Snow tried to talk me into dumping him so I could take up with a 300-year-old vampire. (Imagine bringing Lamb the Vampire King home for dinner . . .) I’m hoping we don’t have to talk about that again—that coming back to London has brought Simon back to his senses. Or at least back to himself.


“I’ll be home tomorrow,” I text him.


He doesn’t reply.


As soon as I open the front door, I can hear the television, and my first thought is that I’m in the wrong house. Then I hear my father shouting, and I’m certain I’m in the wrong house—I’ve never heard him raise his voice.


“I won’t ask you again, Sophronia! Put that down this minute! Sophronia!”


One of the twins runs past me, holding a doll over her head. I snatch it.


“Basil!” she shouts, grabbing my waist. Sophie and Petra are 5. This is Sophie, I think, but I’ll be honest, it’s hard for me to tell the twins apart unless they’re smiling.


I pick her up. “Goodness, you’re all grown up. It’s like holding a baby rhinoceros.”


“Basil,” she grins, “hide me.” Definitely Sophie.


“You are well over the line, Sophronia!” Father yells. (Actually yells.)


I carry Sophie into the family room, where Petra’s sobbing on the sofa. I hand her the doll. I always thought that twins were supposed to be best friends, but these two fight like rats. The baby’s crying, too. My father—or possibly his unhinged doppelgänger?—is pacing with him. He stops when he sees me. “Basilton?”


“Father?”


Malcolm Grimm has two looks: gentleman farmer and gentleman’s gentleman. This is decidedly neither. His white hair is sticking up, his shirt is untucked. He looks like he’s just been roughed up in an alley—no, I’ve seen my father get roughed up in an alley, and he stayed much more pulled together than this.


“Is everything all right?” I ask.


“Tip-top,” he says, automatically. “Basil, would you be so kind?” He hands me the baby and takes Sophie. He scoops up Petra, too. “You pair are going to bed. And if you don’t stay there, I’ll—well, I’ll be very disappointed.”


The baby—Swithin’s nearly 2, I should stop calling him “the baby”—is screaming in my ear.


I pat his back, swaying. “What’s wrong, little puff? Bad night?” I check his nappy, then his forehead. “You’re allowed a bad night. Should we sing a song? Your sisters always liked my singing . . . Even Mordelia.”


I bounce him around the family room, singing songs from the White Album. The whole room is a mess, strewn with toys and clothes. It looks like my father let the girls eat dinner out here—frozen pizza?—and there are two dirty nappies shoved under the coffee table. Is this what happens when my stepmother goes out for the night? Poor Daphne.


Swithin stops crying during “Martha My Dear” and finally falls asleep the second time through “I Will.” I ease myself down onto the sofa, trying not to disturb him.


“Oh, Basilton. Thank magic.” My father’s standing in the doorway, looking a hundred years old. He drops into a leather club chair and groans.


If he had asked me at the time, I would have told him that 46 was too bloody old to start a second family. The man was already past his prime when he had me! But Daphne was young and had baby fever, and he was in love.


That was eight years and four children ago. Magic knows whether Daphne wants to have more; she’s still in her 30s and doesn’t seem to have any other interests.


“Is Daphne at book club?”


Swithin makes a fussy noise, but settles back on my chest when I pat him. I look up at my father to see if he heard me.


He’s starting to cry.
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SHEPARD


“Hey. Penelope. It’s all right.”


She’s been pacing for an hour. “I know it’s all right,” she snaps.


“Okay, good,” I say. “That’s good. Maybe you could sit down?”


“I don’t feel like sitting down. I feel like pacing. It helps me think. I need a blackboard, why doesn’t this flat have a blackboard!”


Her phone pings. It’s been going off every ten minutes or so since we left her parents’ house.


“Is that your mom again?”


“Yes.” Penelope has paused her pacing to furiously thumb out a reply.


“What are you telling her?”


“Lies.”


“You don’t have to lie to your mother for my sake.”


“I think I do, Shepard, unless you’d like me to magically concuss you and leave you in Piccadilly Circus.”


“I told you—I can just go home.”


“You don’t even have a real passport!”


“Cast a few spells my way, and I’ll get on a plane. It’ll be fine.”


She stops raging at her phone to rage at me directly. “You. Will. Not. Be. Fine. There’s nothing fine about being cursed by a demon!”


“We all die someday, right?”


“Yes, but most of us aren’t obligated to go to hell afterwards.”


“I don’t think it’s hell exactly. I’ve done some reading . . .”


“For snake’s sake, Shepard—”


“My point is—” I say.


She takes a deep breath, like she’s about to shout at me.


I keep talking, holding up both hands. “My point, Penelope, is that it’s not your problem to fix.”


“Of course it is!”


“Why?”


“Be-because—” she sputters. “Because it’s a problem that—that exists.”


“You’re responsible for all existing problems?”


She buries her hands in her hair. “No! But yes. What sort of person would be if I didn’t help you?”


I try to look reassuring. “A normal one.”


“I’m not Nor—”


“You know what I mean. If I had cancer, would you feel like it was your job to cure me?”


“Possibly.”


“Penelope, listen—”


“No, Shepard, you listen! I understand I can’t fix everything. But it’s like, you can’t pick up every piece of litter, right? You can’t stop and pick up every napkin or piece of paper you see on the street. But my mum used to say that once we touched something, we were responsible for it. So if we picked up a can or a sweet wrapper, we had to deal with it—throw it away or recycle it or whatever—because we’d made it our business.”


“Okay.” I nod. “I think I get what you’re saying . . . I’m like a piece of trash that you picked up.”


“Exactly! I can’t just drop you now. Then I’d be the one littering.”


“What if I give you permission to throw me back?”


“It doesn’t work like that. You’ve penetrated my sphere of accountability.”


“Penelope . . .” I smile. “Does that mean we’re friends?”


She rolls her eyes—like she thinks I’m worth helping, but not talking to—and starts with the pacing again. “I can’t believe Mum was so dismissive. She’s the one who taught me the sphere of accountability.”


“Maybe it doesn’t apply to Normals.”


“Normals are still people, Shepard!”


“I’m surprised to hear you say so.”


She doesn’t look up. “On top of everything else, I owe you a life debt. We might all owe you a life debt. I can’t just—”


The front door bangs open, and Simon walks in, shuffling off his raincoat. His wings spring out.


“Simon, thank Morgana!” Penelope says. “You won’t believe what Mum did tonight—”


Simon walks past her. “We can talk about it tomorrow, yeah?”


“Simon, it’s urgent, I—”


He walks into one of the bedrooms and shuts the door behind him.
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SIMON


Dr. Wellbelove told me to sleep on it. So I did.


And I woke up thinking he was right. I’m taking the money.


I don’t deserve it. Nobody owes me. But I could use it—I could really use it right now.


I’ve been trying to hang on to the World of Mages because I didn’t have anywhere else to go. Because I couldn’t find a way forward. I thought I’d find my way at the bottom of a cider can. I thought I’d find it, or something, driving across America. And for a few hours—a few hours in the back of a truck, somewhere in Utah—I fooled myself into thinking that I had.


But the only way forward is out.


This money is my way out.


There’s enough to get a flat. I won’t have to worry about rent for a year, at least. And I’ll have a job by then. I made an appointment with Dr. Wellbelove to finally deal with the wings. It’s going to have to be surgical, he says; magic won’t touch them. That’s fine. I’m ready.


I’m ready to let go—to be me again. The me I thought I was before the Mage ever showed up.
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BAZ


“I just tried to call you. I’m going to stay down here for another day. Things are a bit of a mess. I think my father and Daphne had a fight. Text me when you wake up.”


“Are you around?”


“Are you sleeping? You shouldn’t sleep in the middle of the day when you’re jet-lagged.”


“I don’t have a room here. I slept on the sofa. Mordelia woke me up this morning, playing video games.”


“Daphne still isn’t home. She hasn’t returned my texts. There’s a lot of that going around . . .”


“I’m staying another day, maybe two, I’m not sure. I still haven’t cornered my father.


I don’t know how to corner my father.


Anyway . . .


I can’t leave yet.”


“I’ll just pretend you’ve replied with a thumbs-up emoji.”


“Good night, Snow.”


“Good morning.”


“Daphne has left my father.


As far as I can tell.


He hasn’t [image: images]told[image: images] me so—magic forbid my father tell me anything other than ‘Tea’s ready’ or ‘The night mares are nearly ready for brooding.’


(He’s into heritage livestock now—the barns are full of rare magickal creatures. Battering rams and Judas goats. ‘The only lllama herd outside of South America.’)


But my stepmother isn’t here—and hasn’t been here in days, maybe weeks. A Normal woman from the village comes up on weekday mornings to take care of the children—who all have mobile phones and iPads glued to their faces. Even Swithin! He watches the same YouTube videos over and over, and cries if you take the thing away. These Grimm children are being raised by algorithms.”


“Bunce says you’re awake and running a lot of errands. I leave the city for three days, and suddenly you have errands.”


“Sorry.”


“That was rude.”


“I’m still camping out in the family room. I think you’d like this house better than the one in Hampshire. It isn’t haunted, for one. And the lighting is better.


You could come sleep on the sofa with me, if you like. My father is in such a state, I don’t think he’d notice.


There’s not actually [image: images]room[image: images] for you on the sofa, but there’s no room for me either. I wouldn’t be any less comfortable with you here. And I think you’d like the twins. All they do is eat jam and butter sandwiches and throw things at each other. It takes me back to our first year at Watford.


I wish I’d brought a change of clothes with me, but I never expected to stay this long. I’m still not certain how long I should stay. I’d thought ‘until Daphne comes home.’ But what if Daphne isn’t coming home?


I’m not raising my father’s ill-advised second family.


(If I [image: images]were[image: images] raising them, we’d have a stern talk about screen time.)


I’m half asleep, can you tell?


You could come down, if you like. You don’t even have to text. Just show up on my door, caked with mud. Coat open. Snow in your hair.


It’s June, isn’t it?


Good night, Snow.”


“Mordelia walks from room to room, video-chatting with Normals. She says her mother is in London, taking classes, which seems unlikely. I’ve never known Daphne to be studious. Or to have any interest in a career.


Maybe she’s having a midlife crisis? (I’d be in constant crisis if I were married to someone like my father. He refuses to have a conversation about anything that’s actually happening!)


Anyway, I can hardly interrogate Mordelia. She’s 8.”


“Is this about America, Snow?”


“It’s going to be all right.”


“I change nappies now. And by that, I don’t mean that I know how to change nappies; I already knew how. What I mean is, it’s all I do. Daphne could have at least house-trained this child before she abandoned him.”


“This isn’t like Daphne.”


“All right, I’ve interrogated Mordelia.”


“I think I need your help with this, Simon.”


“Good morning.”


“Good night.”


“Good morning.”


“I miss you.”


“I don’t need a phone to talk to myself.


I’ll tell you more when I get back to London.”
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PENELOPE


I used to think I was always right.


I was wrong . . .


About that.


Which really makes me wonder what else I was wrong about. I mean, if you’re wrong about almost always being right, anything is possible. Maybe you’re almost always wrong. Maybe I am, I mean.


It’s like I’m a detective who’s been solving cases for nineteen years with flawed methodology, and now I’ve had to reopen every one.


How am I supposed to operate like this? How do wrong people do it? (I am a wrong person now. I’m one of them!) How am I supposed to make even basic decisions now that I know how little I know?


I mean—I believed I was in a healthy relationship with a person who had already dumped me; that is a staggering thing to be wrong about.


What other false things do I believe in?


Am I delusional? Am I hearing voices?


“You are definitely not getting your security deposit back.”


“Be quiet, Shepard, I’m trying to think.”


Talk about a giant mistake—this Normal, sitting in my living room. Still completely cursed. And now an illegal immigrant, to boot. Throw another bad decision on the bonfire. I should make a list of them . . .


It took me sixteen spells, but I’ve finally magicked our living room wall into a giant blackboard.


“You know, there’s a paint,” Shepard says, still not being quiet, “that turns any wall into a chalkboard.”


“Sorry I don’t know where to buy magic paint.” Ah, there’s my chalk. Excellent.


“No, it’s a regular paint . . .”


I write What we know in big letters on one side of the wall and What we don’t know on the other.


“Penelope, this might not be my place to say—”


“Then perhaps you shouldn’t say it.”


He does, of course: “Maybe you should consider getting some sleep.”


I shake my head. “Every time I fall asleep, Simon slips past me.”


“He said he had an appointment.”


“You don’t understand—Simon never has appointments! He never even leaves the flat!”


“I did meet him in America . . .”


I rub my eyes. They won’t stop watering. “You don’t know anything, Shepard.”


“Better add that to your chalkboard.”


“Oh, I’m planning to.”


He takes the chalk from my hand and writes The human body requires sleep on the left side of the wall.


“I’m fine,” I snap. “I’ve cast the appropriate spells.”


I told Mum that I spelled Shepard stupid and left him at the American embassy. I think she believed me.


It’s more plausible than the truth—that I smuggled a Normal into the country and have been letting him sleep on my sofa for days. I never planned on this. I really thought I’d have Shepard fixed up and headed home within a few hours. But Mum sent me packing, and I can’t even approach my dad—he’ll go straight to my mum.


I stare at the blank blackboard and groan. “Where is Simon? I can’t do this without him.”


“Do you need Simon because he knows about demons?”


“Morgana, no. I need him here to listen to me think.”


“Maybe Baz knows where Simon went?”


“Baz is in the middle of a ‘family crisis,’ apparently.”


“Oh—does he need our help?”


“I don’t know. He’s being cagey.”


Shepard still has my chalk. He writes Where is Simon? and Does Baz need our help? on the right side of the blackboard.


I turn to face him. “You’re really extremely infuriating, do you know that?”


He smiles. Almost like he’s being patient with me. It’s infuriating. “Penelope, you’re honestly the first person to ever say so.”


I rub my eyes again and groan.


It’s dark when I wake up. I must have fallen asleep on the sofa. If I’m sleeping on the sofa, where is Shepard sleeping? There’s someone sitting near my feet. Something with horns and wings. It’s a demon, it’s the demon—


“Hey,” Simon says, grabbing me by the shoulders. “Hey. Penny. It’s just me. It’s me.”


I’ve sat up. My heart is racing. “Nicks and Slick, Simon!”


“I’m sorry.”


“I thought you were . . .”


“Shepard was sleeping on the floor,” Simon says. “I told him he could use my bed.”


I fumble around for my glasses. “Why aren’t you using your bed? Where have you even been, Simon?” My glasses are on the floor. “You won’t believe what happened with my mum. Also, you need to text Baz. I think he’s worried about you. He’s been stuck in Oxford all week . . .”


“Penny, I need to talk to you.”


Simon is sitting sideways at the end of the sofa. His wings are spread out behind the arm, so he doesn’t have to lean on them. It would drive me round the twist to have to sit on those wings all the time. I don’t know how he sleeps.


My gem is tucked into my bra. I fish it out and hold my hand out to him. “I’ve got a new spell to try, to take care of your wings around the house. I think it will only shrink them, but it takes less magic than the others—”


Simon closes a hand over my fist. “Penelope, no. I need you to listen.”
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BAZ


Penelope Bunce isn’t making any sense.


I’ve come back to London, put on some decent clothes, finally, and headed straight to Penny and Simon’s flat. I’ve decided not to punish Snow for ignoring my texts. (Well, I’m going to evaluate the situation: If he’s a little sorry, then I’m going to punish him a little. But if he’s very sorry, I’m just going to pretend like it didn’t happen. I’ve got bigger problems than him being a terrible boyfriend.) (I’ve got more pressing problems, at least.)


But now I’m here, and Bunce is telling me that Snow isn’t here—that he’s left—and that we aren’t supposed to look for him.


“Have you been bewitched?” I turn to Shepard, standing in the kitchen doorway. “Has she been bewitched?”


Shepard shakes his head. He looks uncomfortable. Shepard should look uncomfortable—why is he still here? Snow told me that Shepard was only staying for a few days; Penelope owes him a favour of some sort. I assumed he’d be off breaking bread with dragons by now.


“I don’t have time for this, Bunce. Just tell me where Simon is.”


“He left you this note,” she says, proffering a yellow envelope.


I open it, and take out a matching card. Where did Simon get stationery? Did he purchase stationery for the purpose of writing me this confounding note? It hardly counts as a note, anyway. All it says is, Baz, I’m sorry.


“He’s sorry?” I hold the note up to Penelope. “What does that mean?”


She won’t look at me. “He doesn’t want to see us right now.”


She isn’t making sense. This doesn’t make sense. “What?”


I think Bunce has been crying. Her eyes are red, and she looks haggard. “He says he needs time,” she says.


“Time isn’t something a person needs, Penelope. Time is a constant.”


“You know what I mean—”


“No. I don’t. I don’t know what any of this means! Are you telling me that Snow moved out?”


Her chin is wobbling. “I think he’s lost, Baz.”


“Because you lost him, Bunce!” I’m charging into Simon’s bedroom. “I left him with you for a week, and you lost him!”


She’s right—Snow’s things are gone. He didn’t have much, but it’s all gone. His duffel bag, his books, all of his grotty T-shirts with the slits cut down the back.


Penelope has followed me as far as the doorway. “I didn’t lose him—he decided to leave. Simon is an adult.”


“Oh, for snake’s sake. He is not. He’s a walking catastrophe!” I turn to her, my palms held out in frustration. “You know that! You taught me that! The only thing for it is to never let him out of your sight. Come on.” I point past her. “Put on your shoes. Let’s find Snow.”


“No.” Bunce’s arms are folded. She’s crying.


I’m not crying. This is all too ludicrous to cry about. “What do you mean ‘no’? Why aren’t you making any sense tonight?”


Bunce looks like she hasn’t slept or brushed her hair since the last time I saw her. She shakes her head, and her bedraggled ponytail swings from side to side. “No, I’m not going to chase him. No, I’m not going to make him come back. No, I’m not going to make him do anything. If Simon wants space, I’m going to give it to him.”


“Space, is it? Did he say he needs space?”


“Yes.”


“People don’t need space, Penelope!” I’m shouting. “They need people! Simon needs us!”


“That’s what I always say, Baz!” She’s swinging that pony-tail again. She’s shouting, too. “‘Simon needs me’—that was always my excuse!”


“Your excuse for what?”


“For doing whatever I wanted! For making him do what I thought best. I was more like a commanding officer than a friend.”


“You kept him alive.”


“Barely! I kept him alive after goading him into danger.”


“I wouldn’t say you goaded him,” I mutter. “Snow never needed goading.” I hate how little sense she’s making. I hate this note. I hate Snow’s messy handwriting; it looks like a child’s. I hate the view I have of his empty wardrobe.


“Baz, I’m not going after him. I promised him I wouldn’t.”


“Bunce . . .” I hate this.


“No.”


I hate it. “Bunce, please.”


“I know it’s different for you,” she says. “Maybe it’s worse.”


I hate—


I don’t—


We landed at Heathrow, and I went off to get Fiona. Simon offered to help, but I said I didn’t need it. I kissed him good-bye. That felt like a risk, saying good-bye; I wasn’t sure where we were with each other at the moment. But it seemed fine. I said I’d text him. He said . . . What did he say? “See ya,” I think. Nothing was any different than it’s been. Nothing was any better, but nothing was any worse.


He’d said those awful things in America. On the beach. But that was in America. And that was about me, not him, about whether I was happy. (I’m not happy, but I’m smart enough to realize that losing Simon would only make it worse.)


And there were other moments in America. Better moments. Before the beach. In the desert. In the back of Shepard’s truck.


I don’t believe Snow would just leave without telling me. That he would leave me without telling me.


“He left me a note, Penelope. After everything we’ve . . . We’re . . . He’s my . . . And I’m supposed to just . . . ‘I’m sorry’? What am I supposed to do with this?”


Penelope is crying, fat tears running down her red cheeks. “I don’t know, Basil. Maybe it’s true what they say—if you love someone, set them free.”


“That isn’t a truth, it’s just a spell! When I was six, my shoelace got caught in an escalator, and my Aunt Fiona cast it to get me clear. Simon needs us, Penelope.” I take her by the shoulder. “We have to find him. Let’s go.”


She steps away from me. She shakes her head. “No. He needs me to let him make his own decisions.”


I let my hand fall.


I nod.


I look at Bunce the way I used to look at her—when she was my worst enemy’s best friend.


“Fine then. Perhaps he just needs me.”
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SIMON


There’s a goblin in my stairwell. Not even in disguise. Just sitting there, picking his teeth with a dagger. He better not have eaten my landlady.


I’ve only had this flat for a day. It’s a house that’s been split in two. The landlady’s got the main floor, and I’ve got the upstairs. I convinced her that I’d be a quiet tenant. No drugs. No parties. (Goblins are worse than parties.)


“Hello, Mage Prince,” the goblin says. He’s red-lipped and green-skinned. Dead handsome, like every goblin.


“I’ve tried to tell you lot that I’m nobody’s prince . . .”


“Word on the street is, you’ve lost your blade.”


I shrug. There’s a price on my head—the goblin who brings it back to their council or whatever gets to be king.


This one thinks he’s got a fair shot at it. He gets to his feet, almost lazily, and points his dagger at me.


I shoot my right hand out to the side and grab a broom that’s leaning against the wall.


“You have lost your blade!” the goblin cries, absolutely delighted.


He runs at me, and I wallop him in the gut so hard that the broom handle cracks. He doubles over—but comes up quickly, swinging his dagger at me.


My wings are strapped down under my shirt, and my tail is tucked away. (I’ve just been to see Dr. Wellbelove at his practice.) It sort of feels like fighting with one hand tied behind my back.


I’ve still got the end of the broom handle, so I use it to bat the goblin’s hand away from me.


He keeps coming.


I decide to let him. The Mage taught me this—that sometimes the best way to get under someone’s guard is to let them get close.


The goblin runs at me, and I grab the wrist of his dagger hand, spinning around behind him, so I can crush him against the wall, my chest to his back. I hold the splintered broom handle in my other hand, an inch from his eye. When he tries to turn away from it, I use my face to grind his head into the wall. I bang his wrist against the wall until he drops the dagger, then I step on it.


His eyes are open, staring at the splintered broom handle.


“If you leave now,” I say, right into his ear, “I’ll let you keep your eye.”


He bares his teeth. “Another gob’ll be right behind me. All of London knows you’ve lost your blade.”


I nudge the broom handle closer to his eye. “Yeah, but you’re going to tell them I don’t need my blade—cuz now I’ve got yours.”


He closes his eyes, still trying to wrench himself away from me. Fortunately goblins aren’t any stronger than people; you just have to stay away from their teeth.


“Do you understand?” I say, slamming his body hard against the wall.


He starts to nod his head—which is a terrible idea.


I move the broom away. “Watch yourself. Just say it out loud.”


“Yeah,” he pants. “I understand.”


“If I see you again, I’ll kill you.”


“Why aren’t you killing me now?” he asks. A bit narky for someone in his position. “Wouldn’t that send the same message?”


I huff into his ear.


Because I’m tired, I think. And because for all I know, you’ve got a goblin wife and goblin kids, or a goblin boyfriend, and I’d like a life—I’d like a week—with a lower body count.


“Because I’m tired of washing goblin blood out my jeans,” I say.


I heave him back by the collar and shove him towards the door.


He glances over his shoulder at me, like he still can’t believe I’m letting him go.


“Seriously,” I say. “If I see you again, I’ll kill you. Even if I just accidentally run into you at Tesco.”


The goblin runs away.


I lean over and pick up his dagger. (Too bad I can’t keep it. Goblin gear is always cursed.)


Does this mean I have to find a new flat?


I bolt and chain my front door. I don’t have any furniture to shove against it, so I decide to use the broom handle like a wedge—that should slow someone down, at least. Then I call and order myself some pad thai from the place down the street.


I take off my trench coat. There’s nowhere to hang it, so I toss it on the floor. And then my shirt. I go into the bathroom to unstrap my wings. I’ve been using two belts. The leather chafes, and the buckles bite into my chest, and if I pull them too tight, I can’t breathe. But if I don’t hitch them tight, my wings work themselves loose and push out the back of my coat—which is too fucking hot to wear in the middle of summer. Honestly, it’s not worth leaving the flat.


I won’t have to deal with this after tomorrow.


I get the belts off and drop them on the floor, then try to crane my head around to see the spot where my wings actually attach to my shoulders. I can’t quite manage it. But I can feel the joints there, the two knots where my skin goes from soft to leathery.


I can’t see my tail either. But I can touch the place on my back where it comes out of me. I pull the tail out of my jeans and wrap my fingers around the base, feeling the bones inside shifting. Dr. Wellbelove says the tail’s connected to my spine. He doesn’t want to remove it outright—he’s afraid of nerve damage—so he’s leaving an inch or two. I’m going to look like a docked terrier when he’s done with me, but at least I’ll be able to wear normal jeans again.


The wings will be gone completely. (His intern wants to dissect them, and I said that’s fine.) I’ll have long scars down my back when it’s over. Dr. Wellbelove was sorry about that, but I don’t care—I’m already covered in scars. I’ve been magickally patched up too many times to count, and most healing spells aren’t cosmetic.


Tomorrow.


My wings will be gone tomorrow.


I face the mirror and try to imagine myself without them. It’s not the same as imagining myself before I had them. Before I created them.


I square my shoulders. My arms are tanned from the sun—all that American sunshine—but my chest is pale. Soft. I look soft. I look like someone who’s spent the last year on the sofa, which is exactly who I am.


Or was. I don’t know who I am. Fuck, I’m nothing at the moment. I’m between Simons. I don’t even have a sofa.


I don’t have anything. I’ve burned it all down, and tomorrow I’m going to burn some more.


There’s a knock at my front door. That was fast.


I head into the living room and shout at the door. “Just leave it outside, mate! Thanks!”


They knock again.


“Christ,” I mutter. “No one is going to steal my pad thai.” I grab my T-shirt on the way to the door, but I’m not going to hassle with putting it on over my wings unless I have to. “Just leave it!” I shout, kicking the broom handle away. “Thank you!”


More knocking. If this is that goblin again, I’m gutting him.


The dagger is in my back pocket. I get it out and crack the door. “Just leave—”


It isn’t Deliveroo.


Or a goblin.


It’s Baz.









[image: Image]

A person is trying to break a magic wand with his hands. Another person is reaching out to avoid it.
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BAZ


It took me an hour to find him, and most of that was just the cab ride. Simon’s living in Hackney Wick.


He’s got the door chained. He’s standing on the other side, shirtless, his eyes cold and his jaw set. “How did you find me?” he asks. Like he doesn’t know there are a hundred spells just for this. It’s hard to hide from someone who loves you.


“Magic,” I say.


“I asked you not to.”


“No, you asked Penelope not to. Me, you left a note.”


He unchains the door but doesn’t open it. He’s looking at the floor. “I can’t do this with you,” he whispers.


“Too fucking bad, Snow. Let me in.”


He turns away from me, flinging the door open with his tail. I try to follow, but the threshold pushes me back.


“You know I need an invitation,” I hiss.


Snow glances over his shoulder, like maybe this is his reprieve. But he flicks his tail at me, motioning me in.


It’s enough. The pressure in the doorway eases, and I storm in, slamming the door behind me. I told myself I’d be calm when I found him. Warm. Understanding. But all I am is angry—I’m livid—with him, with Bunce, with myself.


I turned my back for five minutes, and literally everything fell apart. This is why I haven’t turned my back on him in a year! This is why I’ve been rushing home from class to sit next to him on the sofa. Because I couldn’t trust him. I could never trust him . . .


The room is empty. Snow is standing at a window, looking at the closed curtains. His jeans are riding low, and his tail is tucked between his legs. His wings are hitched up around his ears. For some reason, there’s a dagger tucked in his back pocket. “All right,” he says, “so you found me. I can’t hide from you.”


“You bloody well can’t.”


“So what do you want me to say?”


I come up behind him. “I want you to explain what’s going on!”


He doesn’t turn around. He doesn’t even raise his voice. “You know what’s going on, Baz. I’ve already told you.”


“You haven’t even answered my texts, Simon!”


“I told you, I keep telling you . . .” He sounds so flat, like none of this affects him—like I don’t affect him.


No. Unacceptable. Untenable. I always affect him.


I grab his bare shoulder. “You never tell me anything!”


Snow whips around, nearly clipping me with his wing. “I told you I’m done!”


“Done what?” Done with me, he means. I know that’s what he means.


“Done!” he shouts, his wings spread wide. “I already told you. Christ I—I tried to tell you! Done . . . pretending!”


“Pretending what?” I shout. Like I don’t know. Like it isn’t already killing me.


“Pretending . . . this, Baz. Us. Pretending I can . . .”


I’m dying.


I’m dying, this is death.


Simon’s in my stomach, he’s in my heart, and he’s punching.


“Use your words, Snow. For fuck’s sake.”


SIMON


I can’t do this with him.


I can’t say this. It will slit my throat to say it, it will slice its way out, and then he’ll cut me down—I won’t survive it. (I was never going to survive this. Everything I am is nearly gone. Finish me off, Baz.)


“Use your words,” he sneers. (That’s right, that’s my boy.)


He’s wearing jeans and a navy shirt. I think that’s his favourite colour—a blue that’s almost purple. It makes his skin glow like a pearl. His top two buttons are unbuttoned, he never bothers with them anymore. His throat is bright. His throat is mine. There are scars beneath his hairline. I’ve fit my teeth over them.


“You know,” I say again. “I’ve already told you.”


He steps into my space. Taller than me. His hand comes up, and I think he’d grab my shirt if I was wearing one. He’s grabbed me like this before. He’s shoved me against a wall. He’s loomed over me, his breath cold on my face.


“What have you told me?” He curls his lip. “What have you actually ever told me, Snow?”


“That this isn’t working! I’m not a magician!”


“And I told you, I don’t care!”


“Well, I do—I care! Do you think I like being a charity case?”


Baz is rolling his eyes. “No one treats you like a charity case.”


“I can’t even leave the house without your help. Without Penny’s.”


“We don’t mind helping!”


I throw my hands up. “You’re not listening—you never listen!”


“I always listen!” He jabs a finger at me. “You never talk!”
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