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For everyone who loved the first book.

Thank you!


‘An apprentice must never approach a Vampire
without his Master because magic is the
most effective means of despatching them.
But even a Badlander who has Commenced
must be confident of creating a fengnett.’

‘While ‘Vampire’ is the most commonly used
name, apprentices should be aware that more
traditionally minded Badlanders, and indeed
older publications, may refer to these creatures
by their Anglo-Saxon names, hreremus (bat)
and blódgeótend (shedder of blood).’

EXTRACTS FROM

The Badlander Bestiary

Pocket Book Version

‘Scrying is the preserve of great Badlanders, and
those who use scrying as a means of transportation
are greater still. How then to define the very few
who have ever scryed through time itself?’

EXTRACT FROM

Scrying, Just Spying?

by Thomas Merricoates
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It was easy enough to spot the Vampire at the far end of the alleyway. As she peered round the corner of the last building in the street, Ruby spied the creature standing inside a yellow cone of light thrown down by the single street lamp, staring into a shop window.

She tiptoed round the corner, keeping close to the wall, and slid into a deep dark doorway to hide. As she moved closer to the Vampire, the old-fashioned revolver Ruby was holding tutted, then swore quietly for good measure. To be fair, the gun had been grumbling for the last ten minutes, making sure Ruby knew exactly how it felt about her hunting such a dangerous creature, urging her to turn back. A speaking gun, let alone one that could curse so well, would have scrambled the brains of most people – as would seeing a Vampire in a small market town in the middle of the night – but to Ruby none of it seemed exceptional now.

Up until a few months ago, she’d been living a regular life. But she lived in the Badlands now, a place on the fringes of the everyday world that most ordinary people knew nothing about. Not only was magic possible there, but the Badlands was also inhabited by strange and vicious monsters, making it very dangerous. But, in spite of all the extraordinary creatures that could be found there, Ruby was by far the strangest living thing of all because she was the only girl.

As far as she knew, the Badlands had only ever been a place where men and their boy apprentices had worked, tackling monsters and other nasties to keep ordinary people safe. Ruby always glowed with pride whenever she remembered she was the first girl Badlander. Even if it was still a secret for now.

‘Keep it down, will you?’ she hissed as the gun tutted again, before stringing together another collection of rather fruity-sounding words that would have embarrassed anyone who knew what they meant.

‘Ruby, for the last time, go home,’ it whispered. ‘You might be brave, but you’re too stubborn for your own good. You’re out of your depth with this one.’

‘I know what I’m doing.’

‘Tackling a Vampire is almost impossible without magic. Why you’ve insisted on hunting it down is beyond me.’

‘Why do you think?’ hissed Ruby. ‘All Victor Brynn makes me do is read books. It’s like being back at school. We never go hunting like proper Badlanders.’

‘That’s because you’ve got a lot to learn under the circumstances.’

‘You mean because I’m a girl.’

‘I mean because you can’t do magic given how your Commencement went so wrong.’

This time it was Ruby’s turn to tut before peering out of the doorway and checking down the alleyway.

The Vampire was still there, under the street lamp, staring into the shop window. The white wooden sign hanging above the door had ‘Hewitt’s Butcher’s Shop’ painted on it in crisp black letters. Ruby guessed the smell of old blood must have drawn the creature there. The Vampire looked pale and gaunt in the gloomy orange light. A dark tangle of hair rested on the narrow shoulders of its black suit jacket. Ruby could see the glint of long, sharp fingernails. Despite being old, perhaps even centuries, there was an obvious strength in its lean frame, like the unseen energy trapped in a coiled spring. It was a powerful creature.

Ruby hadn’t known she was hunting a Vampire at first. She’d discovered the telltale signs of something living in the cellar of a disused warehouse in the closest town to where she lived, and had spent the past few nights tracking it when she was supposed to be asleep. Victor Brynn, her mentor, hadn’t suspected a thing. When she’d realized she had a Vampire in her sights, Ruby couldn’t contain her excitement. This was exactly the type of dangerous creature she’d been looking for to convince Victor Brynn she should be allowed out hunting like a normal Badlander, not studying with her nose in a book all the time.

So here she was, ready and prepared like any Badlander should be to kill this monster.

Ruby ducked back into the doorway and took a deep breath. She felt around in one of the pockets of her old army camouflage jacket for what she needed. The problem with having limitless pockets, charmed to hold any number of useful objects, was that it required concentration to find what you wanted. But her mind was suddenly skittish and wouldn’t focus clearly on what she needed. She wished she hadn’t brought the gun along now. It had succeeded in putting the tiniest doubt in her mind that she could pull this off.

She took another breath and refocused, and her fingers closed round the object she was after. When she pulled out a small glass vial from her pocket, the golden liquid inside it was sparkling enough to light up her face.

‘Jump ’em Juice!’ groaned the gun. ‘So that’s your plan? Surprise the creature? Then what?’ Ruby pointed to a small gold pin on her lapel.

‘You’ll need Vamp Venom for that.’

Ruby reached into her pocket again and brought out a small vial full of clear liquid.

‘And you’ll have to stake the creature right through the heart to kill it. Give it up, girl, while you’ve still got t—’

Ruby stuffed the gun in her waistband to shut it up.

She peered round the doorway. The Vampire was sniffing the air now, its head tipped back. When it swivelled and started walking in her direction, Ruby pulled back. The creature finally had her scent. All she had to do was get ready.

She unscrewed the cap from the vial and glugged the Jump ’em Juice, wincing at the unexpected tartness, so citrusy and dry it made her gums tingle. Ruby expected to disappear instantly so when she didn’t she started to panic, especially as there was no more juice left in the vial. She studied the instructions on the back. In black lettering was the promise:


Works Instantly

– Guaranteed –

Courtesy of Deschamps & Sons



When she heard a polite cough, she looked up into the bright green eyes of the Vampire, the pupils slit vertically like a cat’s. There was nowhere for Ruby to go but further back into the deep dark doorway.

‘Hullo thuu-rr, litt-ul guurl,’ it said in a twangy American accent. ‘Thought I smelt ya.’

Ruby plucked the gold pin from her lapel and it sprouted instantly into a golden spear. She jabbed at the creature, forcing it backwards. When the point nicked its hand, all the creature did was watch the cut heal.

‘What can ah say? One of the puu-rks of beee-longing to the Undead.’ It smiled and showed two white fangs. Then it cocked its head to one side and frowned. ‘Ah guess you know what ah am. But what exactly uurr you? Yuur definitely not a yew-shual gu-rrl.’

Ruby was too busy trying to undo the vial of Vamp Venom. Her hands shook. She couldn’t prise the top off.

‘Allow me, ma’am.’ The Vampire plucked it from her hands and dropped the vial onto the hard cobbles below.

When Ruby heard it smash, something inside her broke too.

‘Oops. Ape-ologies.’ The Vampire shook its head. ‘I am just so-oo clum—’

It stopped when Ruby, and the spear she was holding, vanished with a small POP!

The Vampire stared into the apparently empty doorway and hissed, then reached out both arms. A deep cut appeared along one of its palms and it pulled back its arm with a yelp as it felt a body pushing past, knocking it off balance. It recovered in time to hear the sound of boots clattering down the alley.
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Ruby could see herself and the spear she was holding, but, judging by the Vampire’s reaction back in the alley, she guessed she was invisible to the rest of the world. This was confirmed by every shop window and mirrored surface she ran past, in particular car wing mirrors; none of them showed her reflection.

But Ruby knew the smell of a frightened girl, the blood pumping hard round her body, would lay a trail for the Vampire to follow whether she was invisible or not.

She pulled the gun from her waistband as she ran.

‘Jump ’em Juice and Slap Dust?’ she asked it breathlessly.

‘What about them?’ the gun replied.

‘I can’t use them together, can I?’

‘No. Well, not unless you want a nasty reaction. You’ll have to wait for the Juice to wear off before using Slap Dust to get yourself home.’

‘How long will that take?’

‘No idea. You’re the Badlander. I thought you’d have known that when you were planning all this,’ it said, sounding more than a little smug. Ruby huffed and puffed as she kept running. ‘So I’m guessing things aren’t going to plan then?’ the gun continued.

Ruby stuffed it back in her waistband and gritted her teeth as she clumped on down the street in her black boots, hoping for the Juice to wear off as quickly as possible so she could use her bottle of Slap Dust. The Dust was something Badlanders used all the time to vanish from one location and reappear in another at will and was therefore very useful in most situations that required a quick exit, especially life-threatening ones like the one Ruby found herself in now.

Carrying the golden spear made running slower and Ruby’s arm was starting to ache so she paused, tapped the point three times and the weapon quickly shrank back into the gold brooch it had been before. The spear was useless without the Vamp Venom, which was fatal to a Vampire if plunged into its heart, so there was no way of killing the creature now. Ruby’s plan had been ruined because of the slow effects of the Jump ’em Juice, but she couldn’t understand what had gone wrong.

Maybe the vial of Juice had passed its sell-by date?

Perhaps it was a low-strength version?

There was no obvious answer that she could think of.

As she hooked the golden brooch onto the lapel of her jacket, Ruby looked back up the street. There was no sign of the Vampire. But she did see something else: a trail of black bootprints glistening under the street lamps on the pavement she’d just run down, leading right to where she was standing.

Ruby lifted up one leg and saw the zigzag pattern of the sole of her boot on the ground. Little gears clicked and ticked in her head, and then she remembered something Victor Brynn had told her a few weeks before, when a Door Wurm she had tried to use to unlock a door had shrivelled up in her hand before she’d had time to insert it in the lock.

Clearly, some things that work for men and boys in the Badlands don’t work as well for girls, Victor Brynn had said, inspecting the dead Wurm in her hand. We need to be aware of this – record everything we learn.

Ruby felt a small chill in the marrow of her bones. Maybe the Jump ’em Juice was something that didn’t work properly for girls either, given its delayed reaction and now the strange side effect of the bootprints too. She kicked off her boots and then her socks for good measure: she couldn’t risk leaving any more of a trail. The boots landed on the pavement with a loud clump and Ruby saw their vague reflection in the nearest shopfront, an antiques shop, as well as in a large, full-length mirror given pride of place in the window display.

It was then that the Vampire came walking briskly round the corner at the top of the street. As Ruby had feared, it was following the line of bootprints while sniffing the air. Ruby started running again in her bare feet. But it didn’t take her long to notice she was now inking footprints on the pavement. She swallowed hard, and something heavy seemed to hit the pit of her stomach. Being a girl in the Badlands was full of surprises and, right now, they were not good ones. She made a mental note that Jump ’em Juice was yet another thing not for girls.

For a moment, as the Vampire strode towards her, Ruby began to doubt herself, unable to see any way to escape. But, as the creature walked inexorably towards her, a glimmer of a plan came to Ruby.

Carefully, she began retracing her steps, planting her feet back into the marks they’d already made. She wobbled as she stepped backwards, and tried not to think of the Vampire coming closer. And closer.

When it passed by her, it sniffed the air hard and looked at the boots and socks discarded on the pavement, frowning as it tried to work out what had happened. It gave another sniff, looked around and then kept walking, following the footsteps down the lit street.

Ruby stood watching the creature, her heart beating so hard she was worried the Vampire might hear it. She knew there wasn’t much time until it reached the end of the trail of footprints and realized it had been fooled. It was now or never.

She pulled out the gun and, before it could say anything sarcastic, she shot the glass of the shopfront, pulling the trigger again and again, careful not to hit the mirror behind it. The glass window fell in large triangles and then shattered into smaller ones. Ruby picked up her boots and smashed out the fangs of glass in her way.

She was already thinking about home as she clambered through. The soles of her feet prickled as the glass cut her, despite her best efforts to tread lightly, and spots of blood appeared on the broken shards. Ruby kept focused on home, trusting in her scrying talent enough to know what would happen next. And then it was there in the large mirror that was part of the shop’s display: her bedroom, dark and calm, as clear as a photograph. Reaching into her pocket, Ruby pulled out a tin of polish and popped off the lid. Taking a scoop of the polish, she smeared it over the glass and felt it start to give as she pressed on it, feeling her way through the mirror.

Suddenly, the Vampire was there at her shoulder, its breath hot in the whorl of her ear. It reached out wildly, floundering to grab hold of Ruby even though it couldn’t see her, and, as she stepped through the mirror, it caught hold of her arm and yanked her back. The creature was strong. Ruby tottered back and the image of the bedroom in the mirror flickered and started to fade as she stopped thinking about it. The Vampire had found a pocket of her jacket now and was tugging hard, its fingernails hooked into the fabric. Its other hand flashed through the air as it tried to get hold of more of her.

And then, suddenly, everything stopped. Ruby heard voices in the street and looked round to see a police car skidding to a halt in the road; one police officer was already out of the car and running towards the shop.

The Vampire was nowhere to be seen. It had vanished.

Ruby didn’t need to think twice. She refocused on the mirror again and when her bedroom reappeared she stepped through it, the glass wobbling for a moment and then pinging back to its normal rigid state and reflecting just the street again.

The only evidence that Ruby had been there at all was a whirl of black footprints on the pavement that led up to the mirror, some discarded socks, a pair of boots and a smashed shopfront. All the police officers could do was scratch their heads as they stared and tried to make sense of it all.

As for Ruby, she stood in her bedroom, waiting for her heart to calm down. The gun was muttering something, but she just threw it onto the bed.

She waited some time for the Jump ’em Juice to wear off, wary of leaving any black footprints for Victor Brynn to quiz her about in the morning. Then, after watching herself reappear in the bedroom mirror, she pulled a rug over the two footprints she’d made, picked the glass out of her feet and went downstairs, padding quietly past Victor Brynn’s room so as not to wake him.

She hung up her jacket on the peg in the hallway and then went to the kitchen. She drank down two glasses of cool water filled from the tap and ate two slices of bread sprinkled with sugar to calm her nerves and cure the shock still tingling in her body. She sat slumped in a chair, inspecting the cuts on her feet again, thanking her lucky stars that the Vampire had decided to leave when the police arrived.

But if she had been in the hall, watching, then Ruby might not have been so relieved . . .

The flap of one of her pockets flipped up and over as a small bat emerged, clawing its way out until it was blinking, working out where it was with its tiny green eyes. It fluttered up into the air and found a vantage point on another jacket.

When Ruby walked past and crept back up the stairs, the bat followed her, careful to stay high enough so as not to be seen.

A door opened along the landing as Ruby reached the top of the stairs, and the bat fluttered higher, looking for a hiding place, and found the ledge of a small dusty window so high up it would have needed a stepladder to clean it. It peered over the edge, watching the two people below. A man and the girl.

Victor Brynn stood on the landing in his nightshirt, looking at Ruby through weary eyes. He cleared his throat.

‘I couldn’t sleep either, too used to working at night, I suppose, or maybe it’s just my age. Anyway, I thought I’d wake you up to do some fieldwork, which I know you’ve been dying to do. Imagine my surprise when I found your bed empty.’

Victor Brynn raised the small piece of polished scrying glass hanging on the leather string around his neck. ‘I couldn’t see everything given it was so dark but it was interesting observing what I could.’ Ruby turned red at the edges when she realized he’d been watching her.

‘Perhaps it was no bad thing. Maybe you learnt more on your own than you ever would have done with me around.’

To Ruby it seemed as if he was waiting for an answer so she just nodded.

‘Good.’

Ruby breathed a silent sigh of relief as Victor Brynn turned back to his bedroom door, happy the lecture was over. But then something else occurred to him and he paused and looked round at her again.

‘I’m indebted to you, Ruby, for killing the Witch in Hampstead and saving my life. And that is why I agreed to take you on as my pupil to try and help you learn about being a Badlander, despite your obvious limitations with magic. I’m happy to accept that the wyrd has created this opportunity for both of us, that fate has worked in our favour to give us both a second chance at life. But I won’t continue with our arrangement if you don’t respect me or my wishes, even if you are brave and resourceful.

‘What we are doing is too dangerous for you to be reckless like this. I dread to think what the Order might do to you if they find out, or to me if they discover I’m teaching a girl. For that is what you are, Ruby, a girl in a world run by men. There’s no getting away from it, however much you want to be accepted as a Badlander. One day, I hope we might show them they’re wrong, but you’re going to have to do it according to my rules. You can’t change how the Order is run overnight. It’s been controlled the same way, by men, for centuries.’

Victor Brynn shut the door sharply behind him, to make a point. Ruby listened to him climbing into bed, the mattress springs creaking.

She heard something shuffling above her and, thinking it must be a bird or a mouse, ignored it. There was always some little creature moving about in the walls of the house.

Two green eyes watched as Ruby opened her bedroom door and clicked it shut behind her. Fluttering about, the bat eventually found a place to sleep, hanging from the latch of the little window, like a tiny black fruit, its wings folded round its body to keep warm.
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At the same time, elsewhere in the Badlands, on a deserted part of Hampstead Heath, a boy wearing a herringbone coat and a red silk scarf, with his brown hair combed up into an elaborate quiff, was watching a small, hunched figure as it scurried towards the dark shape of a large wood ahead.

Standing beside the boy was a man with thick black hair parted so neatly that, in the moonlight, his head looked like it had a white scar across it. He was dressed in a smart brown leather trench coat and wore expensive-looking slip-on boots with thick soles and pointed silver toes. He seemed to own the very air around him.

‘So, Thomas Gabriel,’ said the man, ‘this seems a good opportunity to show me what you’ve been learning. As your new mentor, I need to report back to the Order on your progress with magic, and how you’re taking to it, after the unfortunate demise of your Master.’

‘I’d be happy to, sir. And may I say how honoured I am to have Randall Givens, head of the High Council of Badlanders, as my new mentor. I hope to be as famous as you one day, sir.’

‘That’s kind of you, boy, and, although I applaud your ambition, it’s a little early to be thinking so far ahead, don’t you think? For now, show me what you can do.’

Thomas Gabriel nodded and started walking, and then something occurred to him and he looked back.

‘Aren’t you coming with me to watch?’

Givens produced a small piece of scrying glass and breathed on it, wiping it down with a white handkerchief. ‘I’ll observe from a distance; it’ll give me a better view of things. Unless you’d like me to come with you because you think you might need help?’

‘Oh, no, that shouldn’t be necessary, sir.’

As Thomas Gabriel turned back, he saw the hunched figure ahead of them disappear between the trees. He drew out a bottle of black dust from a coat pocket, popping out the small cork. After tipping a single grain of the dust into his hand, Thomas Gabriel put the bottle away.

‘Don’t you think it might be a little reckless to use Slap Dust where trees are involved?’ asked Givens.

‘I should be fine, sir. I’ve mastered the art of short travel.’

Thomas Gabriel muttered an instruction before slapping his hands together. He shot forward like a stone from a catapult, skimming over the ground, the ends of his red silk scarf flying behind him.

In a matter of seconds, the boy caught up with the small figure and passed it, guiding his body past the oncoming trees as they sped towards him. He slowed suddenly as the fizz of the Slap Dust faded from his hands and he landed lightly on the ground, barely rustling the leaf litter. Knowing Givens would be watching, using his scrying mirror, Thomas Gabriel smiled, but not too smugly, wary of giving the man any reason to find fault with his display so far. Composing himself, he turned to face the small creature, a Gobbling. It was a particularly ugly one with knobbly elbows and kneecaps and a spine so hunched its head looked as though it would roll off without a chest to rest its chin against.

Its grey, hairy body was heaving as it tried to catch its breath. Two black eyes looked ready to pop out of their sockets as they tried to take in how the boy had seemingly whizzed ahead out of nowhere.

Thomas Gabriel folded his arms and shook his head. ‘It’s not your night.’ He pointed at the gold signet ring around one of its thumbs. ‘Gobblings like you shouldn’t go grave robbing on my æhteland.’

In response, the Gobbling gave three sharp calls into the night sky. Thomas Gabriel heard a rustling among the trees, and saw more grey bodies moving between the trunks. A ring of Gobblings emerged to surround him, yellow teeth bared, their ears pricked towards him. Their cold black eyes gave nothing away. A foul stench wafted off their hot bodies like the dirty smell of dung.

Thomas Gabriel raised an arm, forcing worried grunts from the ring of creatures.

‘Grist—’ Thomas Gabriel paused as he tried to remember the exact word he needed. He was determined not to refer to The Black Book of Magical Instruction in his pocket because he wanted to show Givens he had the measure of magic. The word shimmered in his head when he finally remembered it.

‘Gristbátian!’ he said clearly, with as much authority as he could muster.

A fine spray of white sparks rose from his fingertips, surrounding him in a ring of prickly energy that sent the Gobblings tottering backwards, scared by the power this boy seemed to have. Mouths full of sharp teeth appeared at intervals around the edges of the ring, hovering in the air and snapping viciously at the Gobblings, forcing them further back.

‘Magic, you see?’ grinned Thomas Gabriel. ‘And, being a Badlander, there’s plenty more where that came from. Now, give me the ring,’ he said, addressing the Gobbling he’d been chasing. But the creature just hissed, then spat at the boy, who dodged the slimy, shiny missile.

‘Get it for me, will you?’ said Thomas Gabriel and a tiny creature with a single eye in the centre of its forehead shot up out of his coat pocket like a firework and landed on the Gobbling’s hand and began tugging at the ring. It struggled because it was so small and delicate with a tiny, fairy-like body and lacy wings. The Gobbling lashed out and sent the little creature fluttering up like a butterfly.

‘You don’t want to mess with my pet. A One Eye might be useful for sniffing out magical things, but it’s got big teeth too!’ The One Eye gave a little cry and darted back to the Gobbling’s hand. This time it opened its tiny mouth to reveal a set of very large teeth that sprang forward. They were sharp too. When it bit down, the teeth went straight through the Gobbling’s thumb, slicing it clean off. The Gobbling screamed horribly as the winged creature flew back to the boy’s shoulder and perched there, removing the ring and giving it to Thomas Gabriel before tossing the thumb to the ground.

‘No creature steals on my patch!’ boomed Thomas Gabriel as the shrieking Gobbling dropped to its knees and scrabbled in the dirt for its severed thumb.

‘Now—’ But he stopped as, quite suddenly, the ring of sharp teeth snapping at the Gobblings and protecting him, disappeared. Thomas Gabriel’s triumphant smile dropped away as he realized the spell he had cast wasn’t working any more.

‘Gristbátian!’

White sparks flickered up round his fingers again, but this time they died away without having any effect.

For a moment, no one seemed to know what to do.

Excited growls started up around Thomas Gabriel. Some of the Gobblings were brave enough to take a step forward, and then all of them started closing in on the now defenceless boy. The One Eye flew at the nearest Gobbling with a scream, but there were too many. Thomas Gabriel stared in horror at a Gobbling mouth, open wide, the jagged bottom teeth frosty with spit, and then he felt something sharp nick the side of his face. He dodged away, tripping as he did so, and fell to the ground.

The next thing he felt was a sharp blast of air and, when he opened his eyes again, Thomas Gabriel saw Givens standing beside him, conjuring white sparks of magic out of his fingers at the Gobblings. The boy did not recognize the spell that Givens was using, but it caused the creatures to vanish swiftly, one after the other, with a popping sound, until they were all gone.

Givens had barely broken sweat. He smoothed back a loose strand of black hair before bending down to pick up the ring Thomas Gabriel had dropped.

‘A spell fading from the fingers like that can be a sign of an improper Commencement,’ said Givens. ‘Are you sure you Commenced correctly, boy, followed all the rules? No problems with the ceremony, were there?’

Thomas Gabriel shook his head as he stood up and brushed himself down.

‘Hmm, must be down to your skill with magic then. The spell you chose is hard to master and use effectively, needing great concentration not only to cast it but to hold it too. Clearly, you’ve still got a lot to learn, and there’s not much time either.’

‘What do you mean, sir?’

Givens produced a white envelope from a pocket and handed it to Thomas Gabriel. The boy’s name was written on the front in neat black ink.

Inside was a white card with a clock face on it, the second hand ticking round. Below it was written:


The High Council formally invites

Thomas Gabriel

to its annual meeting on

15th May



‘You’ve been summoned to show the High Council your skill with magic,’ said Givens.

Thomas Gabriel stared at him, his mouth open. For a moment, there was nothing but the ticking of the clock on the invitation.

‘It’s highly irregular, I agree,’ continued Givens, ‘but there are rumours that your Master, Simeon, didn’t want you to Commence and receive magic. Certain colleagues say he confided that very fact to them only days before he died.’ Givens coughed. ‘The High Council has to be sure you’re meant to become a Badlander, given your Master’s unfortunate demise. They therefore want to assess your magical skills with a test.’

He leant forward and lowered his voice. ‘Some Council members are looking for any reason to prevent you carrying on being a Badlander. Certain people want your æhteland. It’s a prime location in London. Simeon was a crafty old fox to keep it as long as he did.’ Givens smiled and straightened up. ‘But I have every confidence you’ll show them you’re meant to be a Badlander. It’s only March. You’ve still got a few weeks until the meeting. That should give you plenty of time to practise your magic. I can help advise you too, of course.’

Givens peered at Thomas Gabriel’s face without waiting for the boy to reply.

‘That Gobbling gave you a nasty bite. You need to return home and see to it. I must get back to my apprentice anyway. We’ve been surveying a Ley Line over the last few weeks and, however able he thinks he is, he’s young and I can’t leave him for more than a few hours. There’s always so much for us Badlanders to learn, isn’t there?’

Givens managed a rather overripe smile before reaching into his pocket for a bottle of Slap Dust. He looked intently at Thomas Gabriel. ‘The Ley Line we’re assessing runs fairly close to the cottage you inherited from your Master. Perhaps I could meet you there for some magical tuition? You’re clearly in need of it before the Council meeting.’

Thomas Gabriel shuffled his feet. ‘I don’t really go there. Too much to do on my æhteland here in London.’

‘Oh, that seems such a waste. I’d be there as often as I could if I was lucky enough to have inherited a country retreat from my Master. I’ll be in touch then about when we’ll meet again. In the meantime, do study hard, won’t you? The Council’s test will be an extremely thorough examination of your current magical skills and potential. They’ll be looking for any excuse to fail you.’

Givens gave another broad, insincere smile before slapping his hands together and vanishing to leave Thomas Gabriel alone among the trees. The bite on his face was starting to throb. But something else far more uncomfortable was troubling him. It wasn’t the shame he felt at having to be rescued by Givens, it was fear, lodged like a spear deep between his ribs, that made his heart tight and his breath short.

Thomas Gabriel already suspected why the magic had failed him, but hadn’t dared tell Givens. The man had been right to ask about Thomas Gabriel’s Commencement because the boy should never have Commenced at all. His Master, Simeon Rowell, had forbidden it with his dying breath yet Thomas Gabriel had disobeyed him, stealing the silver key required for Commencing and receiving magic. Thomas Gabriel hadn’t wanted to believe magic might leave him because of what he’d done. But now he couldn’t think of anything else.

When Thomas Gabriel arrived home, he waved away the One Eye as it fluttered around him, advising him to clean his face as Givens had suggested. He walked on quickly, rubbing away the blood with his sleeve. He didn’t stop until he was standing in the library, a large, round room with bookshelves lining the walls all the way from the floor up to the domed ceiling which had at its centre a large, circular skylight full of night sky.

The book he was looking for, To Commence or Not?, which dealt with anomalies occurring after the Commencement of apprentice Badlanders, was catalogued in the library on one of the topmost shelves. He used magic to levitate and, as he rose, his chest swelled with pride as he looked down at the floor. He was already about ten metres up, close to the top of the book stacks, and he wondered if perhaps he was worrying too much about his problems with the Gobblings earlier.

‘Maybe Givens was right,’ he said to his One Eye as it fluttered up beside him. ‘Perhaps I just did the spell wrong. I’m still learning. Maybe it wasn’t anything to do with my Commencement—’

Thomas Gabriel dropped like a stone, the levitation spell vanishing as if all the power had been cut.

His arms flashed out as he tried to grab hold of the bookshelves. When the toes of his shoes landed on a shelf, he started to fall back and threw out a hand, the fingers clamping down like a beak. He juddered and, with all his strength, pulled himself close to the stacks of books, using both arms, and clung on like a limpet.

He was about five metres up. Not high enough to make jumping down impossible, but that wasn’t the point. His magic had failed. Again. Just like it had among the trees with the Gobblings. He stared at the book title in front of him: Great Badlanders Vol. 5. He looked down the row and guessed there must be at least fifty volumes. It had been his dream to be listed in one of those books for as long as he could remember.

When he let go and dropped to the floor, it seemed to him he fell more quickly due to the heaviness in his heart.

He used the ladder the second time to find the book and To Commence or Not? told him everything he knew deep down already, but hadn’t wanted to admit to himself.

*

If an apprentice is not invited to Commence by their Master then the bond between them is broken forever, according to the Ordnung. This can lead to disappointment and anger in an apprentice. Remember, however hard it might be to say ‘no’ to an apprentice, it is doubly hard for them to hear it. In some cases, boys may try and take the key by force and there have been instances of injury and even death when Masters have been ill-prepared for the reaction of their apprentices to a refusal.

The protective charm around the key will keep its magic safe from any unintended use, so if an apprentice, deemed unfit to Commence, does steal the key then their Commencement will fail. In most cases, the ceremony never happens at all, but, on the rare occasion that the Commencement ceremony occurs, the magic will degrade eventually. The apprentice will feel the magic starting to slip away from them over time. Having tasted its power, this can be a most difficult truth to accept. The apprentice will be left bereft of magic eventually. Ultimately, this may well lead to madness, despair and death.

Thomas Gabriel stepped away from the book as though it was an object laced with an infectious disease. He looked at the One Eye perched on his shoulder.

‘You’re good with magical things. How do I fix this?’ Sensing an unwelcome change in the boy’s mood, the tiny creature fluttered into the air as if to escape.

‘Well?’ Thomas Gabriel sounded impatient. When he reached out to grab it, it flew higher, out of reach. ‘Tell me how to sort out the problem.’

‘I can’t,’ it squeaked.

‘You have to!’ shouted Thomas Gabriel. ‘I’ve got to fix it before the High Council meeting. If the Order finds out my magic’s not working because I took that key from Simeon and Commenced without his permission, I’ll be kicked out. I’ll be no one.’

The One Eye shot up higher and crouched on the topmost bookshelf, keeping out of sight. It only reappeared when the fuse inside the boy seemed to be spent and he was sitting quietly on the floor with books strewn around him, muttering to himself.
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Ed walked out of the main school building, bending down when he noticed a shoelace was undone. Other kids were leaving too, streaming out around him and scurrying down the steps, eager to make the most of what was left of the sunny afternoon now classes were over.

A sudden, sharp slap to the back of his head sent stars fizzing across Ed’s eyes. By the time he had blinked them away, there was only laughter disappearing among the bobbing heads and clicking of shoes. It could have been one of any number of his classmates, until a boy with brown, shoulder-length hair glanced round and gave himself away.

Ed wanted to shout or run after him. But he didn’t. Creating a scene would only make things worse and he was doing his utmost to fit in at St Joseph’s. So he stayed where he was, trying to let the anger drain out of him, as the other boy dared him down the steps, waggling a crooked finger. In another life, Ed might have reached into his pocket for his catapult and whizzed a silver ball bearing close enough to the boy’s ear to graze it as a warning and melt the grin off his face.

But Ed wasn’t a Badlander any more. He was an ordinary boy now, wearing a blazer, not an overcoat with limitless pockets. When the other boy gave up and walked off, laughing, with his friends, Ed’s fists uncurled, and his sweaty palms started to cool.

Ed was still taking time to adapt to school, even though he was bright and quick-witted. Lessons weren’t the problem. It was adjusting to how life at St Joseph’s worked that made him stick out as being different. And standing out was not a good thing if you wanted to get on quietly with making friends and trying to be ordinary.

Occasionally, Ed would stop and stare in the mirror at the new version of himself, without his overcoat, wondering if he should go back to live in the Badlands, even though it was a dangerous place. It was a world he knew so well, better than the new one he found himself in now. Ruby and Thomas Gabriel were in the Badlands too and he knew he could count on them, especially Ruby, who’d been so brave, helping him and taking on creatures and showing she could be as good as any boy. But she’d also proved that the things a person really wanted the most never came easily and that’s what made them so precious. So Ed would always walk away from the mirror, convinced he didn’t want to return to his old life because being an ordinary boy had always been his dream and he couldn’t give up on it now.

But there was something Ed couldn’t ignore as easily about his past as a Badlander. There was still magic inside him after his Commencement in the Badlands. The ceremony had gone wrong after Ruby had Commenced with him by accident, leaving them with half the amount of magic a Badlander would normally have received. It meant they could only perform spells together.

Ed heard the magic whispering to him in quiet moments, addressing him as Jones, the Badlander name his Master, Maitland, had given him as a baby. The magic kept telling him to give up trying to be an ordinary boy called Ed because he’d been so good at taking on monsters and protecting people.

Ed did his best to ignore the magic, but it never seemed to give up. It was in pain. Ed knew it wasn’t meant to be in the ordinary world where he wanted to be. It wanted to be back in the Badlands where it could be used, so it kept urging him to return there.

Some weeks earlier, in class, he’d lashed out without thinking because the constant whispering had made it seem like a person had been there, right beside him. All the other kids had burst out laughing. Even the teacher told him ‘to pay attention’ before droning on again. At lunchtime, he’d had to wade through looks and sniggers. Kids had tapped him on the shoulder, tempting him to turn round and take a swipe at them. He’d stared at them through tired eyes, the bags beneath them so dark they were almost purple because the magic was whispering to him at night too, keeping him awake, and disrupting his dreams.

School was an unforgiving place. No one forgot things. Ed had learnt that once you were seen as a certain person you could never be anyone else. Everyone had looked at him differently after that day in class.

Today all the other kids seemed to be hurrying somewhere important as he walked down the steps. He had nowhere to go except home. He loved his parents, but he missed having friends his own age he could talk to. He missed Ruby and Thomas Gabriel.

He’d tried inviting kids from his classes to his house, but nobody came, not even the ones who seemed to have no one else either. Once, a group from school had turned up at his door to see if he wanted to play football in the park and, for a brief moment, his face had lit up. But that was before he’d noticed a sly look between two of them, something his clever eyes had spotted because, in the Badlands, he’d always been on the lookout for anything suspicious, however subtle, in case it was a clue about a monster or something that might save his life. Standing on the doorstep, Ed had known the only thing being kicked in the park would be him, not a football. So he’d shut the door quickly.

Usually, his walk home took about twenty minutes, but he chose a longer route that afternoon, wending his way through the streets, wanting time to think. There seemed to be no prospect of fitting in at school, however hard he tried, and the magic inside him seemed to take heart from it, addressing him more and more, and urging him to give in to it.

Ed took his frustration out on a white pebble, kicking it so hard across the pavement he almost lost his balance. He wondered whether going to see Ruby or Thomas Gabriel to talk to them about how he was feeling might help, even though it meant returning to the Badlands.

The white pebble had pinged off the wall beside him and landed further on and he kicked it again, even harder this time. Going back to the Badlands, if only for a moment, would feel like a failure.

Maybe you are a failure, Jones? taunted the magic inside him.

Ed stopped, his foot raised, ready to kick the pebble again, and then the anger inside disappeared like a burst balloon, and he put his leg down.

‘I’m not a failure,’ he whispered. ‘My parents wouldn’t love me otherwise.’ The magic didn’t say anything back and Ed felt a little fizz in his veins at silencing the voice.

Ed’s parents were the bright spot in his new life. They’d welcomed him back into their lives with open arms. He had been stolen from them as a baby by his Master, Maitland, and replaced with a fæcce that had died. Not only were his mother and father kind, they were loving too. Ed had known it when he’d listened to them lying about his adoption in the headmaster’s office at St Joseph’s, the story they’d come up with to avoid any difficult questions about where Ed had come from. Their ‘new-found joy’ was how they’d described him and Ed felt the same.
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